


Praise for this book

This book is a must-read for all university leaders and senior managers 
to enable them to get a better insight into the numerous challenges facing 
academia in the new normal, where it is not only about academic excellence 
but also about the human dimension through the enhanced use of technology.

—Dhanjay Jhurry, Professor and Vice-Chancellor, 
University of Mauritius, Mauritius

This thought-provoking book captures contemporary changes to higher 
education at the micro and macro level post-2020. Stakeholders across 
the sector will benefit from reading the research-driven chapters that are 
stimulating and insightful. The book interrogates and challenges ways in 
which internationalization and global mobility can be re-imagined.

—Dawn Joseph, Associate Professor,  
Deakin University, Australia

This book shows a more intensive and multi-facetted response by the higher 
education community to the pandemic that one might have expected. 
Attention is paid notably to sustain international life on campus.

—Ulrich Teichler, Professor Emeritus,  
International Centre for Higher Education Research, 

University of Kassel, Germany

This volume is a welcome addition to the literature on international Higher 
Education produced during the COVID-19 era. With a sensitively chosen 
array of topics, it shows new thinking around internationalisation, which is 
encouraging for all, and is exactly what is needed.

—Amanda C. Murphy, Professor and Director, 
Centre for Higher Education Internationalisation, 

Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Italy

With the COVID-19 pandemic seeing no end in sight and its effects on 
international higher education for students around the world yet unknown, the 
importance of this timely book cannot be overstated. At a time when we are 



literally awash in countless editorials prognosticating on possible implications 
of this health catastrophe, it is refreshing to get a carefully collected series of 
essays that step back, take a deep breath, and bring us back to the fundamental 
questions we need to be asking at this most dangerous time for humanity.

—Bernhard Streitwieser, IEP Program  
Director & Associate Professor of International 

Education & International Affairs,  
George Washington University, USA

This is a valuable addition to higher education for understanding the 
complexities that COVID-19 introduced into the academic landscape. This 
volume explores valuable topics and issues such as employability, research and 
mentoring, innovative teaching and learning, and emerging opportunities 
during the pandemic.

—Jane E. Gatewood, Vice Provost for Global 
Engagement, University of Rochester, USA

This timely book is much needed for practitioners, scholars, and policy makers 
who are grappling with the challenges created by the pandemic. The book 
is comprehensive given the depth and breath of topics. The human centric 
approach is refreshing.

—Fanta Aw, Vice President of Campus Life & 
Inclusive Excellence, American University, USA
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• What do I know about my neighbors?
• Do I make an effort to learn more?
• What are others’ perspectives and can I articulate those?
• What are the connections I see in others to my own experiences?
• How much do I really listen for understanding and seek first to understand?

Foreword
Darla K. Deardorff

The COVID-19 pandemic has represented a unifying challenge globally, 
providing a defining era in human existence as t he pandemic upended life 
as we know it. COVID-19 and Higher Education in the Global Context: Exploring 
Contemporary Issues and Challenges, edited by Ammigan, Chan, and Bista, 
delves into the pandemic’s impact on higher education around the 
world. Such an exploration empowers “educators, administrators, 
practitioners, policy makers, and families” with ideas and guidance that not 
only can be applied in the current context but also in the post-COVID future. 

As the world emerges from the COVID pandemic, it is good to remember 
the signs of hope that have been there all along from the small gestures of 
kindness to the heroic efforts of those on the frontlines, from strangers lifting 
their voices together in song across balconies as the pandemic began with the 
later Jerusalema dance challenge that swept around the world, even as the 
pandemic was raging. This pandemic has shown us that we are all truly 
interconnected, for better or for worse. Desmond Tutu reminds us that we 
are all in this together and that our humanity is bound up together. We are 
members of one human family, and when some members are hurting, we all 
are hurt. He goes on to say, “For us to engage in the practices that will ensure 
that we all prosper, we must come to know that each of us is linked in the 
chain of our common humanity.”

As we move into the light of a new day, there is radical hope in truly 
embracing our shared humanity. Let’s seek to see ourselves in others. Let’s 
seek to see the whole picture through discovering others’ perspectives beyond 
our own. Let’s seek to see the invisible among us and to remember the power 
of being seen and heard. As we do so, we can reflect on some of the following 
questions:
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Higher education provides opportunities for students to explore these and 
other questions, as universities seek to educate global citizens. As we have 
come to understand more poignantly over the last year that we are indeed 
part of one global community, we need to remember that education is more 
than employment or even graduating global citizens—in the end, it is about 
how we come together as neighbors both locally and globally, to build a better 
future together. We can make choices every day that help make the world 
better for all. As Tutu noted, “When we step into our neighborhoods, we can 
engage in the practices of good neighborliness or we can choose not to. The 
quality of life on our planet now and in the future will be determined by 
the small daily choices that we make as much as by the big decisions in the 
corridors of power.” As we move forward into a post-pandemic era, we must 
remember that actions matter and what we do impacts others. What daily 
actions will we take to support the most vulnerable among us? To improve 
the quality of life for others? How will we uphold justice and dignity for all in 
the human family? In the end, how will we be good neighbors to each other?

Let us commit to taking action to address the racial injustices and inequities 
faced by our neighbors. Let us commit to being a good neighbor, as we live in 
authentic solidarity with each other, aspiring to be compassionate, generous, 
and kind, knowing that we can find our greatest joy in showing love to all and 
that in doing so, we are embracing the oneness of our humanity.
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Abstract

This chapter gives an overview of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) in 
higher education and how colleges and universities have changed and 
adjusted along with new technology and challenges. In this book, we have 
tried to respond to the growing need for new insights and perspectives to 
improve higher education policy and practice in the era of COVID-19. 
The need to understand the impact of COVID-19 on higher education is 
more urgent as institutions seek to innovate and adapt during times of 
uncertainty.

Keywords:

higher education; COVID-19; issues and challenges; globalization

Introduction

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization officially declared the 
novel coronavirus (COVID-19) a pandemic due to alarming levels of spread, 
severity, and inaction around the globe (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). In an 
attempt to contain the virus, the United States and several other countries 
went into a state of public health emergency, imposing national lockdowns 
and bans on public gathering and travel (National Conference of State 
Legislatures, 2020). As the health crisis unfolded, educational institutions 
were forced to abruptly switch to remote and online learning after closing 
down their campuses and suspending in-person class instruction. Health 
and safety protocol had to be put in place and communicated to the campus 
community; large-scale, in-person events such as career fairs, orientation 
programs, and engagement activities were canceled; and the level of fear and 
public pressure had to be carefully managed with data-driven insights and 
guidance (Liguori & Winkler, 2020). Without question, the education sector 
continues to be one of the worst-hit by the pandemic, affecting opportunities 
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for growth and development for over 1.5 billion students (or 91% of the world’s 
school population) at all educational levels (UNESCO Global Education 
Coalition, 2021).

The COVID-19 outbreak has been characterized as the biggest test of 
resilience and relevance for higher education institutions in recent times, 
requiring innovative, risk-mitigating responses that ensure access to learning 
and the safety of all students (Fraser-Moleketi, 2021). With very little training 
and time to prepare for remote teaching, institutions scrambled to find 
different options of pedagogical approaches in synchronous or asynchronous 
environmental conditions as well as evaluation methods, all adding to the 
stresses and workloads of faculty and academic staff (Dhawan, 2020; Rapanta 
et al., 2020). The overwhelming challenges of e-learning faced by educators, 
administrators, and students alike can be broadly linked to issues around 
accessibility, affordability, flexibility, learning pedagogy, and educational 
policy (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).

Over the past year, the landscape of higher education has changed 
dramatically. Substantial modifications in most aspects of teaching, learning, 
and campus life have eventually led to declines in student enrollment and net 
tuition, creating financial pressures and strained labor relations among faculty, 
staff, and administrators (Grawe, 2021). With the shutdown of residence 
halls and dining services, social and engagement facilities, conferences, 
and intercollegiate sports programs, among other in-person programs and 
businesses, the long-term financial impact from the loss of revenue has started 
to weigh in for many universities. The economic loss is estimated by the 
American Council on Education to exceed $120 billion for American colleges 
and universities, including furloughs, layoffs, and reductions in retirement 
benefits (Nietzel, 2020).

From a global learning and mobility standpoint, many study abroad 
programs came to a stop in 2020 due to restricted international travels and 
heightened health and safety risks. According to the Institute of International 
Education, most US institutions canceled travel for US students, both 
international (71%) and domestic (48%), with 93% of study abroad programs 
canceled entirely or in part last year (Martel, 2020). In the other direction, 
international student enrollment, which normally injects $44 billion and 
460,000 jobs into the local US economy each year, dropped by 43% in fall 
2019 due to travel bans, health and safety concerns, visa delays, and complex 
immigration policies (Baer & Martel, 2020). It remains unclear what the future 
of international education at colleges and universities will be, considering 
how critical global learning programs and student exchanges are to the 
competitiveness of American higher education.

For students, their college lives have been significantly upended. In addition 
to having to adapt to a new learning environment, factors such as fear about 
their safety and that of their loved ones, decreased social interactions, and 
disruptions to their academic performance and progress have contributed to 
increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depressive thoughts (Son et al., 2020). 
The long-lasting situation has also taken a financial toll on students, with 
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many losing their on-campus jobs and others being impacted by the financial 
hardships experienced by their family (Lederer et al., 2021). Students who are 
already marginalized and discriminated against have sadly suffered the most 
from school closures and online instruction, considering that not all students 
have access to a computer, the internet, or a safe and quiet environment to 
study in (Arnove, 2020). In the United States, students of color, particularly 
Asian Americans and Asian international students, continue to face increased 
discrimination, stereotyping, and stigmatization during the pandemic, fueled 
partly by various social, political, and policy factors (Harper, 2020).

The Current Situation

A year into the global pandemic, we are still uncertain as to how the COVID-19 
crisis will reshape our society and drive innovation and advancement, especially 
in higher education (Kang, 2021). While some believe that the way in which 
higher education is delivered in the future will change permanently from face-
to-face to a more aspirational online or hybrid mode of instruction, others 
have expressed a “renewed appreciation” for in-person classroom learning and 
expect institutions to revert back to their traditional academic model after the 
pandemic is contained (Ewing, 2021). In the meantime, however, policymakers 
and university administrators continue to invest time and resources into 
identifying effective information and communication technologies and virtual 
support services that enhance the e-learning experience of students, especially 
those who are underrepresented, vulnerable, and disadvantaged (Farnell et al., 
2021). Balancing health and safety concerns with financial and enrollment 
considerations, institutions are actively developing plans to reopen their 
campuses as quickly and as securely as possible.

By the time this book is published, it is very likely that the world will be in 
a different place again—facing emerging challenges and finding answers in 
our fight against the virus. Regardless of whether regular classes and campus 
activities resume this coming fall, it is important that institutions consider a 
number of factors as they engage the university community in planning ahead. 
In keeping the health and safety of students, faculty, and staff as a priority, 
Lederer et al. (2021) offer four distinct recommendations to educational 
administrators as they continue to support students’ experiences and success. 
First, survey the campus community about their experiences and use the 
assessment findings to identify institutional priorities and guide the decision-
making process. Second, employ a holistic communication strategy via web, 
social media, and email to clearly and concisely disseminate reliable and 
scientifically based guidance and preventative measures about COVID-19 to 
the campus community. Third, prioritize and adapt student support services, 
such as health and counseling centers, wellness and engagement centers, 
academic support units, student affairs departments, multicultural centers, 
and international student offices, to increase access, reach a wider audience, 
and support the success of all students. And last, establish and implement 
student services and resources through a diversity, equity, and inclusion 



4 Ravichandran Ammigan et al.

lens to ensure a welcoming and supportive campus climate for students and 
employees of all backgrounds, and especially those who are marginalized and 
underrepresented.

While there has been a heavy reliance on technology and information 
systems during the COVID-19 era, a new report from the World Council on 
Intercultural and Global Competence highlights the importance of ethical 
development in technology that promotes work and collaboration across 
cultures in order to solve the critical challenges that impact the world in a 
collective and equitable way (Veerasamy & Rasmussen, 2021). This points 
to a direct implication for institutions to provide adequate and intentional 
training for faculty and staff not only to increase proficiency in technology 
and evaluation methods but also toward intercultural and global competence 
in relation to course design. When institutions decide to fully resume their 
academic operations, evidence of faculty and staff preparedness in terms of 
professionalism, technical ability, and cultural awareness will be essential in 
what we expect to be a highly competitive environment to recruit and retain 
talented students (Rapanta et al., 2020). Humanizing the student experience 
at all levels of the institutional setting and building an engaged community 
among students and across cultures must remain a priority as we move 
forward, even when technology is driving the process (Liu & Ammigan, 2021).

Themes and Structure of the Book

This book includes 14 chapters organized into three sections. The first section 
addresses some recent fundamental issues and challenges in higher education 
that educators have experienced as results of COVID-19 pandemic. In 
Chapter 1, editors Ammigan, Chan, and Bista give a general overview of 
the book projects, larger themes, and scope of the book, and present urgency 
of selected contributions in the volume. In Chapter 2, Silveus and Ekpe 
explore leadership styles that played significant roles during the COVID-19 
at the institutions of higher education. In Chapter 3, Nguyen, Tran, and Tra 
focus on social responsibilities of universities in COVID-19 pandemic as a 
major component of institutional transformation. In Chapter 4, Muñiz and 
Borg discuss college admissions and enrollment issues that directly impact 
marginalized students, including students of color and students from low-
income households, and how the concept of “Internationalization at Home” 
could be used to build inclusive practices in admissions and enrollment 
during and after the pandemic. In Chapter 5, Harry examines the financial 
ramifications of the coronavirus on athletic department operations, an 
important component of the higher education world .

In the second section, contributors bring academic issues such as 
graduate employability, research and mentoring, innovative teaching and 
learning, evolution in leadership, and emerging opportunities during and 
after the COVID-19. In Chapter 6, Kelly, Moore, and Lyons examine the 
relationship between exams and enhancing graduate employability through 
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three key skills: problem-solving, creativity, and critical thinking during 
the COVID-19. In Chapter 7, Niño and Martínez II discuss how social 
distancing measures created new possible ways for graduate students to 
continue their research and publication using technology platforms during 
the pandemic. In Chapter 8, Armour reviews the accommodations and 
experiences of students with disabilities and students who are deaf or hard 
of hearing (DHOH) and called for considerations to disrupt the medical 
model of accommodations through Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in 
higher education. In Chapter 9, O’Shea, Zhang and Mou examine how this 
pandemic impacts international students’ plan of study in Canada and the 
United States, with their concern for the expense and experience of online 
learning and their consideration of other alternative destination countries. 
In Chapter 10, Bai presents a case study documenting funding issues in 
higher education which has been public institutions to be more proactive to 
their diversity and inclusive missions.

The final section of the book brings together hope and prospect addressing 
public health and wellbeing, future global collaboration, and our academic 
relationships with dignity and humanity. In Chapter 11, Njoku highlights the 
need for public health curriculum to address racial and ethnic disparities in 
COVID-19 and to prepare and motivate a future healthcare workforce. In 
Chapter 12, Anzaldúa presents a trauma-informed human rights (TIHR) 
perspective to post-secondary education systems to maximize mental health 
and academic benefits for present and future college students.In Chapter 13, 
Minaeva and Marinoni present a strong case of how COVID-19 pandemic 
became an opportunity for global collaboration for seeking solutions to the 
virus at the same time when it is creating chaos and disorder in societies. In the 
final chapter, Liu and Ammigan present an exemplary case of how interactive 
and innovative use of information and communication technologies offer 
rewarding humanistic experiences to global learners during the pandemic.

Guiding Questions

We anticipate that the chapters in this book will empower educators, 
administrators, practitioners, policymakers, and families with new ideas, 
principles, and advice that they can apply this academic year and beyond. To 
conclude, we leave our readers with a few guiding questions as they begin to 
peruse the book:

• How do we meet the needs of today’s and tomorrow’s students during the
COVID-19 era?

• How do we rearticulate the value of global education after the COVID-19 
pandemic?

• How do we innovate and develop effective curricula and co-curricular
post-COVID-19?

• How do we foster collaboration and support in uncertain times?
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• How do we handle health, safety, well-being, and crisis management
during the COVID-19 restrictions?

• How do we articulate justice, equity, diversity, inclusion, and intercultural 
learning in the COVID-19 era?
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Part I

COVID-19 and Global 
Issues in Higher 
Education





Abstract

Viewing the COVID-19 crisis with the application of a leadership 
adaptation continuum provides insight into tracking systemic 
and environmental issues that could affect future educational 
sustainability. Leadership in higher education involves hedging 
in response to punctuated bursts that challenge educational stasis. 
Principles from the evolutionary theory of punctuated equilibrium 
illustrate leadership speciation that emerged during the fall of 
2019 in Wuhan, China. Using an interdisciplinary phenomenologi-
cal approach, the authors pulled concepts of evolutionary biology, 
business, and higher education leadership to understand the leaders’ 
position on our leadership adaptation continuum model before and 
after the crisis, along with the association to varying leaders’ response 
strategies; prevention-focused leadership, promotion-focused leader-
ship, pragmatic leadership, and progressive leadership. By cross 
cutting our approach through different disciplines, new approaches 
to identifying future leaders that are adaptable and responsive can 
assist educators in surviving and succeeding during uncertain times.

Keywords

COVID-19, leadership adaptation continuum, leadership 

Introduction

Punctuated bursts that produce a rapid evolution of leadership styles allow 
contemporary future leaders to be cognizant of how to navigate environmental 
pressures, such as the arrival of the novel coronavirus. On December 31, 
2019, the World Health Organization (2020b) was notified of pneumonia-like 
cases in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, in China, later associated with the 
Huanan Seafood Market. The unexpected arrival of the novel virus produced 
a financial, psychological, and technological pandemic that led to massive 
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leadership speciation. This speciation can be dissected through education, 
business, and science lenses, which can assist future leaders in understanding 
and preparing for a new form of higher education. Strategies adopted from 
leaders post-coronavirus disease-19 (COVID-19) represent various alignments 
or deviations from universities’ visions, missions, and values as they attempt to 
grapple with a new reality.

History of Coronavirus

A historical account of how the coronavirus arrived and spread across the 
globe provides the reader with an understanding of a unique setting, something 
that has been compared to the 1918 Spanish flu and the 2009 H1N1 Swine 
flu (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018, 2019). Following the 
notification of pneumonia-like symptoms in 2019, intensive investigations into 
the known causative agent of the infection disease occurred. By January 7, 2020, 
the health authorities in China had identified the novel coronavirus (nCoV) 
(World Health Organization, 2020a). Gardner (2020) reported by January 
23, 2020, there were a little over 800 cases across about 20 regions in China, 
reflecting a vein-like connection among society. While the disease appeared 
isolated in China during January, arguments erupted in other countries. By 
January 19, 2020, the United States health officials reported the first case of a 
35-year old man in Snohomish County, Washington, who had recently traveled 
to Wuhan, China (Holshue et al., 2020). He exhibited a prolonged cough and 
fever. This global spread presented a result of global mobility and reflected two 
facets of society: social networking as a mechanism to trace the disease and 
social connectedness among different cultures and people. 

The progressive spread eventually created fear of the unknown and 
became a form of a global assessment of relative preparedness. Lotking 
(2020) referred to disaster preparedness and illustrated the desire for society 
to avoid disruption leading to a possible short-sighted adaptive mode, 
whereby the society will attempt to regain a sense of pre-COVID normalcy. 
Progressively, states mandated school closures, mask-wearing, and in-home 
grocery deliveries would shape a new form of routine. The word normal is 
a term that came to define the world without COVID and the world with 
COVID, with facets among society asking what normal would look like 
by fall 2020. As with any predictive model, it is grounded in evidence and 
impacted by values across society. The arrival of COVID-19 illustrated that 
the community was learning, adapting, and predicting all at once. However, 
as a leader, it is expected that answers are provided, and because of such a 
strong technological network, those answers are expected sooner rather than 
later. Therefore, leaders had the responsibility of being orators who had the 
solutions for the present moment and an unpredictable future.

Burke (2020) illustrated that predictive resurgence patterns over time will be 
influenced by overall immunity or cross-immunity and the transmission rates 
in warmer summer months. Cross-immunity, the ability to partially protect 
due to conserved antigens between other strains (Epstein & Price, 2010), can 
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help understand how one can implement new strategies in education but is still 
one of many variables that impacts what the remaining years will look like. 
Factoring in vaccine production, vaccine adopters, and non-adopters adds 
challenges since a vaccine is only as good as the percentage of the population 
that agrees to be vaccinated. As evidence from public health officials poured 
in over time, it became apparent that no one could predict what the remaining 
part of 2020 would look like for higher education or what normal would mean. 

Leadership Speciation

Understanding of concepts related to evolution is challenging to comprehend 
and rarely as a learner can one witness the process. This lens, the researchers 
propose, is one in which the theory of punctuated equilibrium (Eldredge & 
Gould, 1972) can be applied to leadership style before COVID and after the 
arrival of COVID in the higher education system.

The concept of speciation arose through the work of Charles Darwin and 
Thomas Malthus, who, through observational scientific discovery, came to 
note that variation and similarities existed among species (Carroll, 2009). 
However, “Malthus proposed that there were checks-disease, famine, and 
death-upon the growth of populations that prevented them from increasing 
at an exponential rate” (p. 30). The theory of punctuated equilibrium 
explains that slow progressive change or stasis occurs with sudden bursts of 
fast progressive change, usually through some external force. The external 
pressure of COVID placed an unforgettable immediate hold on face-to-face 
social interaction, particularly as it relates to education. The educational 
structures exist as categories illustrating the vast diversity of the educational 
system ranging from community colleges, public and private colleges and 
universities, for-profit colleges, liberal arts colleges, research universities, 
religious colleges, and mission-driven colleges. 

Online education threaded itself into some of these various structures 
and became a dominant form of knowledge in the spring of 2020 after the 
arrival of COVID. The sudden shift was a response to environmental change; 
a change Corning (2014) stated “can thus be expected to give rise to new 
needs (besoins) that in turn will stimulate the adoption of new ‘habits’” (p. 244). 
Rather than applying the punctuated equilibrium theory in biological terms, 
it can be used through a sociocultural lens. Kolondy et al. (2015) posited that 
in applying the punctuated equilibrium theory with computer simulations, 
cultural innovation views can be classified as lucky leap innovation, toolkit 
innovation, and innovative tool combination whereby change is not just about 
pure genius but also relies heavily on the contextualized environment. The 
environment is the fundamental foundation for this chapter in that leaders can 
avoid facing the disruption or they can use it as an opportunity to retool their 
organization. In applying the theory to university leadership, the ability to 
learn, adapt, survive, and thrive is mostly dependent on the culture that exists 
within the overall system. Under this model, it is assumed that leadership 
variation exists across all contexts, like how we can see genetic variation 
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among humans. By recognizing this leadership variation, it is possible to 
predict a form of cultural innovation based on the differential distribution 
of traits such as knowledge, and the frequency of COVID resurgence as a 
form of environmental change to retool a new university. Kolondy et al. (2015) 
noted “the periods of little change are waiting times between occurrences of 
large leaps, and each of these rare occurrences brings about rapid change in 
the form of the invention of functionally related tools, functionally analogous 
tools, or innovative combinations” (p. E6767). Therefore, leadership variation 
pre-COVID-19 led to speciation and is dependent on organizational structure 
(i.e., differential knowledge), institutional structure, and the ability to take and 
support innovative risks that could reposition oneself ahead of other leaders. 
Thus, diverse thinking and discovery paves the way for the new normal.

This chapter should serve as a tool to assist current and future leaders in 
engaging in reflective practices as they grow a new university post COVID. 
While society may hope to attain a former view of the university prior to 
COVID, the researchers posit that evolutionary punctuation results in either 
persistence and growth in the university organization or progressive decline.

The research question the researchers sought to address was the following:

• How can a leadership adaptation continuum serve as a tool to prepare 
future global higher education leaders?

Literature Review

An integral part of good leadership is a leader’s capacity to adapt and grow 
from meeting significant crucibles. By committing to these best practices 
in direction, academic leaders will emerge from the crisis to rebuild with 
untarnished and perhaps enhanced credibility and branding. Many facets 
of the COVID-19 pandemic are unique, but it is unusual for university 
officials to contend with circumstances of this extent. Within this pandemic, 
universities are facing organizational change. Weick and Quinn (1999) 
perceived a shift in the organization as either continuous or episodic. The 
episodic difference is rare and radical at times, while constant change can 
be incremental, emergent, and endless. Possessing change management skills 
was related to bringing about effective organizational change. The lack of 
awareness of strategies for improvement in execution and the failure to adjust 
management style or organizational roles was cited as obstacles to progress 
(Bossidy & Charan, 2002; Gilley, 2005).

Global Higher Education

While leadership practitioners in academia play a crucial role in their 
institution’s response to crises, in fact, the position of campus leaders in 
developing a culture of confidence, cooperation, and shared leadership before 
a crisis can affect the institution’s ability to withstand times of crisis more 
significantly (Kezar et al., 2018). The transition to online course delivery 
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may require some stakeholders to make radical changes in attitude, values, 
and beliefs (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001). It may also entail drastic changes and 
innovative approaches.

The converse relationship between leadership and the COVID-19 virus 
is the extreme need for a balanced curriculum offering equal opportunities 
for the community it serves. Leaders’ thoughts and abilities are reflected in 
attitudes, systems, and processes that promote or hinder progress, further 
reinforcing the link between their activities and efficacy in bringing about 
change. For those academic leaders who are goal-oriented, risk-takers, and 
long-term strategic thinkers, there is an opportunity to create a spiral of 
success and gain a competitive advantage in their redesigned educational 
environment.

Diversity of Leaders

The work of Gulati et al. (2010) serves as a foundation for understanding four 
types of leadership before and after an evolutionary pandemic: prevention-
focused leadership, promotion-focused leadership, pragmatic leadership, 
and progressive leadership. Leading change involves the use of a range of 
communication strategies to convey relevant communications, seek feedback, 
build preparation for moving forward  with a sense of urgency, and inspire 
recipients to act. While Gulati et al. (2010) focused on companies, their 
definitions can be contextualized to the university leadership style.

In prevention-focused leaders, it is typical to adopt a defensive strategy 
after a disaster to avoid and minimize loss (Gulati et al., 2010). Leaders choose 
a static model where costs are immediately cut in the operating budget. Still, 
programs continue to operate, even though there might be fewer people 
and reduced quality. While prevention-focused leaders concentrate on the 
defensive, promotion-centered leaders develop offensive strategies that appear 
to benefit the overall system. Usually, the development-targeted leaders adopt 
a verbose mode of thinking that involves spending to get ahead of other 
networks, with a belief the university will become a superpower. Pragmatic 
leaders choose a combination of defensive and offensive strategies, where 
priorities become cutting from the budget and at the same time investing in 
new ways of conducting research. However, the critical element of investing 
after a crisis is that the investment is driven in response to the new needs from 
the crisis. Progressive leaders adopt the optimal balance between defensive 
and offensive strategies. By selecting the optimal balance where costs are cut 
using justified measurable data, the leadership can maintain support from 
the overall system. When the administration adopts more prevention-focused 
mechanisms and staff is let go as a response to the decline, it is more difficult 
for the leadership to achieve stability upon returning to normalcy. Thus, 
achieving a balance between cost-cutting and spending allows progressive 
leaders to survive and do well after the disaster. Leaders must understand 
that a professional re-articulation is necessary to convincingly redefine their 
position as invaluable in order not to be replaced. 
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Adversity of Leaders

The variation within the structure of higher education, like the variation 
within society, provides an opportunity to understand risk aversion and risk 
tolerance in leaders. A fundamental trait necessary for campus presidents is 
being comfortable at taking risks. Leaders must realize that a professional re-
articulation is inevitable to redefine their role convincingly as indispensable 
in order not to be replaced. Training programs need to be designed suitably 
for mobilizing faculty resources by providing them with a wide range of 
holistic solutions to the online teaching challenge that can be addressed 
and making them essential to higher education professionals (Gulati et al., 
2010). Leaders should create multi-level structures to guide a campaign 
against the crisis. Established systems often do not have any support for crisis 
management. Because of a lack of creativity and foresight, leaders often forget 
that organizational structures are designed for purposes other than crisis 
management.

The Leadership Adaptation Continuum Framework

Viewing leadership adaptation using a continuum (see Figure 2.1) allows 
educators and risk managers to analyze current and future preparedness 
as a model for identification of successful leadership. While all leaders 
possess a great deal of variability in traits, it is worth acknowledging one’s 
own individual preparedness for events such as COVID-19. Lokting (2020) 
illustrated that after a 2016 Columbia University Disaster survey, 65% of 
households lacked plans for surviving a catastrophe, a concept that is related 

Figure 2.1 Leadership adaptation continuum.
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to our own innate individual level of preparedness. Individually, it is easy to 
assume that disasters will not impact us as the individual but are more likely 
to impact others.

Research Method

The researchers sought to adopt a qualitative phenomenological approach 
to evaluating experiences within university leadership prior to and after the 
arrival of the novel 2019 coronavirus. Phenomenology, for the purpose of this 
work, refers to how society experienced and navigated the world, particularly 
in response to the pandemic. 

The phenomenological approach, as explained by French philosopher 
Merleau-Ponty (1945), was used to seek understanding of how leaders 
navigated the pandemic from the researchers’ point of view. The researchers 
assumed that individuals’ truths emerged from what they directly were 
experiencing and thus could lead to internal desires central to their own 
identity (Byrne, 2001). In addition, research supported by Sohn et al. (2017) 
was used to illustrate how voices within a community may be interpreted 
with the Merleau-Ponty philosophy noting, “Human beings are not passive 
before the stimuli in the lifeworld; we take an intentional stance toward 
the objects and events in our conscious awareness” (p. 125). This approach 
was chosen not because the research was more dialogical but because the 
dialog created revolved around how people vocalized their realities about 
education needs through what they perceived from their own experience of 
the pandemic.

Secondly, the researchers also reflected on their own experiences to aid 
current leaders and new emerging leaders in higher education responses. To 
explore this, a proposed leadership adaptation continuum was adopted as a 
theoretical framework to which various leadership styles were critiqued.

Sample

Leadership style was evaluated across two different university systems, each 
of which were renamed for the purpose of this research. The two university 
systems were different both in size and regarding the type of funding they 
receive. University A is a small private liberal arts college which depends on 
endowment funds and high tuition. University B is a large public, state school 
that serves a larger population and depends on state funding streams.

Results

University A Leadership 

University A is a private four-year liberal arts college; the institution serves as 
an essential element in the higher education system today through increased 
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educational opportunities. However, University A relies heavily on funding 
and has high institutional costs. University A administrators use a prevention 
leadership approach.

The pandemic exposed the ongoing mistrust between leaders of the 
academy and the communities they serve. The prevention leadership style 
highlighted the discrepancy between what is said and perceived and what 
derives from legitimate—and potentially productive—perspective variations 
(Gulati et al., 2010). Colleges and universities rely on outdated processes that 
have collapsed in this emergency period. How can we build lasting solutions 
rather than using band-aids to help us through the crisis? The academy is 
purposely made to look like a meritocracy that values diversity but is built 
down to its foundations to only support and value those of a specific subset 
of individuals. The preventative leadership style at University A ignores that 
the institution has a built-in system to continuously avoid the integration 
of oppressed and otherwise marginalized people in the academy, allowing 
for one group of privileged individuals to maintain power while providing 
crumbs to other communities. Leaders cannot separate capability through 
COVID-19, the campus discussion from the ongoing anti-racism violence by 
universities.

For University A, COVID-19 was and is an equity test, telling one who one 
might be if they respected equity as much as they think they do. Let leaders 
not hesitate until they have the next pandemic right. When leaders do hesitate, 
those who struggle will still be the ones who are suffering currently—the 
citizens who are really in need. Students recognize that the implementation 
of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (2020) recommendations 
decreases the coronavirus spread, and the situation is continuously changing. 
Changes made regarding the upcoming semesters must be accompanied by 
clear information and instructions that are thoughtful and considerate of the 
difficulty students will face as they are implemented. With much uncertainty 
about the upcoming academic years, waiting for a new update or being 
directed to an empty website does not relieve the tension and anxiety that 
many students experience.

The lack of income that many students are facing will be at the top of their 
priority list. Many students have paid thousands of dollars in tuition to gain a 
sense of belonging on campuses. Many of whom must take out loans to cover 
these expenses. It is harsh and unreasonable to continue to pay for an on-
campus experience within the current pandemic crisis. Administrators should 
recognize that students and parents are counting every penny that it takes 
to finance a college degree and be proactive in offering financial assistance 
and reimbursement when feasible. Leaders aim to make the numbers fit 
when carrying out their academic and educational missions. Transitioning 
into the new norm will require a different form of leadership (Gulati et al., 
2010). Campus administrators need to ask, “How should academics and 
administrators concentrate on the potentially constructive aspect of their 
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diverse viewpoints and stop becoming stuck in trench warfare despite the very 
complicated nature of the COVID 19 crisis?”

University B Leadership

University B is a large public, state school, where survival requires bringing 
in revenue while acknowledging that the states must continue to balance their 
budget. The leadership within this institute responded to the pandemic using 
a progressive approach.

Prior to the pandemic, the leadership within this university focused on 
innovation as an alternative model for revenue streams. New models of 
revenue generation had been proposed, whereby faculty were perceived to 
be the authors of creative intellect. When new models such as the efforts 
to refit a university with a focus of intellectual property are utilized, there 
will be unintended consequences. This approach prior to the pandemic was 
associated with fear of change from the historical meaning and definition 
of tenure. Historically, the university structure has been grounded in 
traditional norms where faculty apply for promotion and rank through the 
journey of publication. However, when the paradigm shifts from publication 
to innovation, the system will attempt to resist this change. Gutsche (2009) 
refers to this resistance stating, “The ‘old way of doing things’ and fixed 
expectations are the enemies of adaptation” (p. 46). However, prior to the 
pandemic, this was a risk tolerant approach to generate revenue, specifically 
because it acknowledged the progressive decline in higher education funding.

During the transition to online coursework, the university leaders followed 
models that provided opportunity to continue measurement of effectiveness. 
While some areas saw cuts in the form of positions, the leadership within this 
university used the pandemic as a form of continued assessment. The sudden 
movement to online in March of 2020, proceeded with quick deployment of 
online coursework in conjunction with evaluation of cost savings for serving 
students online, versus face-to-face. Gulati et al. (2010) posited progressive 
companies stay close to the customer needs, and through this same lens, 
progressive leaders also stay close to the needs of their university. Examples 
of serving those needs involved contact with staff and faculty using wellness 
checks, whom at this point worked remotely, and deployment of new types of 
classes that now focused on emerging technologies in light of the technological 
revolution. The preparedness prior to the pandemic, shifting to alternate 
forms of revenue in the form of intellectual property and innovation and 
continued focus on people, allowed the entire system to persevere and evolve.

Implications for Theory and Practice

We propose a leadership adaptation continuum that shows maximizing 
engagement in change allows leaders to reflect on how they inspire and engage 
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in beneficiaries of change as agents of change. Inevitably, the dependent 
condition tends to divide higher education institutions:

1  Leaders who became paralyzed, cut costs, and saw no change following 
COVID, inevitably will struggle to catch up to the new societal needs 
that will drive education.

2  Leaders who overspent, saw only opportunity for growth and lacked 
appropriate evaluation of alignment of current program offerings to new 
potential programs,  will likely struggle to catch up to competitors.

3  Leaders who cut costs with reduced manpower and increased revenue, 
will have difficulty offering quality education, even though they spent 
money to improve in other new areas.

4  Leaders, who anticipated financial decline, proposed new models 
for revenue generation prior to the pandemic, used both cost-cutting 
procedures that were not limited to cutting personnel, and incorporated 
innovative research models for revenue generation, will likely thrive in a 
new state of normalcy.

There is no such thing as a complete institutional leader, but those leaders with 
the versatility and flexible ability to grow and develop as a result of handling 
a crisis may be able to respond more quickly and with less commitment to 
potential problems and might well be the perfect allostatic leader for academic 
institutions going forward (Yarnell & Grunberg, 2017).

The pandemic induced changes needed in higher education. The online 
mode will remain as a modern standard. Leading in times of distress goes well 
beyond the organization’s pure tolerance to it. Leaders need a clear people-
first mentality, a willingness to communicate with others and not outshine 
them, the institution’s reorganization to address the crisis firmly and robustly, 
and, above all, a dream that goes beyond crisis. In this chapter as a part of the 
modern transition sparked by the coronavirus pandemic, we focused on the 
topic of leadership in academia and higher education.

Recommendations for Future Research

The questioning of the role of the university in educating the public has been 
debated for several years, producing evolutionary revolutions in how the 
university leadership responds to its changing environment. The education 
system is an example of a pluralistic organization that is constantly in a 
state of flux due to rising demands for measurable outcomes, response to 
unemployment rates, and societal need for instant gratification. This flux 
has produced a governing board not made up of trustees or faculty who 
make policy, but rather are market decisions acting as the governing 
board dictating every move the university leadership makes. While college 
education historically has been for the most elite social classes, the social 
shifts and the resistance by outsiders has produced a new generation of 
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students who are women, minorities, and post-traditional students (Trow, 
1989). Our desire for lernfreiheit, a student’s right to decide their course of 
study (Kerr, 2001), along with the publication Was College Worthwhile by 
Tunis in 1936, gave way to a new generation of students (Horowitz, 1987). 
This new student is the post-traditional student who now needs to evolve to 
new societal needs, and our higher education system is still trying to grapple 
with how to define what this student looks like. Soares (2013) defined the 
post-traditional student:

The term encompasses individuals with a range of education needs from 
high school graduates to high school dropouts and those with limited literacy 
and English language skills. Post-traditional learners also encompass many 
life stages and identities; they are single mothers, immigrants, veterans, 
and at-risk younger people looking for a second chance. (p. 2)

Applying this definition, one can understand the creation of the designer 
university one sees forming today in higher education as a response to 
lernfreiheit (Kerr, 2001), COVID-19, and an increased desire for accessibility 
to lifelong learning. It is by concerted and focused management intervention 
that universities successfully adopt success-fostering reform initiatives that 
target the needs of their students. Organizations and their members who do 
not understand the value of these talents will become another statistic in the 
history of reform failure.

Discussion and Conclusion

The work presented by Gulati et al. (2010) assists in explaining the post-
COVID results, particularly as it relates to their unexpected findings that 
post-recession winners were not always those cutting costs quick and deep. 
As science and technology grow, and new advances become ingrained as part 
of society, one will see the development of the designer university, like the 
creation of the designer gene. This will be a university not shaped by the 
administration, faculty, governing boards, but by the market itself. Lifelong 
knowledge, the commodity for which one will buy and sell, will come at a 
cost. Additionally, enrollment will be based on a desire to make one stand 
out as employable, marketable, and knowledgeable. Diversity today is one’s 
own selling point, both in their own abilities and in institutions. One can even 
see this desire of uniqueness and measure it using social media likes. One can 
market themselves in the quest for lifelong learning and through their own 
design have selected and produced a university that is most compatible with 
the environment. Trow (1989) noted that the growth of older students, part-
time students, minorities, and women in higher education is representative 
of how the power has shifted to the consumer, or what one refers to as the 
designer. This power of the consumer is illustrated in how students have 
demanded justification for high-cost tuition, considering the forced online 
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coursework. The issue is a self-perpetuating problem, where a gap exists, and 
the university is slowly trying to tinker with how it accommodates these new 
diverse student needs.

In conclusion, the trouble with universities’ leadership is their inability to 
understand what the students’ needs are and how to design an environment 
to meet those needs. In higher education, leaders focus on teaching the 
importance of feedback and assessments but have missed one of the 
largest assessments of all. One would attribute this issue to biases on only 
seeing outcomes, usually measured quantitatively, or processes measured 
qualitatively, while failing to realize that both are valuable. Faculty are 
fragmented into camps grounded in Kuhn’s (1970) paradigms of being either 
positivist or constructivist, negating that true value is based on the research 
question alone. Failure of higher education is not an outcome, nor should be 
a process, rather it should be approached by looking at it from the pragmatic 
lens. The university that dies will be the university that failed to change its 
approach.

References

Bossidy, L., & Charan, R. (2002). Execution: The discipline of getting things done. 
Crown.

Burke, K. L. (2020). What might happen to COVID-19 over time? American 
Scientist, 108(3), 134. https://doi.org/10.1511/2020.108.3.134

Byrne, M. M. (2001). Understanding life experiences through a phenomenological 
approach to research. AORN Journal, 73(4), 830–832. https://doi.org/10.1016/
s0001-2092(06)61812-7

Carroll, S. B. (2009). Into the jungle. Pearson Benjamin Cummings.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2018). History of 1918 flu pandemic. 

https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-commemoration/1918-
pandemic-history.htm

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2019). 2009 H1N1 Pandemic 
(N1N1pdm09 virus). https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/2009-h1n1- 
pandemic.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2020). Guidance documents. https://
www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/guidance-list.html? 
Sort=Date%3A%3Adesc

Corning, P. A. (2014). Evolution “on purpose”: How behaviour has shaped the 
evolutionary process. Biological Journal of the Linnean Society, 112(2), 242–260. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bij.12061

Eldredge, N., & Gould, S. J. (1972). Punctuated equilibria: An alternative to 
phyletic gradualism. In T. J. M. Schopf (Ed.), Models in paleobiolog y (pp. 82–115). 
Freeman Cooper.

Epstein, S. L., & Price G. E. (2010). Cross protective immunity to influenza a 
viruses. Expert Review of Vaccines, 9(11), 1325–1341. https://doi.org/10.1586/
erv.10.123

Gardner, L. (2020, January 23). Mapping COVID-19. Johns Hopkins University 
CSSE. https://systems.jhu.edu/research/public-health/ncov/

Gilley, A. (2005). The manager as change leader. Praeger.



The Evolution Revolution 23

Gulati, R., Nohria, N., & Wohlgezogen, F. (2010). Roaring out of recession. Harvard 
Business Review, 88(3), 62–69. https://hbr.org/2010/03/roaring-out-of-recession

Gutsche, J. (2009). Exploiting chaos: 150 ways to spark innovation during times of change. 
Gotham.

Heifetz, R., & Laurie, D. (2001). The work of leadership. Harvard Business Review, 
37–48. http://www.kwli.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Heifetz-Laurie- 
2001.pdf

Holshue, M. L., DeBolt, C., Lindquist, S., Lofy, K. H., Wiesman, J., Bruce, H., 
Spitters, C., Ericson, K., Wilkerson, S., Tural, A., Diaz, G., Cohn, A., Fox, L., 
Patel, A., Gerber, S. I., Kim, L., Tong, S., Lu, X., Lindstorm, S., … & Diaz, G. 
(2020). First case of 2019 novel coronavirus in the United States. New England 
Journal of Medicine, 382(10), 929–936. https://doi.org/10.1056/nejMoa2001191

Horowitz, H. L. (1987). Campus life: Undergraduate cultures from the end of the eighteenth 
century to the present. The University of Chicago Press

Kerr, C. (2001). The uses of the university. Harvard University Press.
Kezar, A., Gehrke, S., & Bernstein-Sierra, S. (2018). Communities of 

transformation: Creating changes to deeply entrenched issues. The Journal of 
Higher Education, 89(6), 832–864. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.144
1108

Kolodny, O., Creanza, N., & Feldman, M. W. (2015). Evolution in leaps: The 
punctuated accumulation and loss of cultural innovations. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 112(49), E6762–E6769. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1520492112

Kuhn, T. S. (1970). The structure of scientific revolutions. University of Chicago Press.
Lokting, B. (2020). They were waiting for the big one. Then coronavirus 

arrived. MIT Technology Review, 123(3), 64–69. https://www.technologyreview.
com/2020/04/15/999514/oregon-preppers-the-big-one-coronavirus-disaster- 
preparedness/

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1945). Phénoménologie de la perception. Gallimard.
Soares, L. (2013). Post-traditional learners and the transformation of postsecondary 

education: A manifesto for college leaders. American Council on Education, 1–18. 
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Post-traditional-Learners.pdf

Sohn, B. K., Thomas, S. P., Greenberg, K. H., & Pollio, H. R. (2017). Hearing 
the voices of students and teachers: A phenomenological approach to 
educational research. Qualitative Research in Education, 6(2), 121–148. https://doi.
org/10.17583/qre.2017.2374

Trow, M. (1989). American higher education–past, present, and future. In J. Bess 
(Ed.), Foundations of American higher education (pp. 7–24). Ginn Press.

Tunis, J. R. (1936). Was college worth while? Harcourt Brace.
Weick, K. E., & Quinn, R. E. (1999). Organizational change and development. 

Annual Review of Psycholog y, 50(1), 361–386. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.
psych.50.1.361

World Health Organization. (2020a). Novel coronavirus China. https://www.who.
int/csr/don/12-january-2020-novel-coronavirus-china/en/

World Health Organization. (2020b). Pneumonia of unknown cause – China. https://
www.who.int/csr/don/05-january-2020-pneumonia-of-unkown-cause-china/en/

Yarnell, A. M., & Grunberg, N. E. (2017). Developing “allostatic leaders”: A 
psychobiosocial perspective. In M. G. Clark & C. W. Gruber (Eds.), Annals of 
theoretical psycholog y: Leader development deconstructed (Vol, 15, pp. 23–50). Springer 
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64740-1_2



24 Allison Silveus and Leslie Ekpe

Bios

Allison Silveus, EdD, is an educational program manager for the University 
of North Texas Health Science Center, Texas College of Osteopathic Medicine 
Faculty Development Center. Prior to this role, she was a research assistant at 
UT Southwestern Medical Center, where she performed DNA typing. While 
at Texas Christian University (TCU), she had the privilege of being accepted 
for the TCU Global Outlooks Leadership program, publishing work on 
English Language Learners’ use of hybrid language (2018), and presentation 
of research on in-group bias in a STEM program (2018). Allison is a member 
of the Golden Key International Honor Society and a reviewer for the Journal 
for the American Board of Family Medicine. She received her bachelor of science in 
biology (2005) and from University of Texas at Arlington, a master of science 
in forensic genetics at UNT Health Science Center (2007), and a doctorate 
in higher education leadership from Texas Christian University (2021). She 
co-founded Unbent Inc, which is a neurodiversity tool for assessing decision-
making. https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2333-8920 E-mail: allison.silveus@
unthsc.edu
Leslie Ekpe is a PhD student at Texas Christian University, where she 
is pursuing her degree in higher educational leadership. Her work aims to 
promote access for marginalized students at the K-12 and post-secondary 
education levels. Leslie holds a BS degree in Management from Alabama 
A&M University, an MA degree in Communication Management from the 
University of Alabama at Birmingham, and an MBA degree in Business 
Administration from Sam Houston State University. https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-1353-5560 E-mail: l.ekpe@tcu.edu



Abstract

Universities should no longer be confined to their ivory tower. 
The ongoing revolution of higher education drives them to closely 
connect with outsiders to fulfill their vision, mission, and goals. The 
universities’ social responsibilities have become of utmost importance 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, the pandemic leads to 
the critical transformation of higher education worldwide. Multiple 
initiatives have been introduced to keep students engaged with their 
education. These solutions themselves, unfortunately, also lead to 
some social problems. The main contribution of this chapter, thus, 
is to provide reflection on multiple perspectives of universities social 
responsibilities (USR) pre- and post-COVID 19.

Keywords:

higher education, university social responsibilities, COVID-19, blended-
learning

Introduction

“Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all.”
—Aristotle

The responsibilities of higher education institutions have long been well known 
as fostering high-quality graduates who possess critical, analytical thinking 
and can adapt quickly to the environment through their teaching and research 
(Nagy & Robb, 2008). From 1998, UNESCO highlighted that universities are 
also responsible for training young people who acquire sharp critical thinking 
and participate actively in solving the problems of society, who become ethical 
citizens to contribute to the construction of peace, and human rights (UNESCO, 
1998, 2009, as cited in Chile & Black, 2015). Since then, the topic of universities’ 
social responsibility (USR) has been widely discussed and significantly 
expanded, covering not only nurturing students’ skills and knowledge to reach 
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their full potential but also deepening their sense of social responsibilities and 
contributing to the development of society (Chile & Black, 2015).

The concept of USR originated from previous ideas of university-community 
engagement (Association of Commonwealth Universities, 2001, as cited in 
Esfijani, 2014) or scholarship of engagement (Boyer, 1996). University-community 
engagement (UCE), according to the Association of Commonwealth Universities 
(2001), is the collaboration and partnership between higher education institutions 
and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, global). The 
purpose of UCE is to enrich scholarship, research, and creative activity; enhance 
curriculum, teaching, and learning; prepare educated, engaged citizens; 
strengthen democratic values and civic responsibility; address critical societal 
issues; and contribute to the public good. Moreover, UCE also contributes to 
addressing social disadvantage and exclusion, and focuses on “non-economically 
productive activity,” promoting the idea of a fair society.

Scholarship of engagement (SOE) can be traced back to a study by Boyer 
(1996) who introduced four main patterns that scholarship can engage with 
the larger society: discovering, integrating, sharing, and linking knowledge 
to the real world. The underlying assumption of SOE is that scholarship only 
reaches their ultimate value when they contribute to the development of their 
communities (Boyer, 1996; Holland, 2005; Simpson, 2000, p. 12). To be more 
specific, SOE refers to academic functions such as teaching and research 
activities that can bridge the academic world and sponsoring the public on 
the basis of mutual benefits (Holland, 2005). Particularly, Sandmann (2008) 
advocated typical SOE practices such as participatory action research (PAR), 
service-learning, and community-based research by creating mutually 
beneficial and reciprocal relationships.

Based on the earlier work, the USR research area has been significantly 
extended. Until now, there has been a variety of USR conceptualization. For 
example, Harkavy (2006) defines USR as the actions that the universities go 
beyond their traditional duties to contribute to their communities (p. 13). In 
line with that, Kouatli (2019) divides the social impact of universities into four 
main categories: organizational impact, educational impact, cognitive impact, 
and social impact. First, the organizational impact emphasizes the lived and 
promoted values that are intentional or unintentional functions of work-
related aspects, environment, and daily life habits. Second, the educational 
impact is defined as how the universities help develop students’ skills and 
civic mindset to contribute to their surrounding community, encouraging 
them to acknowledge the effect of what they do in short and long term (Ayala-
Rodríguez et al., 2019). In this regard, students are considered as the key 
agents of civic universities, who will transfer knowledge and contribute to the 
community. Third, the cognitive impact takes into account epistemology, 
deontology, theories, research, knowledge generalization, and diffusion 
process. Finally, social impact, which refers to the universities’ external 
activities, and involvement in the sustainable development of the community, 
can be strengthened by maintaining and expanding the relationship between 
universities and their stakeholders (Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2010).
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Recently, Larrán Jorge and Andrades Peña (2017) pinpoint that USR 
refers to the discretionary commitment of the universities to integrate social, 
environmental, and ethical issues into their main functions while considering 
their stakeholders’ needs. In other words, to be socially responsible, a 
university needs to enact activities in educating, research, management, and 
community engagement activities (Larrán Jorge & Andrades Peña, 2017). 
Specifically, universities are expected to incorporate social responsibility and 
sustainability into their curricula, train instructors in USR approach (Valleys 
et al., 2009, as cited in Kouatli, 2019). Socially responsible universities also 
need to encourage interdisciplinary research to meet the needs of a variety 
of populations and to transfer knowledge to the community while they are 
expected to execute good practices of management to train students in a good 
civic environment (Larrán Jorge & Andrades Peña, 2017).

Although social responsibility has been proclaimed to be central to 
universities’ mission, it is not always the case (Dey et al, 2009; Dey et al, 2010). 
One typical reason is that lacking financial resources, awareness and interest, 
the misconception about the issues, and the absence of quality control narrow 
the scope of USR implementation. Additionally, the exclusion of students who 
cannot afford extremely high tuition fees (everybody should get a chance of 
education) or even the lack of information for students and also parents about 
the possibilities also reduce the effects of USR effort. Regardless of these 
constraints, USR has evolved over time. In the following sections, we will 
discuss traditional and technology-based (or online) practices, challenges and 
recommendations in respect of USR, especially in the time of COVID-19. We 
end this chapter by reflecting on universities practices to promote their social 
responsibilities in the post COVID-19 Era.

Traditional University Social Responsibility 
Practices

Responding to the increasing turbulence all over the world, an extensive 
body of research has urged for the significant role of universities in nurturing 
responsible citizens and leaders who will confront global and social problems 
(Ralph & Stubbs, 2014; Young & Nagpal, 2013). One of the early frameworks 
for USR practices was introduced by Kuh et al. (2005) which includes main 
elements such as: living mission and lived educational philosophy, unshakable 
focus on student learning, environments adapted for education enrichment, 
clearly marked pathways to student success, improvement-oriented ethos, and 
shared responsibility.

So far, the integration of social responsibility in pedagogies of higher 
education has been substantially progressed. For instance, the application of 
active learning approaches can make the incorporation of SR into business 
courses more effective by moving learners away from ‘dependence on 
educators’ approach toward a personal responsibility approach (MacVaugh & 
Norton, 2011). In other words, the principal responsibility of learners will not 
be to abide and be placed by the instructors, but to create true values to the 
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society using their acquired knowledge and skills. Particularly, a wide range 
of active methods has been addressed to improve students’ acknowledgment 
of social responsibilities, including using videos, team work, and group 
discussion, projects, Socratic method, role play, peer assessment, internship, 
case studies (Lambrechts et al., 2013).

However, the incorporation of USR into university curricula has encountered 
critical organizational, educational, cognitive and social obstacles. First, 
most USR initiatives have emerged from individual initiatives rather than an 
integrated program (Stubbs & Schapper, 2011) and different individuals have 
different interpretations of USR, further complicating the fulfillment process 
(Gaete Quezada 2011, as cited in Ayala-Rodríguez et al., 2019). Second, the 
traditional, teacher-centered educational approaches do not prioritize students’ 
personal responsibilities, as students are encouraged to follow rules and 
expectations set by teachers. The traditional approaches are still embedded 
in the educational systems of many universities, and many universities do not 
change their approach out of resistance or lack of resources, resulting in low level 
of USR incorporation (Young & Nagpal, 2013). Third, universities themselves 
either may resist to change or do not have sufficient resources, resulting in 
low levels of USR incorporation (Young & Nagpal, 2013). Finally, even if 
universities and educators have devoted considerable effort and commitment 
to these courses, lacking experiences and knowledge about sustainability and 
USR reduces the effectiveness and efficiencies of the programs.

To address these challenges, USR researchers have figured out different 
ways to address these obstacles, among which is the execution of service-
learning (MacVaugh & Norton, 2012). Based on the ideology of scholarship of 
engagement and university-community engagement as explained in previous 
literature review, service-learning pedagogy has been considered as the most 
effective method to engage universities to facilitate their mission in solving 
their community’s problems (Bringle et al., 1999). Service-learning is defined 
as a pedagogical process that engages students in experiential education 
in order to promote student learning and development (Scott & Graham, 
2015) and improve their civic responsibility and leadership to create positive 
changes to their community (Huda et al., 2018). Peric (2012) suggests that 
service-learning programs consist of five main components, namely reflective 
and experiential pedagogy, a combination of academic knowledge and 
community service, mutual cooperation between universities and community, 
enhancing learning as a purpose, and reflection.

Service-learning strategy has been paid increasingly considerable 
attention by universities as it has proved the effectiveness in academic and 
personal aspects for students (Hebert & Hauf, 2015; Lovat & Clement, 2016). 
Participants in service-learning courses advocate that the effects of those 
practices can last for life. First of all, this type of learning has a chronic 
effect on student’s academic performance (Madsen & Turnbull, 2006) 
through developing specific skills, including communication skills, problem-
solving, decision making, and leadership skills (Lai, 2009; Levesque-Bristol 
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et al., 2011; Osiemo, 2012). Furthermore, it enables students to develop the 
ability to connect their thinking in theories and real life, thereby developing 
new knowledge and thinking (Colby et al., 2009). Besides, service learning 
contributes to increasing practices of social responsibility and equality among 
graduates (Chapdelaine et al., 2005; Compact, 2016; Kuh, 2009). Through 
service-learning courses, participants have an inclination to care more about 
societal problems, develop civic skills, increase mutual understanding (Lovat 
and Clement, 2016), and increase empathy (Brown, 2011; Levesque-Bristol 
et al., 2011).

Still, as service-learning directly affects any communities the programs 
target, improper application can hamper the development of said communities 
and damage the connection between them and students (Crabtree, 2013). 
Even if the programs are carried out properly, there are some unintended 
consequences, for instance a sense of absence and a sense of dependence from 
the helped communities (Crabtree, 2013). In addition, students might view 
activities in service-learning programs as forced volunteerism and thus, do 
their jobs superficially and/or purely for credits; or they can over glorify their 
deeds, doing services that have no long-term impacts besides a sense of self-
satisfaction (Mitchell, 2008). It should be noted, however, the overall benefits 
of service-learning outweigh its issues; and these factors should be carefully 
considered to further improve service-learning programs, rather than be used 
to completely disregard them.

Apart from service-learning, the emergence of technology-based/virtual 
tools of USR practices can also enable universities to overcome some short-
comings of traditional approaches. The application is discussed further in the 
next section.

Online Learning as a Tool of University Social 
Responsibility

Given the above-mentioned drawbacks of traditional practices of USR, 
online learning has emerged to be a feasible strategy to provide benefits to 
underserved populations and to create an electronic communication (Stewart, 
2004). Particularly, with electronic communication, it is much easier to 
implement collaboration among institutions and to unify social responsibility 
learning in institutional and societal levels, enabling students to expose to 
new experiences, new cultures, and foster positive social changes worldwide 
(Esfijani, 2014; Stewart, 2004).

Today, online pedagogy is not an option anymore, it is an inevitable trend 
for all higher education institutions, even less motivated institutions also 
consider online learning as a means to promote their reputation and image 
(Garde Sánchez et al., 2013). Especially, online education is of prominence 
under the serious influence of COVID-19 pandemic ( Jung et al., 2021). Online 
learning, thanks to its own advantage in terms of accessibility, affordability, 
flexibility, and the advancement in learning pedagogy, has prominently 
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dissolved a variety of problems and provided solution for demands of 
the society and building communities in the increasingly dynamic world 
(Dhawan, 2020; Stewart, 2004; Wheeler, 2002). Unfortunately, online 
learning has been paid much attention in the last decades in some aspects, 
namely, quality, content, and instructor training (Lozier et al., 2002) 
rather than the integration of social responsibility. Nevertheless, the higher 
education system in general, and their online learning in specific, cannot 
stay outside the frame of social responsibility (Vazquez et al., 2013). Online 
learning should be a part of universities’ strategies to develop responsible 
citizens for the society in a transparent environment (Esfijani, 2014), at the 
same time, enhance universities’ image and ethical values (Navarrete et al., 
2012).

Responsible universities should go beyond their obligations to bring benefits 
to their students, employees, and their community by facilitating the quality 
of online teaching and learning (Esfijani, 2014). To do that, one of the key 
strategies for universities is to provide professional development training for 
their staff (Blair, 2011), which can be a step forward to enhance the quality 
of online education. However, one of the possible challenges for this might be 
the lack of trust and support from their stakeholders, including students and 
employers (Bower & Hardy, 2004), who can impose critical forces on online 
education (Chung & Ellis, 2003). For instance, students claim some challenges 
they have to face, including internet connectivity and lack of interaction with 
classmates and teachers (Bisht et al., 2020). Moreover, their performances 
can also be affected by economic and resource disparities, which lead to the 
uneven knowledge that students absorb (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020).

It is clear, then, the application of impactful Higher Education via USR can 
only reach its full potential when carried out in tandem with the application 
of face-to-face learning and vice versa. For example, institutions should 
design courses with an emphasis on promoting USR, engagement, and deep 
comprehension and application of knowledge. These requirements stress not 
only the need for a separate department well-trained in providing students 
with online-supports (Fleck, 2012) but also the need for all members of the 
faculty being experienced with the online formats to some extent, for example 
delivering lectures online and dedicating face-to-face class times for teamwork, 
action learning, community-based learning, and so on (Fleck, 2012). Again, the 
process of blending should center around specific students’ needs and interests 
and students’ learning experience. The ultimate goal should be to build within 
students a sense of USR and the necessary knowledge and skills to fulfill it.

Rethinking University Social Responsibilities in the 
Era of Post-COVID-19

Since early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has imposed critical effects on 
individuals’ health, work, and life and on worldwide health, economy, social 
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changes, and challenges (Ratten, 2020; Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). Specifically, 
the global education system has witnessed dramatic challenges, including the 
disruption of students’ study and also the decrease of international student 
mobility (Mok et al., 2021). For example, more than 1.6 billion students, 
accounting for more than 91% of the worldwide student population were 
affected during April 2020 (DeVaney et al., 2020). The advent and spread of the 
pandemic have urged Higher Education Systems all over the world to transform 
all areas of their teaching, research, and service (Ratten, 2020). Particularly, 
USR should be proactively demonstrated during the time of this Pandemic 
(Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). As the global pandemic and uncertainty are still evolving 
while the previous normal will be replaced by the new normal (Cahapay, 2020), 
this chapter provides timely reflection on USR during and post COVID-19.

It is easily noticed that due to the threats of COVID-19, university campuses 
around the world have been closed during the quarantine time (Tian & Noel 
Jr, 2020). Alternatively, online learning has been applied worldwide to limit 
the spread of the virus while working toward educational goals (Cahapay, 
2020; Ratten, 2020). Social responsibility of Higher Education Institutions 
in the online environment, hence, should be emphasized to bring benefits to 
students, staff, and society (Esfijani, 2014). Nevertheless, while little work has 
discussed multiple efforts of universities to support students and community 
overcoming this global crisis (Cahapay, 2020, Ratten, 2020; Tian & Noel Jr, 
2020), less information is documented about policies to support faculty during 
this period (Cahapay, 2020).

Given the challenges that COVID-19 pandemic has brought, higher 
education and stakeholders need to rethink and plan for a sustainable 
education in the future (Ratten & Jones, 2021). During the pandemic and 
quarantine periods, Higher Education Institutions have introduced multiple 
initiatives to connect and facilitate students (Cahapay, 2020, Ratten, 2020; 
Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). For instance, faculty have successfully revised, 
redesigned, and transformed their curricular instruction and learning 
activities in the physical to virtual environment (Cahapay, 2020, Ratten, 
2020; Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). Additionally, a virtual classroom not only 
provides students with required knowledge for their academic year but 
also engages them in a virtual community (Cahapay, 2020). Moreover, 
coronavirus has a drastic effect on students’ mental health as they have 
had to adapt to a brand new virtual environment, social distancing and 
socioeconomic turbulence (Salimi et al., 2021). Given such conditions, online 
classroom has become a familiar space outside their family in which students 
can talk about their circumstances, can listen to their friends, and consult 
their faculty members for their daily issues. Moreover, by providing quality 
education during the crisis, universities cleverly and actively prepare their 
students for the hardest time in the future by building resilience, and a sense 
of preparedness. Students are also equipped with relevant workplace skills 
for the age of digitalization (Cahapay, 2020).
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Higher Education Institutions not only focus on the benefits of their 
students but also proactively engage in solving social problems such as the 
health, economic and social demand of the community during the pandemic 
(Cahapay, 2020, Ratten, 2020; Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). For instance, in the 
area of public health and medicine, Medical Education Institutions need to 
perform multiple tasks: (1) eliminating the risks of transmitting Sars_Cov_2 
to their students, (2), involving them in inter-professional teams in hospitals 
and the community, (3), equipping students with technological literacy, 
problem-solving and innovation competencies, and (4) preparing succession 
media workforce (Torda, 2020). These requirements ask medical universities 
to closely and creatively work with both students and the medical community 
via multiple online platforms. Initiatives of these universities provide medical 
students good chances to experience a variety of online learning and practicing 
approaches such as studying in a large-size class, discussing in small groups, 
collecting feedback from faculty members, and being “twinned” with junior 
medical officers (Torda, 2020).

In the area of Entrepreneurship Education, the operation of these universi-
ties can arise as business cases of time-compressed action, quick response to 
the crisis, deriving innovation from a crisis, and commercialization of research 
activities during the COVID-19 (Ratten, 2020). The global scale of these 
universities enables them to emotionally connect with worldwide students, 
teachers, alumni, and the community via digital platforms and immersive 
technologies, acting as the social fabric of community (Scott et al., 2019). 
In the area of Catholic Education, to remain relevant, Catholic universities 
have adopted e-service learning to support their students and community 
addressing such social issues emerging during the COVID-19 as health 
care, unemployment, poverty, racial discrimination, political corruption, the 
shortage of schools, and so on (Chick et al., 2020; Tian & Noel Jr., 2020). 
By applying e-service learning, Catholic university can approach the global 
community, raise global awareness, cultivate global citizens, and practice 
social inclusion. These institutions can reach students, their family members, 
people with special needs, introverted individuals, and the physically disabled 
population via economically digital devices, internet service, and/or cell 
phones (Tian & Noel Jr., 2020).

Technology-based practices of USR, however, are not free of limitation. 
Some major individual and contextual obstacles of universities’ engagement 
with students and community during the turbulent time of pandemic 
are mentioned (Cahapay, 2020, Tian & Noel Jr, 2020). For instance, non-
accessibility to computers/ laptops, digital devices, internet, and so on may 
prevent target participants from engaging in engagement activities. Family 
conditions including child/parent care responsibilities, family health, and 
financial uncertainty may be barriers for students and members of the 
community to closely connect with universities via a virtual environment 
(Cahapay, 2020). The nature of discipline also affects quality of online social 
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responsibilities practices. In fact, practical classes and clinical experience are 
two major aspects that need to be conducted face-to-face in medical education 
(Torda, 2020). Besides, inattentive behaviors of students such as distraction, 
low attendance and engagement, indifference during class discussion, and 
turning of camera reduce quality of technology-based solutions (Cahapay, 
2020). Furthermore, the hasty adoption of online learning has caused the 
dependence on commercial digital learning solutions that are problematic 
because of their dehumanizing structure and of their nature of profit-making 
through user data (Teräs et al., 2020).

The unforgettable experiences of Higher Education during COVID-19 has 
urged universities to critically evaluate their social responsibilities in the era 
of post COVID-19. For instance, faculty members, with their important roles 
of encouraging the independence in learning, promoting learning outcomes, 
initiating and engaging students in online activities (Paudel, 2021), should 
prepare effective teaching plans for online delivery of lecturing, action learning, 
community-based learning, teamworking, and so on (Fleck, 2012; Neuwirth 
et al., 2020). Additionally, the issue of equal access to learning resources and 
facilities should be carefully considered by University Top Management (Mann 
et al., 2020). The ideology of “a fair system for all students” may be achieved 
by sponsoring updated and comprehensive learning resources, providing low-
income students with financial safeguards, and providing equipped working 
space for students. Besides, applying comprehensive methods to maintain 
good mental and physical health are critical (Mann et al., 2020). Last but 
not the least, designing pedagogical-driven virtual environments should be 
placed at the heart of USR Programmes. As the ultimate goal of education 
should be fostering holistic human growth, the digitalization process in Higher 
Education requires joined effort of multiple stakeholders to build virtually 
humanizing platforms (Teräs et al., 2020).
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a disproportionate negative 
impact on Black, Brown, Indigenous and low-income communities, 
further marginalizing already marginalized students and their 
families. The marginalization has placed these students at a 
greater disadvantage when applying to college, unless admissions 
and enrollment practitioners account for these disadvantages in 
their practices. In this chapter, we discuss college admissions and 
enrollment issues that directly impact marginalized students, 
including students of color and students from low-income households, 
and how the concept of “Internationalization at Home” could be used 
to build inclusive practices in admissions and enrollment during and 
after the pandemic. In doing so, we provide examples to illustrate 
how admissions and enrollment officers can incorporate the concept 
into their practice.

Keywords:

college admissions, college enrollment, COVID-19 pandemic, inclusivity, 
Internationalization at Home

Introduction

The admissions and enrollment process in American higher education (HE) 
is a defining point that determines whether a student can enroll in college 
and access the benefits that come with a college degree. Critics have argued 
that these processes reproduce and reinforce social inequalities and inequities 
by limiting the proportion of marginalized students who can gain college 
access and improve their social mobility (AACRAO, n.d.; Form Your Future, 
n.d.). For example, admissions officers at HE institutions (HEIs) tend to focus 
recruitment efforts in wealthy, often White, high schools. A disproportionate 
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number of Black and Brown high school students are concentrated in low-
income high schools that lack resources, including college preparatory courses, 
classroom resources, and counseling services (Niu, 2015). Consequently, 
these students are less equipped for admission tests or to build a strong 
academic record that will help them in the admissions process (Clayton, 
2019). Additionally, some states prohibit affirmative action policies in college 
admissions (Long & Bateman, 2020). Affirmative action policies would allow 
admissions officers to consider race and ethnicity and the unequal experiences 
of Black, Brown, and Indigenous students when admitting students. The 
COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent disruptions to HEIs’ operations 
have only further complicated the admissions and enrollment process, in 
part, by wreaking havoc on the lives of students who will subsequently seek 
admission and enrollment at American HEIs. This reality requires a change 
in practices so that they are responsive to the realities of these students’ lives.

The pandemic has had a disproportionately negative impact on Black, 
Brown, Indigenous, and low-income communities, further marginalizing 
already marginalized students and their families (Blanchard et al., 2020). For 
example, low-income families, who were already living paycheck to paycheck, 
experienced job losses and greater rates of COVID-19 cases (Rolland, 2020). 
Youth and college students in these communities lacked access to internet 
services or electronic devices necessary to access remote learning. Some 
families with youth in secondary schooling also lacked the resources to make 
additional beneficial educational arrangements, such as forming small learning 
communities of approximately three to ten students who learn together outside 
the classroom or enrolling their children in private schools with smaller student-
teacher ratios that allowed schools to remain open during the pandemic (Kuhfeld 
et al., 2020). These resources greatly improve a student’s ability to prepare for 
college. Thus, the lack of resources placed these marginalized students at a 
greater disadvantage when applying to and enrolling in college (e.g., inability 
to take admissions tests or complete classes), unless admissions and enrollment 
officers account for these disadvantages in their practices.

We argue that the concept of Internationalization at Home can help 
improve admissions and enrollment practices during and after the pandemic 
in service of marginalized student populations. No universal definition of the 
concept exists (Robson et al., 2018). However, we draw on core themes across 
prior definitions, which we describe below, and define the concept as follows:

Internationalization at Home are the processes and practices that 
HEI agents can adopt across all institutional levels to be sensitive and 
responsive to the assets and the needs of international and marginalized 
students on campus.

Generally, Internationalization at Home can inform practices to account 
for the needs of marginalized students and thereby enhance inclusion and 
diversity on campus. The literature has extensively examined how the concept 
of Internationalization at Home can transform academic contexts and 
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experiences. A smaller body of work has examined how Internationalization 
at Home can be applied to co-curricular contexts in the United States (Brown 
et al., 2016). We contribute to this growing body of work by examining 
how Internationalization at Home can apply to admissions and enrollment 
practices in American HE.

We begin with a discussion of the unique challenges and barriers 
marginalized students face in seeking admissions and enrollment during 
the pandemic. Next, we conceptualize Internationalization at Home. We 
conclude with a discussion on how practitioners can use the concept to inform 
their admissions and enrollment practices to enhance inclusion.

Challenges and Barriers to Admissions and 
Enrollment in the COVID-19 Era

The COVID-19 pandemic and its deleterious effects have negatively affected 
already marginalized students and their families (Abedi et al., 2020; CDC, 
2020), consequently, leaving some of them ill-prepared for college admissions. 
Marginalized communities have seen higher rates of significant illness and 
death related to COVID-19. Often living in areas where school districts lack 
resources, marginalized secondary education students were more likely than the 
non-marginalized to be enrolled in schools that lacked the resources to provide 
them the necessary support during the pandemic. The lack of support has a 
direct impact on students’ college readiness and likelihood of gaining admission.

The pandemic has also disrupted the procedures involved in the admissions 
process and the operations at HEIs. For example, there have been significant 
disruptions to admissions testing, both domestically and globally due to 
COVID-19:

spring and summer tests were canceled, seats are and will continue to be 
limited as testing sites are allowed to open, discussions about alternative 
formats for test administration accelerated, students have limited access 
to guidance on test taking, and test preparation is delivered in alternative 
formats…. It is also well-established that from an access and equity 
perspective, limited testing and retesting capacity will disparately affect 
students who are underrepresented, low-income, first-generation, or live 
in densely populated areas. 

Moreover, fewer students completed the Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid (FAFSA), which directly impacts the amount of federal and state aid 
distributed to many low-income incoming students, and necessary for their 
college attendance (Form Your Future, n.d.). As of December 4, 2020, 
there was a −14% change in the number of completed FAFSA applications, 
nationally, when compared to the 2019–2020 academic year (Form Your 
Future, n.d.). The percent decrease at Title I eligible (i.e., low income) high 
schools (−17.2%) and high minority serving high schools (−19.5%) was greater 
than at Title I ineligible (−11.6%) and low minority-serving high schools 



42 Raquel Muñiz and Natalie Borg

(−9.7%; Form Your Future, n.d.). Additionally, travel and gathering bans 
associated with COVID-19 interrupted or impeded campus gatherings 
such as tours, admissions events, and other valuable in-person practices that 
admissions officers use (Smalley, 2020).

The pandemic has also caused significant disruptions to the personal and 
academic pursuits of marginalized students enrolled in HE, and has caused 
considerable concerns for higher education leaders regarding enrollment during 
and after COVID-19 (Turk et al., 2020). The pandemic has exacerbated the 
pre-existing mental health concerns and stressors for marginalized students 
(Active Minds, 2020), impacting their experiences while enrolled in college. 
The COVID-19-related campus closures have also limited opportunities 
for marginalized students to live and work on campus, which can limit their 
access to affordable housing, healthcare, and food (Brown, 2020; Malee et al., 
2020). These limitations can lead to disruptions in the students’ educational 
trajectories toward graduation.

Conceptualizing Internationalization at Home

In this section, we begin with a discussion of the multiple conceptualizations 
of Internationalization at Home. Next, we present a definition of 
Internationalization at Home for admissions and enrollment practices in the 
United States. We conclude this section with a discussion on why adopting the 
concept in admissions and enrollment practices would be useful to enhance 
the inclusion of international and marginalized students.

Multiple Conceptualizations of Internationalization 
at Home

Internationalization at Home has evolved into multiple conceptualizations. 
A group of European scholars who saw a growing need to address the 
internationalization of HE in an increasingly global society developed the 
concept in 2000 (Crowther et al., 2000). Proponents of internationalization in 
HE defined internationalization as: “The process of integrating an international, 
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of 
post-secondary education” (Knight, 2004, p. 11). In introducing the concept of 
Internationalization at Home, Crowther et al. (2000) provided a series of guiding 
questions for professionals interested in incorporating the concept in their practice:

• How much international vision do the people who finance, govern 
and manage the institution have, and how could this be improved, 
if necessary?

• How can one best internationalise the student body? Is one in a 
position to recruit internationally?

• How can one internationalise the curriculum and teaching methods?
• How can one promote the institution, its services and its graduates to 

an international community? (p. 39–40)
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While these questions applied to three types of stakeholders which Crowther et al. 
(2000) deemed central to the implementation of Internationalization at Home 
(i.e., educational managers, academic, and administrative staff), the authors did 
not provide direct recommendations for the administrative staff. Those employees 
would be responsible for incorporating Internationalization at Home in the 
student admissions and enrollment processes. Nonetheless, Internationalization 
at Home has the capacity to be implemented in admissions and enrollment 
practices. The conceptualizations center institutional efforts to honor the cultures 
of international and marginalized students and to incorporate them into the 
university’s campus culture. These efforts are similar to those of scholars who seek 
to enhance inclusion and support for marginalized students in the United States 
(Beelen & Jones, 2015; Crowther et al., 2000; Knight, 2003, 2004; Teekens, 2013).

Since its origin, several scholars have adapted the concept to fit different 
contexts. In 2013, Haneke Teekens, one of the scholars who originated the term, 
described Internationalization at Home as being “about inclusion, diversity 
and reciprocity in international education” (p. 1). Two years later, Beelen 
and Jones (2015) defined Internationalization at Home as the “purposeful 
integration of international and intercultural dimensions into the formal and 
informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning environments” 
(p. 76). Other scholars, such as Knight (2003), have adopted an expanded 
conceptualization of Internationalization at Home, defining the concept as 
“the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global dimension 
into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education’ (Knight, 
2003, p. 2). Knight (2004) also adapted the concept more specifically to include 
activities and programs on campus, stating that Internationalization at Home 
featured the “creation of a culture or climate on campus that promotes and 
supports international/intercultural understanding and focuses on campus-
based activities” (Knight, 2004, p. 20).

Internationalization at Home in Admissions and 
Enrollment in the United States

While no single definition of the concept exists, the conceptualizations 
in the preceding section share certain themes in common. They have an 
orientation toward inclusion of international and oft-marginalized students, 
their cultures, and their assets and also encourage practitioners to center and 
remain responsive to the needs of international and marginalized students. 
Finally, the conceptualizations of Internationalization at Home include an 
acknowledgment that practitioners have the autonomy to adopt inclusive 
practices at all institutional levels at HEIs. Drawing on these core themes, we 
define Internationalization at Home as follows:

Internationalization at Home are the processes and practices that 
HEI agents can adopt across all institutional levels to be sensitive and 
responsive to the assets and the needs of international and marginalized 
students on campus.
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For purposes of our discussion, the HEI agents on whom we focus are 
admissions and enrollment officers at American HEIs. Accordingly, 
our discussion centers around their processes and practices, such as 
recruiting practices in the United States and internationally, training of 
employees on cultural sensitivity, and preparing recruitment materials 
for diverse student populations. Integrating Internationalization at Home 
at American HEIs requires modifications that account for the unique 
culture and context in the United States (de Wit, 2002). Thus, we define 
international students as those enrolled in post-secondary education in 
the United States and who intend to stay in the US temporarily. We do 
not adopt a purely legal definition of international student, because the 
definition is too narrow and lacks nuance. Under the legal definition, 
American HEIs categorize students who lack permanent residency or 
citizenship, including undocumented students, as international, even 
though these students consider the United States their home and do not 
intend on leaving the country. Finally, we recognize that different student 
populations experience marginalization in HE around the world. Given 
our focus on the US context, by “marginalized students” we mean students 
who have experienced systemic marginalization in the United States 
generally and in American HE specifically, including Black, Brown, and 
Indigenous students and low-income students.

Enhancing Inclusivity of International and 
Marginalized Students

Why should admissions and enrollment practitioners at US HEIs adopt 
Internationalization at Home in their practices? Internationalization at Home 
has been effective in other contexts around the world and would be useful in 
the admissions and enrollment process in the United States, because it has 
the potential to increase the inclusivity of international and marginalized 
students. The concept has previously been used successfully to combat a 
rise in fascism and nationalism (Robson et al., 2018) and enhance inclusion 
for marginalized students via the curriculum and administrative processes 
(Kauffman, 2019). These are issues relevant to the US context. The Trump 
era saw a rise in nationalism, fascism, and xenophobia (Friedman, 2018), 
which were heightened during the pandemic (e.g., Mani, 2020; Ruiz et al., 
2020; Serhan & McLaughlin, 2020).

Additionally, inclusion of marginalized students has been a topic of debate 
and the focus of many efforts in HE for decades, especially as the populations 
pursuing a college degree have increasingly become more diverse across racial, 
ethnic, gender, and national origin markers (Taylor & Cantwell, 2018). Given 
these trends, admissions and enrollment officers would benefit from learning 
about Internationalization at Home and incorporating the core themes of the 
concept into their practices. DeLaquil (2019) noted that Internationalization 
at Home has the capacity to enhance “inclusive internationalization, that 
is, global learning for all” (p. 3). Internationalization at Home is a fitting 
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supplement to a common institutional goal in US HE: the development of 
global citizens (Horey et al., 2018; Lilley et al., 2017).

As well, scholars have championed for the internationalization of the 
curriculum (Leask, 2015). For example, many faculty and administrators have 
embraced the concept of “Internationalization of the Curriculum,” which is 
“the incorporation of an international and intercultural dimension into the 
content of the curriculum as well as the teaching and learning arrangements 
and support services of a program of study” (Leask & Bridge, 2013, p. 81). 
Internationalization at Home builds on these prior efforts.

Integrating Internationalization at Home 
in Admissions and Enrollment Practices at 
American HEIs

Given that admissions and enrollment officers have publicly declared 
their desire to enhance inclusion in their practices, integrating elements 
of Internationalization at Home into their processes could advance their 
goals and stymie the costs of COVID-19 experienced by international and 
marginalized communities. Before COVID-19, college admissions and 
enrollment organizations acknowledged the need to address inequities and 
enhance support for marginalized populations (AACRAO, n.d.; NACAC, 
2016). The American Association of College Registrars and Admissions 
Officers (AACRAO), and the National Association for College Admissions 
Counseling (NACAC) included calls to action in support of marginalized 
students in their published strategic plans (NACAC, 2016), organizational 
values, and standards of professional practice (AACRAO, n.d.). In December 
2020, the AACRAO updated their mission, vision, and goals, centering 
their support for a globally diverse community in their mission statement 
(AACRAO, 2020). Internationalization at Home has the potential to 
address their concerns, address the inequities and enhance the support for 
marginalized students.

We agree with Stuber’s (2019) assertion that “colleges and universities are 
not neutral institutions but ones whose cultures, policies, and procedures 
systematically advantage some students and disadvantage others,” (p. 1). 
Accordingly, institutions have the autonomy and responsibility to adjust their 
policies and practices to support their students, including international and 
marginalized populations, during and after the COVID-19 crisis. Below, 
we provide concrete examples of how practitioners working in admissions 
and enrollment can integrate Internationalization at Home. Scholars have 
recommended that Internationalization at Home should be integrated at all 
levels of the institutions, including “the overarching philosophy, mission, and 
curricula” of HEIs, and within the co-curricular “realms [which] builds strongly 
on students services and student associations” (Robson et al., 2018, p. 29). 
Accordingly, our examples range across different institutional levels; for example, 
the integration of Internationalization at Home in admissions and enrollment 
practices may reinforce the mission and philosophy of the HEI (Table 4.1).
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Table 4.1  Examples of How to Integrate Internationalization at Home in 
Practice during and after the Pandemic

Barriers in admissions and 
enrollment (e.g.)

Tactic/Value/Potential for Integrating 
Internalization at Home

Lack of access to required 
standardized admissions tests

Reflect on undergraduate or graduate 
admissions requirements for standardized 
tests and consider making test scores 
optional in admissions.

Inaccessible campus visits 
(expectation or benefit of tours; 
on-campus orientation for 
students and parents)

Adapt current practices to account for 
students who are unable to physically visit 
campus or who cannot attend a satellite 
recruitment event. Work with external 
organizations and campus partners to 
develop recruitment videos, apps, and 
other remotely accessible information 
portals.

Hidden curriculum that is 
inaccessible to first-generation 
college students and other 
marginalized groups 
(immigrants, Black students, 
Brown students, Indigenous 
students)

Work with other student affairs professionals 
to identify what elements of the hidden 
curriculum exist in their office or practices 
which could be a barrier for these 
students. Internally, develop resources that 
can help students navigate these invisible 
barriers. Externally, work with campus 
partners to increase transparency for 
students.

English-only informational 
materials

Conduct annual assessments of the 
community to learn which languages 
students and their support networks use, 
and maintain a centralized, multilingual 
resource (or relationship with a 
transcription service) so information is 
readily accessible to students and their 
support networks.

Dependence upon federal or 
state financial aid supports 
for waiving test fees or issuing 
scholarships

Develop an institutional scholarship or a 
partnership with a local organization that 
could help supplement financial resources 
for low-income students.

Mental health concerns Account for the unique challenges of 
marginalized students in admissions 
and enrollment practices and work 
with campus mental health resources to 
provide culturally competent counseling. 
Advertise these resources widely, across 
campus and effectively during recruitment 
events.

Low FAFSA Completion rates Partner with high school counselors 
to provide informational sessions to 
students and their families regarding 
the function of the FAFSA application 
and how they can fill it out. Provide 
these sessions in multiple languages, as 
is possible. This could be addressed by 
national organizations of admissions 
and enrollment officers, regardless of 
institutional affiliation.
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Creating change in practices will require resources, including time 
and money. Well-resourced HEIs may find fewer obstacles to integrating 
Internationalization at Home than would HEIs with less resources. 
Institutional decision-makers can support Internationalization at Home in 
the admissions and enrollment process by allocating resources to train and 
support admissions and enrollment officers. Given its successful application 
in different contexts, allocating resources support offices as they incorporate 
the concept promises to be an investment that will help serve the needs of 
marginalized students (Kauffman, 2019; Robson et al., 2018). Even when 
HEIs are not able to allocate much in resources, admissions and enrollment 
officers can still adopt Internationalization at Home in their practices by 
being sensitive, attentive to the needs of students and modifying their current 
practices accordingly.

In conclusion, with its rich potential to positively influence all levels of an 
institution in service of marginalized students, Internationalization at Home 
can help practitioners adopt practices that are responsive to the needs of 
these students during and after the pandemic. Scholars who have advocated 
for the internationalization of HE have argued that Internationalization at 
Home aligns with HE’s societal responsibility during crises and “with civil 
and human rights, social justice, and human dignity” (DeLaquil, 2019, 
p. 6). These ideals align with the goals of the work that practitioners in HE 
admissions and enrollment perform.
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Abstract

In the spring of 2020, safety and health concerns with COVID-19 
shut down college sports. Most notably, the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association’s basketball tournament, better known as 
March Madness, was canceled, costing the Association and its 
member institutions almost $1 billion. A common misconception 
concerning intercollegiate athletics is that most athletic departments 
generate revenue for their institutions. However, less than 30 of the 
347 Division I athletic departments operate in the black. Thus, this 
loss of revenue has resulted in unprecedented financial issues and 
considerations, such as cutting sports, furloughing staff, and offering 
fewer support resources for athletes. Through the lens of resource 
dependence theory, this chapter offers a synthesis of the available 
literature and examines the financial ramifications of the coronavirus 
on Division I athletic department operations.

Keywords:

COVID-19, Finance, Intercollegiate athletics

Introduction

Athletic programs are often the “front porch” of many American institutions 
of higher education (Bass et al., 2015). Athletic department operations are 
managed by the Athletic Director (AD) who oversees coaches and senior level 
athletics employees such as administrators in the areas of athlete academics, 
compliance, event management, and finance, and reports to the institution 
president (Ott & Bates, 2015). Finances of athletic departments have received 
increased scrutiny as critics of college athletics argue that athletic departments 
are overly dependent on financial assistance in the form of subsidies from state 
governments and institutions (Cheslock & Knight, 2015). The average Division 
I athletic department competing at the highest level, often considered the 
Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS), receives 12% of its total revenues from state 
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support and 7% from institutional subsidies and student fees. At the second 
highest level, the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS), the revenue 
from subsidies and student fees increases greatly: 51% of the operating budget 
comes from state support, while 19% comes from student fees (CAFI Database, 
n.d.). With massive media rights contracts with broadcasting companies and 
millions generated from football and men’s basketball, many ask why athletics 
needs subsidizing in the first place (Cheslock & Knight, 2015). Despite these 
revenue streams, less than 30 of the 347 Division I programs in the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) operate in the black (NCAA 
Finances, n.d.). Expenditures from travel, facility management and capital 
projects, and athletic scholarships for hundreds of athletes and salaries and 
benefits for hundreds of department personnel consume most of the revenue 
generated.

Financial operations of Division I athletic departments were interrupted 
in March 2020 when health concerns stemming from a global pandemic 
sparked by the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) halted college sports. Through 
the lens of resource dependence theory (Bess & Dee, 2012), this chapter 
provides a synthesis of the available higher education and athletics literature 
to discuss the fiscal adjustments made by Division I athletic departments due 
to COVID-19.

Literature Review

Resource dependence theory states that organizations depend on their 
environments for resources (Bess & Dee, 2012). Because organizations, such as 
athletic departments, cannot internally produce all of their required resources, 
they become reliant on external actors such as the NCAA (Pfeffer & Salancik, 
1978). The NCAA, as the external actor, has power over athletic departments 
in two ways: (1) determining if departments receive resources and (2) deciding 
how athletic departments can spend or use said resources. Actions taken by the 
NCAA, and the resulting ramifications on athletic departments, demonstrate 
one way in which resource dependence is evident in college athletics in the wake 
of COVID-19. Given the novelty of COVID-19, fluctuating developments, 
limited scholarly publications concerning COVID-19 and athletics, and 
the unprecedented nature of the virus and its impact on sports, much of the 
literature examined in this chapter primarily comes from reputable online 
journalism platforms covering higher education and/or intercollegiate athletics. 
While less traditional than scholarly articles, using these sources ensures an 
up-to-date and informed presentation of the current state of college athletics 
affairs. Additionally, where applicable, these sources are complemented with 
journal articles covering both the college athletics environment pre-virus and 
during the pandemic. The articles chosen highlight the importance of resource 
dependence in the college sports landscape.

The first three sections focus on March Madness cancellation, expenditures 
associated with scholarships for returning athletes, and financial ramifications 
of administrator furloughs, terminations, and sports cuts. However, at the time 
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of this writing, one vital area for Division I institutions remains uncertain: the 
truncated college football season. The fourth section offers a brief analysis of 
the financial advantages and disadvantages of playing or not playing football 
in the Fall 2020 semester.

The NCAA & March Madness

Founded in 1906, the NCAA is a nonprofit governing organization for 102 
athletic conferences and 1,098 institutions across the United States, with the 
primary purpose of maintaining athletics as an integral part of educational 
programs (Satterfiled, 2015). The Association is organized into Divisions I, 
II, and III, with Division I often considered more athletically elite due to 
generous scholarship offerings, larger athletic departments, and substantial 
budgets. Additionally, Division I houses 347 institutions, over 6,000 athletic 
teams, and more than one-third of the NCAA’s total number of athletes 
(Grant et al., 2015). Division I institutions are the focus of this chapter due 
to size as well as importance of these departments to the Association, their 
ability to generate massive amounts of revenue, and the extensive literature 
and coverage of these schools during COVID-19.

In March 2020, due to health threats associated with COVID-19, the 
NCAA canceled all winter and spring championship events, most notably 
March Madness, the single-elimination men’s basketball tournament in which 
68 teams across Division I compete to be crowned the National Champion. 
March Madness is one of the biggest American sporting events, bringing in 
$867.5 million, over 80% of all the revenue generated by the NCAA in fiscal 
year 2017–2018 (NCAA, n.d.). Tournament revenue comes from two streams: 
sponsorships and TV media deals (Weight & Harry, 2019). The remaining 
portion of the NCAA’s revenue comes from hosting other championship 
events and associated ticket sales, along with membership dues (NCAA, 
n.d.). However, the NCAA and its members are reliant on the tournament’s 
revenue to subsidize the college athletics enterprise. This reliance on March 
Madness, along with dwindling contingency funds, created a host of fiscal 
issues, illustrating perhaps the greatest way in which resource dependence 
theory connects member institutions and the Association.

Prior to COVID-19, Division I athletic departments were expected to 
collectively receive $600 million in NCAA distributions. Post-March Madness 
cancellation, distributions were $225 million (NCAA, 2020). This highlights 
two important components to resource dependence theory: criticality, or 
importance of the resource, and scarcity, the availability of the resource 
(Bess & Dee, 2012). Because NCAA distributions are vital for the survival of 
these athletic departments, and because this money is scarce—there is not 
another supplier of such massive funds—departments are highly dependent 
on the NCAA. Thus, institutions and athletic departments needed to cut costs 
and develop innovative strategies to make up missing revenue, while also 
considering the safety of various stakeholders. For 2020, funds received from 
the NCAA are unrestricted, allowing conferences and schools to better support 
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their athletes during the uncertainty surrounding the virus, such as offering 
eligibility extensions for spring sport athletes. The financial significance of the 
tournament can also be seen in 2021, as the NCAA hosted March Madness 
amid the pandemic and without requiring teams to be vaccinated.

Athlete Eligibility Extension

Division I athletes are limited to four seasons of competition within a five-year 
span (NCAA Division I Manual, 2019). However, a few weeks after canceling 
all remaining championships, the NCAA released a statement allowing 
athletic departments to offer an additional year of athletic eligibility for 
spring sport athletes whose seasons were halted due to COVID-19. Given the 
continued uncertainty surrounding the virus, NCAA leadership also voted to 
allow schools to extend eligibility for athletes in fall and winter competitive 
seasons (Hosick, 2020a, 2020b).

While the NCAA offered this remedy to provide more support for athletes, 
it was up to individual departments to decide if and how to implement 
these changes. Thus, some programs, such as members of the Ivy League, 
decided not to offer additional eligibility (Associated Press, 2020), and others, 
depending on departmental financial resources, opted to increase or decrease 
the scholarships offered (Hosick, 2020a). For athletic programs that offered 
additional eligibility, projections indicated an increase in expenses from 
$500,000 to almost $1 million for athletes in just one competitive season 
(i.e., spring, fall, or winter) (Berkowitz & Myerberg, 2020). For Texas A&M 
University, the second most profitable college athletics program in the nation, 
bringing back 21 spring sport athletes who would have normally graduated, 
cost $550,000 (Brown, 2020). Indiana University, which ranks 25th on 
revenue-generation for Division I schools, estimated its expenses associated 
with returning spring athletes at $900,000 (Blau, 2020). For smaller athletic 
enterprises, such as Appalachian State University and Troy University, the 
cost to bring back spring senior athletes was expected to be $225,000 and 
$280,000, respectively (Berkowitz & Myerberg, 2020; Joyce, 2020). These 
eligibility expenses may be tripled, depending on how many fall and winter 
sport athletes return for another season.

The long-term implications of this extended eligibility remain unknown; 
however, this decision has already impacted recruitment and team rosters, 
and could affect scholarship allocation for athletes recruited in the coming 
years. Athletics leaders at national and institutional levels are considering 
how eligibility will be impacted and funded, as many Division I conferences 
postponed fall and some winter competition to spring 2021.

Athletic Administrative & Sponsorship Cuts

Another financial consequence of COVID-19 and the cessation of college 
athletics came in the form of terminations, consolidations, hiring freezes, and 
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furloughs. Salaries and benefits for athletic employees make up the majority 
of departmental expenses, with average percentage of total spending on 
employee compensation for FBS and FCS public athletic departments totaling 
34.6% and 32.8%, respectively (Hirko & Sweitzer, 2015).

By the end of March 2020, the NCAA implemented its own pay reductions 
for executive members, along with a hiring freeze through the end of 2021 
(Berkowitz, 2020a). Athletic departments across the United States quickly 
followed. The University of Arizona released a statement noting that the 
athletic director and the head coaches for baseball, football, and men’s and 
women’s basketball voluntarily cut their salaries by 20% as a means to help 
make up for a projected $7.5 million shortfall for fiscal year 2019–2020 
(Cluff, 2020). This shortfall partially stemmed from the cancellation of the 
2020 Pacific12 (Pac-12) men’s basketball conference tournament and missing 
NCAA distributions, another example of the fiscal dependence of institutions 
on both their affiliate conferences and NCAA. This is not unlike budgetary 
actions taken by various other athletic departments across Division I (Cherney, 
2020). In a more drastic case, the University of Maryland said its department’s 
financial hit due to COVID-19 was expected to be roughly $40 million.

Other athletic departments instituted furloughs due to the lack of 
incoming revenue and the resulting economic downturn. The University of 
Louisville, facing a $15 million 2019–2020 fiscal year shortage, announced 
indefinite furloughs for almost 50 staff. The AD also eliminated 40 positions, 
approximately one third of the department, initiated executive employee 
salary cuts, and reduced all team operating budgets for the foreseeable future 
by 15% (O’Neil, 2020; Robinson, 2020). These and other similar athletic 
reductions accompanied institution-wide cutbacks at most universities 
(Kelderman, 2020).

For some Division I athletic units, administrative reductions did not balance 
the budget, and decisions were made to terminate teams (Swanson & Smith, 
2020). Eliminating sports is viewed as a last resort due to implications for 
athletes, coaches, and the athletic department’s reputation. Sport termination 
often involves teams that are classified as non-revenue-generating sports, 
which, in Division I, typically include all sports outside of football and men’s 
basketball. Football and men’s basketball are lucrative due to massive media 
rights deals with television networks and money from ticket sales (Clotfelter, 
2019), which provide revenue that subsidizes other sports (Hirko & Sweitzer, 
2015). However, with the uncertainty surrounding football and basketball 
seasons, leaders were concerned about the potential for having significantly 
less revenue to support all sports and associated expenses (Berkowitz & 
Myerberg, 2020). Thus, sport elimination is also touted as a way to save 
money by cutting expenses.

Old Dominion University (ODU) became the first Division I athletic 
department to cut sports: Three weeks after the NCAA canceled March 
Madness, ODU discontinued its 60-year-old wrestling program (Hays, 
2020). In the hopes of saving money, a slew of other institutions followed: 
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the University of Cincinnati cut its men’s soccer team (Nightengale, 2020), 
the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay ended its sponsorship of men’s and 
women’s tennis (Mizan, 2020), and the University of Akron terminated its 
men’s cross country, men’s golf, and women’s tennis programs (Cobb, 2020). 
Most notably, Stanford University eliminated almost one-third of its sports 
when athletics and institutional leaders cut 11 of its 36 teams. This impacted 
240 athletes, 22 coaches, and 20 support staff (Tessier-Lavigne et al., 2020).

Without these sports teams, departments may save money in the form of 
distributing fewer dollars to scholarships, paying fewer coaches’ salaries and 
benefits, and decreasing costs associated with managing facilities used by 
these programs. Akron’s AD announced that cutting the three sports, along 
with reductions in employee positions and salaries, is projected to save the 
department $4.4 million in current and future expenses (Williams, 2020). 
Similarly, Stanford’s AD noted that prior to the pandemic, the department 
carried a $12 million deficit. However, due to COVID-19, that deficit was 
expected to increase to $25 million and potentially rise depending on the 
football season. Across all NCAA divisions, athletic departments have dropped 
almost 200 teams, with Division I constituting approximately half of those 
eliminations (Dittmore, n.d.). These elimination decisions are clearly linked 
to missing resources and departments’ challenges to find external assistance, 
outside of NCAA distributions, to financially support the enterprise (Bess & 
Dee, 2012).

While potentially costly to an athletic department, non-revenue teams 
can bring in significant amounts of tuition revenue for institutions. Many 
athletes competing in non-revenue sports do not receive full athletics-
based scholarships, and thus, still pay some or all of their tuition and other 
university expenses. Some scholars and members of the media have argued 
that if an institution were to begin a new non-revenue sport program and 
recruit students, particularly out-of-state or international students, on partial 
or no scholarship, that the institution could actually profit (Dittmore, n.d.; 
Hardwick-Day, 2008; Novy-Williams, 2020). Additionally, some critics 
of cutting sports note that rather than saving this money, it is reinvested in 
football programs (Weaver, 2020).

Football & Coronavirus

Many scholars have noted that intercollegiate sports, particularly football, 
is the tail wagging the athletics dog (Clotfelter, 2019; Lopiano & Zimbalist, 
2020). In fact, during the coronavirus pandemic, athletic directors have 
expressed strong sentiments about the need to have a football season, with 
the University of Florida’s AD stating: “from a financial standpoint, if we’re 
not playing football games in the fall, it will shake the foundation of college 
athletics. As everyone knows, football pays for the enterprise to go forward” 
(Bianchi, 2020). This quote highlights the criticality of media rights deals in 
sustaining athletic departments, another example of resource dependence in 
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college sports. The keen emphasis on a football season grew from the foregone 
March Madness funds and decreased NCAA distributions, making the sport 
increasingly vital for Division I athletic departments’ budgets.

On August 13, 2020, the NCAA officially canceled fall sport championships, 
including FCS football. While the NCAA has governance over FBS sports 
outside of football, because it does not provide a championship or bowl games 
for these programs—that is managed by the College Football Playoff—
members of the FBS division have been more hesitant to postpone football 
and fall sports seasons. Citing too many unknowns about virus implications 
for athlete health along with liability concerns, the Mid-American Conference 
(MAC) became the first FBS conference to postpone fall sports until spring 
2021 (Silverstein & Patterson, 2020). This was followed by presidents at the 
Big Ten and Pac-12 conferences opting to postpone their seasons until the 
following semester (Anderson, 2020).

Still, conferences such as the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), Big 12, and 
Southeastern Conference (SEC), remained steadfast in their determination 
to compete in the fall. Conferences that postponed fall sports, football in 
particular, were forgoing millions of dollars from media deals and ticket sales. 
Power Five programs operating without a football season were expected to lose 
an average of $78 million (Berkowitz, 2020b). Some of this lost income could 
be made up during a spring football season, but many institutional leaders 
noted the potential for no spring competitions if the virus gained momentum. 
As such, conferences who originally decided to not hold a football season (i.e., 
MAC, Big Ten, etc.), backtracked, including every FBS conference. Individual 
schools could decide to opt out, and out of the 130 FBS teams, only three did 
not compete in 2020. While athletic departments stated that the reason for a 
return was to provide sport opportunities for their athletes, critics argue such 
decisions are rooted in revenue dependence (Weaver, 2020).

Despite the varying decisions made across Division I, there were financial 
advantages and disadvantages of a fall football season. Football offers a host 
of benefits; mainly, a fall season ensured a revenue stream from the sport, 
albeit at a smaller level than the years before COVID-19. For programs who 
admitted fans, stadiums operated at a reduced capacity—depending on state 
and institution regulations anywhere from 20% to 50%— and revenue was 
generated from ticket sales, parking, and other auxiliary services. A football 
season may also have ensured continued donor support, as most athletics 
donors engage in philanthropy, such as buying premium football tickets 
(Stinson & Howard, 2010). Additionally, playing football and potentially other 
sports, enabled departments to continue charging students some athletics fees, 
a significant source of income for many programs.

However, the most significant financial benefit from a football season 
emerged from media rights deals conferences and institutions have with 
broadcasting companies. A recent inquiry by ESPN using 2018 tax filings 
by Power Five conferences—schools with the biggest athletic programs 
including the ACC, Big Ten, Big 12, Pac-12, and SEC—noted that TV and 
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other media money generated anywhere from $237 million to $440 million 
for these conferences and their members. That funding is lost, or substantially 
reduced, without a football season. Media deals and ticket sales tied to football 
alone for the schools in the aforementioned five conferences, make up 60% 
of their athletics departments’ combined operating revenues. Institutions 
competing in Division I outside of the Power Five would also lose millions. 
Undoubtedly, COVID-19 reinforced athletic departments’ dependence on 
financial resources and commercialization (Weaver, 2020).

The pandemic also created significant costs associated with the football 
season, particularly regarding the health and safety of athletes, coaches, 
administrators, and staff. In fact, many scholars in higher education 
denounced athletic departments’ and administrators’ decision to return 
athletes to campus. Lopiano and Zimbalist (2020) argued steps to bring 
athletes back, especially football players, were disconcerting and neglected 
the safety of too many constituents to be rationalized. Indeed, they noted that 
higher education “lost its mind” (Lopiano & Zimbalist, 2020). Even athletes 
spoke out with one University of California, Los Angeles football player 
stating, “we’re going to come to a point where a college player will literally 
have to die from COVID-19 for someone to understand what’s going on” 
(Russell, 2020).

Given the uncertainty, increased testing and safety protocols for athletes, 
coaches, administrators, staff, and fans were a fiscal focal point for departments’ 
expenses, both with and without football and other sport seasons. The financial 
considerations of testing consistently and effectively became the driving forces 
for leaders making health decisions. As athletes came back for workouts in 
June and July, athletic directors across Division I discussed budgetary impacts 
of testing, with some noting just testing the incoming athletes cost $500,000 to 
$2 million (Thamel, 2020). Additionally, throughout the 2020 season athletic 
departments faced expenses from COVID-19 team outbreaks. Outbreaks led 
to games being postponed or canceled depending on the conference, which 
influenced money received from TV deals. For example, each canceled PAC-
12 football game cost the conference and its members $5 million (Wilner, 
2020b). In addition, outbreaks required increased testing and quarantining, 
often in hotels, adding hundreds of thousands of dollars to these growing 
expenses. There were also expenses complementary to testing, stemming from 
increased materials such as hand sanitizer, gloves and masks, thermometers, 
and disinfectant fogger machines, and costs to train staff (LEAD1, 2020a). 
Similarly, more game day staff was needed to implement new health and 
safety regulations.

Litigation from an athlete or another constituent offered another potential 
expense. While some institutions drafted documents informing athletes of 
the risks associated with training and competing, others designed waivers 
that prevented athletes and others who may contract COVID-19 from 
suing (Dellenger, 2020; Pickman, 2020). However, the enforcement of such 
waivers depends on the state (Cotten, 2016; LEAD1, 2020b; Zagger, 2020). 
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Additionally, another trend involved the inclusion of a statement on the back 
or bottom of an event ticket stating that the institution was not liable if an 
attendee contracted the virus (LEAD1, 2020b). However, as with athlete 
waivers, fans remain a potential litigation source.

There are a multitude of financial measures that institutions also considered. 
These included honoring athlete scholarships across all remaining teams and 
paying coaches, administrators, and staff all or part of salaries and benefits. 
Some conferences, such as the Pac-12, implemented loan programs where 
conference members were eligible to receive up to an $83 million loan with 
3.75% interest over the next ten years (Wilner, 2020a). Additionally, debt 
and rent payment for facilities, if applicable, remained an expense during the 
pandemic.

Discussion and Conclusions

Regardless of how long the coronavirus pandemic lasts, there will be continued 
fallout from this period. Literature suggests there are at least three critical 
areas of future financial implications stemming from pandemic management: 
safety and training, media deals and ticket sales, and insurance and reserves. 
Researchers believe that even after the vaccine rollout for coronavirus, it is 
likely that some of the safety and health precautions implemented will remain, 
such as increased sanitization and monitoring of health conditions (LEAD1, 
2020a; Parnell et al., 2020). The continuation of these practices is important 
for the well-being of all stakeholders but will add an expense line to budgets 
in the coming years.

With evidence demonstrating athletic departments’ resource dependence 
on broadcasting deals, media rights deals are another area conferences 
and athletic departments will focus on even more. Prior to COVID-19, fan 
attendance at college sporting events was already decreasing (Clotfelter, 
2019). With safety concerns associated with the virus, the number of fans who 
will remain at home to watch their teams compete, rather than trekking to 
arenas, could rise. This projected increase in at-home fans offers conferences 
and athletic programs leverage to seek more revenue from media deals. 
However, this increase in money from television and other media rights comes 
at the expense of ticket sales and perpetuates the reliance on media deals for 
revenue. Statistics from the College Athletics Financial Information Database 
show schools in the FBS, on average, receive 22% of their overall revenue 
from NCAA distributions and media rights and 19% from ticket sales. For 
Power Five athletic programs, those numbers jump to 30%–43% from 
distributions and media deals and 15%–24% from ticket sales. With changes 
in fan behavior, it is probable that percentages from the former will rise, while 
the latter will fall.

Finally, institutions and athletic departments must revisit the type of 
insurance they hold and whether or not they have the proper terms in place 
should another catastrophic event occur. Similarly, in the current model in 
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which departments spend what they make, or even spend more than they make 
(Blue, 2019; Fort, 2015), further emphasis on bolstering departmental reserves 
would be fiscally responsible and assist in preserving the collegiate model for 
generations to come. Such actions would decrease dependence on NCAA 
distributions and media deals, limiting athletic departments’ vulnerability to 
the potential scarcity of this income stream (Bess & Dee, 2012).

Implications

It appears college athletics are “an essential business” during COVID-19, 
which speaks volumes about the connection of intercollegiate sports and 
higher education. It remains to be seen if the coronavirus may actually 
serve as a long-term positive influence on college sports. With reduced 
NCAA distributions, expenses associated with extended athlete eligibility, 
department furloughs and sport terminations, and the reduced football 
season, schools may be forced to consider new operating models that could 
result in fiscal conservatism and frugality for the years to come. In this way, 
athletic departments would engage in dependency-reduction strategies, 
creating a more financially stable athletics environment (Bess & Dee, 2012). 
Additionally, this could spark a financial reform in which athletic departments 
devote resources to areas critics say are neglected, such as academics, mental 
health, diversity and inclusion, and Title IX.

The pandemic has undoubtedly altered the relationship between education 
and athletics, and it is up to leaders across campus to understand how athletics 
financially fits with the institutional mission as intercollegiate sports moves 
forward post COVID-19.
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Abstract

High-stakes examinations have been a university tradition for nearly 
two centuries, due at least in part to a widespread perception that 
they offer validity, objectivity, and reliability in assessing learning. 
The disruptive COVID-19 crisis, however, has triggered shifts in 
thinking over whether university exams in an online environment 
hold the same rigor and authenticity—or even whether they still 
serve as a valid form of assessment for preparing students for post-
graduate employment. This chapter examines those shifts against 
the backdrop of COVID-19 and examines the relationship between 
exams and enhancing graduate employability through three key 
skills: problem-solving, creativity, and critical thinking. Taking a 
global perspective, it reviews the current literature on these topics 
and considers alternative forms of assessment using practical 
examples that may provide more valid methods of improving post-
graduate employability outcomes through more authentic real-
world assessments. It ultimately argues that universities must seize 
the opportunities created by COVID-19 for widespread assessment 
reform and use this momentum for setting tasks that more closely 
reflect the types of skills needed for work in the post-pandemic world.

Keywords

assessment, COVID-19, coronavirus, employability skills, exams, graduate 
employability, graduate outcomes

Introduction

Four years before the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
World Economic Forum’s (WEF) Future of Jobs Report predicted the top ten 
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employability skills for 2020. Through surveying senior executives in the 
world’s largest employers, the report concluded that the top three desirable 
workplace skills at the start of the next decade would be “complex problem-
solving, “critical thinking,” and “creativity.” “Emotional intelligence” 
and “cognitive flexibility” also featured 7th and 10th respectively on the 
2020 list; both of which were not even listed as top priority skills in 2015 
(World Economic Forum, 2016). While those surveyed certainly could not 
have predicted a pandemic such as COVID-19 would occur in 2020 and 
the significant disruption it would have on the global workforce, it is indeed 
telling that recent assessments of the key employability skills needed for a post-
coronavirus world align closely with those earlier predicted skill demands 
(Bravery & Tomar, 2020; Marr, 2020). In short, the 2016 WEF predictions 
were largely correct: each of these employability skills have been incredibly 
important during a time of rapid change and instability worldwide.

During the global response to COVID-19, the role of universities in 
preparing graduates to develop these skills has become more critical than ever 
before. The 2016 WEF report had argued that educational institutions such as 
universities required a “skills evolution” because many of its continued “20th 
century practices” would not meet the needs of the future labor market (World 
Economic Forum, 2016). One of the most common forms of these ongoing 
practices are exams: an individual summative assessment that normally 
occurs in an invigilated face-to-face environment. High-stakes examinations 
have been a university tradition for nearly two centuries, due at least in part to 
a widespread perception that they offer validity, objectivity, and reliability in 
assessing learning. Yet, mandatory government social distancing requirements 
brought about by COVID-19 forced universities to either shift the facilitation 
of exams into an online environment or design alternative forms of assessment 
altogether (Watermeyer, Crick & Knight, 2020). These revisions have raised 
further questions over whether traditional university exams still serve as a valid 
form of assessment for preparing students for employment after graduation 
(Alexander, Cutrupi & Smout, 2019; Efu, 2019).

In the context of COVID-19 and the subsequent global demand for new 
employability skills, this chapter critically analyses university exams and 
their connection to post-graduate employability. Taking a global perspective, 
it reviews the current literature on exams and enhancing employability of 
graduates by focusing on the top three listed WEF report skills: problem-
solving, creativity and critical thinking. It also considers alternative forms of 
assessment using practical examples that may provide more valid methods 
of improving graduate outcomes in an increasingly competitive and digital 
world. The chapter then focuses on how universities may be able to, and 
indeed already have, adapted assessments to develop the key aspects of an 
employability mindset that incorporates these skills. In short, this chapter 
explores the possibilities arising from this surge of disruptive innovation 
in higher education assessment. Through this exploration, it argues that 
universities must seize the opportunities created by COVID-19 for widespread 
assessment reform and use this momentum for setting tasks that more closely 
reflect the types of skills needed for work in the post-pandemic world.
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Employability in the COVID-19 World: Problem-
Solving, Creativity and Critical Thinking

The COVID-19 pandemic had an unprecedented impact on global 
employment. Using a comparative population to employment ratio, there 
were significantly more jobs lost worldwide in early 2020 than the 1930s Great 
Depression (Coibion, Gorodnichenko & Webber, 2020). This recent job loss 
also occurred twenty times faster. For instance, an April 2020 poll showed that 
a third of workers in Canada and the United States reported that they had lost at 
least half of their income during the peak of the crisis. Similar trends occurred 
worldwide, with significant income loss reported by approximately one quarter 
of polled respondents in the United Kingdom and almost half of those polled 
in China (Bell & Blanchflower, 2020). Most job losses occurred in lower-skill 
roles such as those found in retail, tourism, and hospitality, while industries that 
were able to remain operational despite mandated government restrictions had 
to change work practices significantly. School classes, business meetings, and 
medical consultations all started occurring online at record rates.

By necessity, rapid response to this disruption required key employability 
skills such as problem-solving, creativity and critical thinking. These skills 
will be similarly crucial as the world continues to respond to the COVID-19 
pandemic and its long-lasting impact on future work practices. As a result, it 
follows that those who develop these skills while at university and can apply 
them in practice will be best placed to find meaningful employment upon 
graduation. Many factors contribute to employability, which this chapter 
defines as the range of skills and personal attributes that recent graduates 
need to possess in order to find meaningful employment. It includes a strong 
foundation of discipline-specific knowledge and skills, and the cognitive, 
interpersonal and intrapersonal skills that facilitate productive working 
relationships. The categories often used to define skills for employability can 
be referred to as “hard skills” (including knowledge and technical proficiency) 
and “soft skills” (such as interpersonal skills and personal qualities; 
Sessanga  & Mussisi, 2019). These latter traits are difficult to measure in 
traditional university assessments, yet they are essential components of an 
employability mindset. This mindset is also referred to in the literature as 
a “professional purpose mindset,” characterized by the amalgamation of 
self-awareness, career management, confidence, and flexibility (Bates et al., 
2019). It fosters adaptability in graduates to withstand the type of volatile 
labor market conditions that are predicted, and that can be extrapolated to a 
post-COVID-19 world.

Employers repeatedly express a preference for employees with a “can-do” 
attitude (Fraser et al., 2019; Osmani et al., 2019), referring to people that are 
confident and willing to respond constructively to new problems. The important 
role of universities in fostering an overall mindset for employability is crucial 
in framing assessment for employability. Bates et al. (2019, p. 7), for instance, 
contend that due to an increasingly dynamic future job market, universities 
should focus on fostering an employability mindset in students via four elements 
(curiosity, action, collaboration, growth) and three domains (self and social 
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awareness, navigating the world of work, and building networks). Each of these 
elements and domains have clear links to problem-solving, creativity and critical 
thinking. For example, curiosity is a necessary precursor to thinking about 
creative ways to solve problems. Similarly, in order to think critically about a 
work-related problem, it requires an awareness of one’s own social context and 
the impact of relationships that exist within professional networks.

Real-world problems such as COVID-19 are situated in an ever-changing 
environment, so solving them also requires an ability to anticipate potential 
difficulties and evaluate the impact of unforeseen events. Being able to work 
with ambiguity and uncertainty requires cognitive flexibility and resilience, 
which are both qualities highly valued by employers (Bridgstock, 2019; Seow, 
Pan & Koh, 2019). Solving real-world problems also requires a combination of 
critical and creative thinking, emotional intelligence, and cognitive flexibility 
to generate a range of potential solutions. Future graduates’ success is heavily 
pinned on the ability to use problem-based learning in collaborative scenarios 
whereby “critical thinking, novel and adaptive thinking … [and] social 
intelligence” combine to prepare students with transferable skills for the future 
(Tuffley, 2017, p.11). In other words, addressing real-world problems requires a 
willingness to engage with uncertainty and recognition that potential solutions 
will never be completely correct or incorrect. Adapting to such uncertainty and 
focusing on solving problems during critical moments was essential in responding 
to COVID-19 effectively. Leaders within organizations that successfully 
oversaw flexible changes to processes and practices based on government health 
restrictions were better placed to thrive in challenging circumstances.

Creativity is another valuable employability skill. Organizations are 
constantly seeking employees who display traits such as entrepreneurialism, 
initiative and innovativeness in order to create new products and improve 
services (Bridgstock, 2017). Employees that can demonstrate these types of 
traits were especially important at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in early 2020, as the situation was largely unprecedented and required rapid 
responses to meet government health restrictions. For future students working 
in a post-COVID-19 world, this means that university learning activities 
need to develop higher-order thinking skills like creativity in order to be more 
competitive in the graduate labor market. Such activities teach students to 
embrace a range of possibilities, to become comfortable with uncertainty, 
and to remain open-minded and curious. In short, openness to questioning 
and idea sharing, as well as the flexibility to err and make corrections, will 
cultivate both creativity and professional resilience in students’ future working 
lives (Sessanga & Mussisi, 2019). With these inclusions, students will learn to 
maintain an open mind and adapt to changing workplace practices, as well 
as be able to constantly analyze and reinterpret the world as the threat of 
COVID-19 gradually subsides.

Reframing and opening oneself to multiple viewpoints through cognitive 
flexibility not only cultivates creativity and innovation, but also allows learners 
to unbed and examine their own and others’ assumptions. This ultimately 
leads to another core employability skill: critical thinking. Organizations 
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seek employees that not only have interpersonal skills, but also the capacity 
to analyze problems from multiple perspectives critically (Hart Research 
Associates, 2015). Fields (2019) acknowledges the challenges in developing this 
kind of cognition amongst students in tertiary education, yet several strong 
employability traits can emerge through developing critical thinking skills. 
These include effective decision-making, communication, and investigative 
research skills. Moreover, the acceptance of ambiguity and a willingness 
to maintain an open mind whilst critically weighing up evidence will likely 
become increasingly important in order to discern credible information 
from a saturation of online content (Sessanga & Mussisi, 2019). This involves 
constant comparison, juxtaposition, and synthesis of incoming data (critical 
appraisal) in order to reframe issues and innovate (creatively problem solve). 
Therefore, the relationship between problem-solving, creativity, and critical 
thinking are inherently interconnected.

COVID-19 and University Exams

When COVID-19 hit, universities were faced with the challenge of how 
to move traditional on-campus individual invigilated assessments to an 
online environment. Transferring exams to an online environment with 
access to limitless internet resources requires a change to the invigilation 
process or deployment of deterrent measures against cheating. Migration of 
traditional examinations to an online environment, however, can be much 
more complex and resource-intensive than often anticipated (Allan, 2020). 
Students need precise communication about preparation, such as clear 
instructions for accessing the exam itself and as well as technical support for 
any ad-hoc issues that may present during completion (Cramp et al., 2019). 
Despite these challenges, many universities still decided to move exams to an 
online environment at the height of the pandemic. In a survey of 312 higher 
education institutions worldwide, an Educause ‘QuickPoll’ found that 54% of 
respondents were using a form of online proctoring during early to mid-2020. 
It also found that another 23% of institutions were still considering using them 
for end of semester exams during that same period (Grajek, 2020).

In the higher education context, responses to the pandemic were not 
consistent globally. Growth rates of the COVID-19 infection were higher 
in some countries than others by mid-2020, and this necessitated varied 
approaches to teaching and learning practices depending on the context in 
which an institution was operating. Where the risk of COVID-19 was very 
low, some institutions did not need to respond significantly. In areas of high 
risk, however, universities and other higher education providers undertook 
rapid curriculum redesign in order to teach and assess in an entirely online 
environment. In a survey of 20 countries from the Americas, Europe, the 
Middle East and Asia, the move to online teaching and assessment during 
the first half of 2020 occurred most commonly in developed countries such 
as the United States, Germany, and Australia. However, despite these trends, 
there were still significant variations in the number of COVID-19 cases 
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reported per one million population between these countries and others 
(Crawford et al., 2020). This suggests that the risk of the COVID-19 infection 
as well as the capacity in which an institution could deliver online teaching 
both contributed to whether face-to-face exams were replaced with alternative 
assessments during the initial response to the pandemic.

For some institutions, the unanticipated challenges of migrating traditional 
examinations to an online environment provided an impetus for universities 
to explore alternative forms of assessment. As Fuller et al. (2020) described, 
the disruption caused by COVID-19 presented genuine opportunities to 
explore different assessment designs that focused on higher order thinking. 
For instance, an Australasian Council on Open, Distance and e-Learning 
(ACODE) survey (Sankey, 2020) found that most institutions ran alternative 
forms of assessment to some of their exams and chose a range of solutions to run 
more formal examinations, either in a proctored or unproctored way. Some 
chose to manually proctor exams using internally employed tutors working 
through Zoom or similar platforms, whereas others used different measures 
such as test banks and keystroke information to improve the integrity of online 
tests (Clark et al., 2020). Another approach was to use alternative solutions 
such as assessment deferral, submission mode changes, online presentations, 
and virtual simulations. Despite these shifts occurring rapidly, alternative 
assessments such as presentations and simulations offered new opportunities 
for authentic work that can improve future employment prospects. Compared 
to writing answers individually during a timed and invigilated exam setting, 
students completed tasks that more closely resembled the type of work they 
might perform in the workplace after graduation.

By transforming traditional high stakes examinations into more authentic 
tasks, universities were unexpectedly able to drive learning behaviors that 
enhanced employability. To be sure, good assessment tasks must have integrity 
(validity and student identity verification) and authenticity (both relevant and 
rigorous). However, traditional high-stakes university assessment tasks have 
prioritized integrity over authenticity. In this context integrity prioritizes 
student identity verification by seeking to ensure that the work on which 
student achievement is judged and certified has been done by the individual 
purporting to have done it. The notion that traditional examinations in timed 
and invigilated settings offer the best assurance of integrity has led to a pre-
dominance of this form of assessment. This is understandable as doubts cast on 
the integrity of university assessments threaten the reputation of universities 
and their graduates (Slade, Rowland & McGrath, 2019). Universities tend to 
pride themselves on the rigor of their assessment regimes, but authenticity in 
terms of relevance of assessments to students’ current or future careers has 
been a lower priority (Care & Kim, 2018).

COVID-19 ultimately disrupted this status quo of traditional university 
assessment. Due to mandatory social distancing restrictions which prevented 
conducting on-campus invigilated exams, the pandemic prompted a 
proliferation of alternative authentic online teaching and assessment 



Disruptive Opportunities 73

practices (Crawford et al., 2020). This transformation of assessment has 
required a concurrent reshaping of learning activities and may well change 
the landscape of university education. Boud (2020) suggests that previous 
conventional assessment practices cannot be assumed to continue to meet 
the needs of the present and encourages reflection on whether current 
assessments are promoting the type of learning behaviors that will support 
future success for our graduates. Traditional examinations may be suited to 
certifying discipline-specific knowledge, yet they are unlikely to be effective 
at evaluating key employability skills such as problem-solving, creativity and 
critical thinking. Even before COVID-19 hit, the question was already being 
asked: does current university assessment still pass muster (McKie, 2019)?

High stakes exams predominantly test students’ ability to reproduce 
knowledge in the form of discrete facts, routine computational formulae 
and predetermined procedures. This is undoubtedly useful, as factual and 
procedural knowledge are necessary elements in the exercise of higher order 
skills. However, it is not sufficient for enhancing the capacity of graduates 
to solve complex problems, develop creative solutions, and to cultivate 
critical awareness around both these respective aspects. The proportionately 
heavy weighting of exams toward final grades also means that preparation 
for such exams becomes the default curriculum, even when other intended 
learning outcomes are stated. This problem of a narrow focus on factual and 
procedural knowledge is exacerbated when preparation for such exams shapes 
and pervades all teaching and learning activities. This influencing effect has 
been well documented as “the washback effects of high-stakes exams” (Tan, 
2020). There is, indeed, a growing realization of the need to transform exams 
by including elements that reflect authentic “world of work” situations in order 
to ensure that assessment regimes enhance graduate employability. Online 
examinations can be tested via scenario-based or open-ended questions, 
simulations using discipline-specific professional software, and the use of 
multimedia, thus providing authentic assessments that prepare students for 
their working life.

Exam Alternatives: Practical Examples

Traditional exams in timed and invigilated settings do not appropriately reflect 
the contexts that students will be performing tasks after leaving university. 
A more authentic alternative to these forms of exams is to design them as 
open book, in which students have either full or limited access to a range 
of resources such as websites and textbooks while completing an assessment. 
In this way, it more closely resembles real-world work tasks such as writing 
reports. In exploring open book exams as an alternative, Teodorczuk, Fraser 
and Rogers (2018) investigated the impact of medical teachers complaining 
about a full curriculum. Open book exams were trialled, and it was concluded 
that learners became less reliant on memorizing facts and achieved deeper 
learning of higher-level outcomes. The redesign also led to tasks that were 
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more authentic to clinical practice where information is freely available 
during consultations. The nature of this assessment stress was closer to the 
inherent stressors that students would encounter in their future practice, 
thereby making the task more useful in developing resilience that would 
support students in future work.

A key challenge of simply migrating traditional face-to-face examinations 
to an online open book exam, however, is the extent to which academic 
integrity can be upheld. Although cheating also exists in the traditional 
assessment environment, it can be amplified in the online setting when the 
focus of the examination is demonstrating factual and procedural knowledge 
(Akimov & Malin, 2020). However, the move to online examinations can 
be used to transform examinations, testing higher-order skills via scenario-
based or open-ended questions. Alternatively, exams can be reconceptualized 
as simulations that provide authentic assessment contexts whereby students 
apply the learnt content knowledge to theoretical case studies in a relevant 
work environment. It also offers opportunities for online oral examinations, 
in which students deliver a presentation or respond with applied knowledge 
to questions via videoconference or recording (Akimov & Malin, 2020). This 
approach improves assessment integrity and more appropriately reflects 
the type of skills graduates need to develop in the digitally competitive 
employment market.

How, then, can tertiary educators ensure graduates develop the “can-do” 
attitude that makes them confident and willing to deal with problems or new 
tasks? At least in part, building student confidence in solving complex problems 
creatively can be nurtured through setting clear expectations of assessment 
tasks and providing constructive feedback. In assessment, it is common 
practice to clearly define all task requirements and include clear marking 
guides that identify criteria and standards of performance against which work 
will be judged. Students now expect, even sometimes demand, such clarity in 
all assessments. While clearly defined assessments can be a useful exercise in 
applying knowledge and exercising critical and creative thinking in a study 
context, they only reflect a small dimension of the challenges that graduates 
will be expected to deal with once they enter the workplace (Boud et al., 2018). 
There are no marking criteria when completing tasks in a workplace. At times, 
even clear communication about expectations can be absent. This means that 
some tertiary learning activities and corresponding assessments also need to 
be designed to consider situations in which there is no obvious correct answer 
or the parameters of answering a question can change over time. Traditional 
exams are not well equipped to provide this sort of learning experience.

Engaging students in case studies that are real and ongoing (not resolved) 
offers a unique opportunity to develop critical thinking and innovative 
problem-solving skills. One practical example are dynamic case studies, in 
which the context and parameters of an assessed situation can change over 
time. This assessment model has been implemented with business students 
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at an Australian university. Students are assigned a high profile Australian 
public company, and in groups they analyze their business, evaluate real 
scenarios, and engage in robust discussions to make predictions about the 
likely impact of key decisions (Moore & Chandra, 2019). As the semester 
develops, the context of these decisions changes as the companies’ positions 
changes, and as a result, students need to conceptualize alternative forms of 
action. They also need to compare their recommendations against what the 
business actually did and reflect on the accuracy of their predictions. The 
course engages students in audit and risk assessment processes, and ethical 
decision making through contemporary cases. Unlike traditional case studies, 
students cannot “google” how the case unfolded at the time they need to 
make, and advocate for, their decisions.

Problem-solving requires both critical and creative thinking. Real-world 
problems are generally fuzzy and ill-defined, requiring an ability to first 
clearly define the problem before attempting to address it. Another interesting 
example of this type of alternative assessment approach is the International 
Mathematical Modelling Challenge (IMMC). In this annual competition, 
teams from around the world develop an original mathematical model that 
demonstrates how stores should arrange products during a flash sale in the 
most optimal way to minimize damage to merchandise. The challenge tests 
students’ logical thinking and synthesis in a pressured real-world setting, as 
well as their collaboration and communication skills (Russell, 2020). While 
the IMMC is organized in secondary school settings, it could also be applied 
in a higher education context. The global challenge requires the application of 
mathematics to solve real-world situations and allows the use of freely available 
material from the internet. In contrast to recalling knowledge in an exam, the 
IMMC more closely resembles the types of tasks that future mathematicians, 
marketers and business analysts would be completing in a workplace situation.

Similar real-life examples can be found elsewhere, such as cases in 
which students solve problems in specific scientific domains that comprise 
of a few interconnected and complex variables. The enormous potential of 
this approach was recognized in the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) in 2012 (OECD, 2014; Scherer, 2015). In this example, 
students were presented with a system (i.e. the problem environment) that 
simulates a specific scientific concept (such as climate control). Their first task 
was to generate knowledge about this system of variables and their relations 
by testing how changes in the input variables affected the system. Students 
represented their mental model about these relationships in a path diagram. 
Their second task was to apply this knowledge in a problem situation which 
allowed for incorporating interactive, dynamic, and uncertain elements 
into the problem environment, but still provided sufficient psychometric 
characteristics in terms of reliability and validity (Greiff, Wüstenberg & 
Funke, 2012). Consequently, students needed to adaptively respond to 
dynamic changes in the problem environment and critically analyze whether 
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proposed solutions are viable. In other words, students had to prepare for 
unexpected results and innovate alternative solutions as a response. This type 
of assessment is very difficult to create in a traditional exam environment.

Future Possibilities

In the tertiary sector, the disruption and uncertainty brought about by 
COVID-19 has offered opportunities to rethink types of assessments and 
their role in developing employability skills. The restructuring of traditional 
high-stakes assessment formats into more collaborative and real-life case 
studies, such as the examples presented in this chapter, offers opportunities 
to build professional resilience in the face of future uncertainty. They 
also facilitate greater development of problem-solving, creativity and 
critical thinking; all of which were top projected employability skills in the 
2016 WEF Report. COVID-19 and the resulting online adaptation and 
assessment reinvention at universities has inadvertently accelerated this shift 
toward enhancing the profile of flexible thinking styles and the aptitude for 
creative solutions.

Although COVID-19 has certainly changed life, learning, and work as 
they have been collectively known, its long-term impact may be characterized 
by the way it has accelerated some trends that were already underway. 
This includes increasing moves toward digital business operations and the 
transformation of university assessments to more authentic tasks (Grajek & 
Brooks, 2020). COVID-19 has unwittingly provided a view into the potential 
of online learning, teaching, and assessment to provide an employability-
focused platform for students. Not only is there more potential for linkages to 
be created between assessment and work readiness in terms of the key skills 
discussed in this chapter, but there is also the opportunity to better equip 
students with the digital and information literacy needs of the future.

Universities now have an impetus to adopt alternative exam assessments 
beyond their forced introduction due to COVID-19. Given the unpredictability 
and need for adaptability during the pandemic, future employers will be 
looking for graduates that can adapt, think critically about problems, and find 
creative solutions. As this chapter explored, alternative assessments such as 
open book tasks, simulations, collaborative problem-based tasks, and dynamic 
case studies can provide more authentic ways for students to develop these 
skills and find meaningful employment upon graduation. Higher education 
institutions and their respective educators must seize the opportunities created 
by COVID-19 for widespread assessment reform and use this momentum for 
setting tasks that more closely reflect the types of skills needed for work in the 
world outside of academia. These assessment alternatives should not revert 
to their traditional counterparts once the world recovers from the impact of 
COVID-19. Instead, they should provide the way forward for rethinking the 
role of assessment in enhancing graduate employability in the post-pandemic 
world.
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Abstract

In an attempt to mitigate community spread of COVID-19, many 
universities canceled face-to-face sessions and shifted to online 
instruction. For advanced doctoral students, this sudden shift 
welcomed new hardships as they began to collect data for their 
qualitative dissertation studies. This change called for students and 
their supervising professor to revisit IRB (Institutional Research 
Board) protocols as interviews, focus groups and observations 
techniques were now impossible. In this chapter, we discuss how 
social distancing measures created new possible ways for students to 
gather rich, quality data from communication technology platforms. 
This new digital approach of engaging participants in meaningful 
discussions welcomed new possibilities for doctoral students to 
recruit participants for a more global context. This chapter will offer 
strengths, challenges, and new ways of knowing for future studies.

Keywords

dissertation, education, interviews, qualitative studies, technology, social 
distancing

Introduction

With the onset of Covid-19, new protocols for interactions between people 
were set in place as this virus increased in mortality rates. This novel virus 
forced the world to rethink how humans were to continue with their everyday 
lives. Unfortunately, there has been an unfamiliar shift in life due to the safe 
practices that were adopted because of the transmission of this virus. For the 
world, it invited us to be more creative in how we were going to continue living 
a life within the safety measures established by the World Health Organization 
and the Center for Disease Control. Much of their recommendations offered 
some hope to continue living a normal lifestyle, with some degree of physical 
distancing. For schools, this approach of learning was something new. A new 
practice that many schools would be needing to adjust in order to find ways 
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to help students continue their learning experience. In higher education, 
more specifically, doctoral students seeking to begin a qualitative dissertation 
proposal, some adjustments would be needed to help them navigate the journey.

This chapter highlights the experiences of doctoral students who are in 
their final year of coursework as they develop their dissertation proposals 
in the Winter Garden program. A unique feature of this doctoral program 
is the notion of being an off-campus program offered by the Department 
of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at The University of Texas 
at San Antonio. As such, this study highlights the experiences of students 
who matriculated in the program and are now preparing their proposal for 
collecting data for their qualitative dissertations.

A sense of belonging creates a form of social capital in that it highlights 
students’ feelings about their connection with the college or university 
they attend (Nunez, 2009). The quality of social interactions within that 
community cannot be ignored. The impression that the faculty have taken 
an interest in students’ growth and development is among the highest 
positive predictors of a sense of belonging, along with a “sense of obligation 
to community,” and “engagement in community service activities” (Nunez, 
2009). Latina(o) students who feel more connected with or engaged in their 
college or university are more likely to perceive an exclusionary environment 
(Nunez, 2009). Latina(o) students who have more familiarity with diversity 
issues, and report more academic connection and social engagement, are also 
more likely to experience an increased sense of belonging, even in hostile 
campus climates (Nunez, 2009).

Latinas(os) have experiences and understandings that have accumulated 
after years of family, school, work, and community roles (Wilson & Meyer, 
2011). A doctoral program should insert into the curriculum an emphasis on 
diversity theories and research; use service-learning opportunities to make 
the theories real, and consciously use reflection to encourage acceptance of 
others who are different from us, and to self-understand (Wilson & Meyer, 
2011). A doctoral program for all students can be a time and place to deepen, 
expand, and/or develop an understanding of social justice; where cultural 
awareness grows; where understanding and acceptance of others flourishes; 
and where equity and fairness are cultivated (Wilson & Meyer, 2011). In this 
study, participants have been asked to describe their personal and educational 
experiences during COVID times as they prepare their proposal for collecting 
data for their dissertation.

Literature Review

Despite representing the largest racial/ethnic minority group in the United 
States, Latinas/os remain dramatically underrepresented in higher education 
(Ramirez, 2017). Although Latinas/os have recently experienced increasing 
rates of college attendance, they represented just 6.3% of all doctorates in 
2011, whereas Whites accounted for 74% (Ramirez, 2017). Latinas/os are 
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also the most underrepresented major racial/ethnic group among college/
university faculty (Ramirez, 2017).

A relatively small, albeit growing, body of empirical literature has 
documented the experiences of Latinas/os in doctoral programs, collectively 
stating that in addition to customary difficulties experienced by most 
doctoral students, Latinas/os experience barriers stemming from clashes 
with traditional academic cultures and/or institutionalized racism, sexism, 
and classism. Furthermore, attrition rates for women, first-generation, low-
income, and historically underrepresented doctoral students are higher than 
for dominant group students.

Previous studies reveal that Latinas/os are influenced by several factors in 
their selection of a doctoral program, including: location (proximity to home), 
faculty influences, financial considerations, campus climate concerns, and 
circumscribed choices (Ramirez, 2013). In essence, Latinas/os’ graduate school 
choice process is mediated by class, race, and gender inequalities (Ramirez, 2013). 
When focusing on Latinas specifically, of the 40,744 doctoral degrees conferred 
in 2001, Latinas represented 3.5% out of the 45% of women who graduated with 
doctorates (Gonzalez, 2006). Although students of color are holders and creators 
of knowledge, they often feel devalued, misinterpreted, and omitted from formal 
academic environments, especially when focusing on their histories, experiences, 
cultures, and languages (Delgado Bernal, 2002; Murakami-Ramalho et al., 
2008). It has also revealed that researchers have found the academy to be 
conservative, restrictive, and racist toward Latinas/os (Murakami-Ramalho 
et  al., 2008). Latinas/os have often experienced self-doubt, survivor guilt, 
imposter syndrome, and invisibility as they journeyed through their graduate 
process (Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2008; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).

Importance and Influence of Study

The majority of the population representing the Winter Garden are Latina/o. 
Although there is a misconception that Latinas/os only live in the city or urban 
areas, the participants in this study live in the Winter Garden. The majority 
of available jobs are within education, small business, and manual labor. This 
study can influence program development in other universities, which could 
lead to policies, practices, and programs becoming more student-centered, 
with the focus being on providing an authentic learning environment for their 
students, especially students of color.

Geography and place are among the most significant factors determining 
opportunity in America (Chetty et al., 2014; Hillman, 2016). For students of 
color who work full-time, have close social ties to their local communities, and/
or care for dependents, the proximity of home to college is an important factor 
in considering college attendance and in shaping educational opportunities 
(Hillman, 2016; Turley, 2009). Unfortunately, not all communities have access 
to colleges or universities nearby. Educational deserts, like the Winter Garden, 
are disproportionately allocated in the United States’s poorest and most 
racially minoritized communities (Hillman, 2016). The location of colleges 
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and universities is likely to be especially significant for socioeconomically 
disadvantaged families (Turley, 2009). Although socioeconomically 
disadvantaged families qualify for financial aid, tuition and fees have been 
rising at a significantly faster rate than financial aid or inflation, highlighting 
the fact that living at home would allow students to save money on rent, 
utilities, food, and travel (Turley, 2009).

Whether or not students choose to apply to and attend a given college 
depends in part on how close they live to it (Dache-Gerbino, 2016). The 
“predisposition mechanism” (visibility of local colleges) and the “convenience 
mechanism” (living close to college) increase students’ likelihood of 
attending higher education institutions (Dache-Gerbino, 2016). Also, 82% 
of non-traditional older students both work and attend school at the same 
time, which emphasizes the impact distance plays in a students’ decision to 
attend higher education institutions (Roszkowski & Reilly, 2006). Research 
projections have even stated that there will be three types of universities 
in the future: brick universities (traditional residential institutions), 
click universities (virtual universities), and brick and click universities (a 
combination of the two) (Roszkowski & Reilly, 2006; Terry, 2001). Because 
this research study focused on the educational experiences of the participants, 
we better understand their perspectives of the UTSA Winter Garden 
Doctoral Program. This doctoral program was travel-sensitive, with both 
faculty and students traveling almost equal distances. However, like many 
higher educational programs, COVID-19 forced changes to this program. 
As a result, no longer were students able to create a sense of community, and 
commute to the classroom ceased.

Student Voice

The Winter Garden doctoral program focuses on social justice, equity, 
cultural awareness, and student voice (Niño et al., 2018). Student voice is 
imperative to the success of a truly authentic educational program (Monzo, 
2016). Students need to feel welcomed, acknowledged, valued, respected, 
protected, and accepted (Niño et al., 2018). Latina/o students and their 
voices, individually and culturally, have historically been ignored (Monzo, 
2016). Allowing the students to speak their truth will fundamentally 
alter the education landscape, which is why this study is important. It 
would be interesting to find out if this program was life-changing and/or 
transformational for its doctoral students.

Transformative Learning

The theory of transformative learning was introduced to the field of adult 
education in the late 1970s (Ross-Gordon et al., 2015). Academic programs 
in higher institutions should include trust and support building, democratic 
decision-making, critical reflection, experimentation and risk-taking, 
inquiry, collaborative work, and ongoing dialogue (Ross-Gordon et al., 
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2015). Implementation of transformative learning can also correlate with the 
recognition of student identity (Ross-Gordon et al., 2015).

Research Method

For this chapter, data were collected from the perspectives of nine advanced 
doctoral students who are in their final year of academic work. The doctoral 
students are finalizing their proposal development on their intended topic 
of study. Through class reflection, class discussions via zoom, and students’ 
journals, the voices of the students are shared and heard to highlight their 
struggles and new practices for completing their studies.

Participants

The participants in this study were advanced Latina/o doctoral students 
from the Winter Garden area. The Winter Garden “forms a triangle that 
extends from San Antonio, west to Del Rio, south to Crystal City, and back to 
San Antonio” (Niño et al., 2018, p. 41). Along with Del Rio, Eagle Pass, and 
Uvalde, other major cities include Carrizo Springs, Crystal City, and Pearsall 
(Niño et al., 2018). Smaller communities include Asherton, Brackettville, 
Comstock, Cotulla, Dilley, Knippa, La Pryor, and Sabinal, along with others 
(Niño et al., 2018).

While the cities of Eagle Pass, Del Rio, and Uvalde do offer a junior college 
(freshmen and sophomore coursework) and a two-year university ( junior and 
senior coursework), the university does not offer a huge selection of bachelor and 
master degrees and fails to offer a doctoral program. The closest cities are Laredo 
and San Antonio. While San Antonio does offer multiple universities with many 
degree opportunities, it is two to three hours from the cities that represent the 
Winter Garden. Laredo, also two to three hours away, has one university but it 
only offers doctoral programs in business, education, and Hispanic studies.

Results

There are many hidden opportunities to be found amidst this pandemic. 
Students are now forced to examine new ways for navigating the personal, 
professional, and collegiate lives. Due to the inability to safely conduct in-
person interviews or on-site observations, students would have opportunities 
in their research that would have been unheard of before the pandemic.

Now, interviews could be done virtually. Just this alone expands the 
potential participant pool exponentially. These interviews could be live via a 
teleconferencing platform, the interviews (with participant permission) could 
be recorded for further review and analysis. This is a blessing for someone 
who struggles with mobility.

However, challenges and obstacles will always be present. A huge obstacle 
many students see is the lack of on-campus student interaction with the 
professors and classmates. Nonetheless, the students in this study were candid 
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in expressing and sharing their thoughts on how they were navigating the 
dissertation process. The following themes were commonly shared and 
expressed by students as they completed their proposals.

Challenges in Interviews and Observations

Most students shared an interest in conducting qualitative studies for their 
dissertations. Due to the pandemic, the traditional modes of data collection 
will be difficult to conduct.

Amand shared her concerns regarding her intended study,

If students are learning remotely, it will be extremely difficult to observe 
leadership in action in the traditional setting. However, new opportunities 
have arisen to study leadership in unprecedented and non-traditional 
realities. Our school leaders are experiencing “never before” scenarios 
daily, and are having to make hard decisions in response. This pandemic 
provides each of us an opportunity to learn from this process.

However, Sam shared a different perspective,

Research depends on analyzing social interactions and these methods 
typically involve proximity to human subjects which will be difficult to 
impossible under active social distancing. One of the concepts relating 
to social interactions is the value theory when discussing values, virtues, 
and character. These are the natural observations of character traits a 
researcher can collect during an in-person interview of observations. The 
social piece of the interviews becomes limited and less productive.

In a similar vein, Sandy shared her thinking,

I think just getting access to traditional academic settings for observations 
or in-person interviews will be difficult as many campuses are closed to 
their staff and students much less additional visitors. I also think it will 
be difficult to get people who are willing to fully commit to participate 
simply because people are just exhausted from the stress COVID has 
brought about as well as fear of the virus spreading.

Ben shared how this new form of interacting with people, many times 
strangers, can be limiting to the authentic experience of collecting qualitative 
data. He expressed,

With the onset of Covid-19 and new protocols for interactions between 
people, there has definitely been an unfamiliar shift in life. Some of the 
changes we may see to our qualitative studies could be the close personal 
interactions with participants. For example, if interviews are conducted 
virtually I feel people may be more guarded and less relatable.
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For TJ, the pandemic has him questioning the relevancy of his study amid 
the pandemic. He was thinking about changing his topic due to the limited 
amount of data he might be able to collect due to the limited interaction.

I have been debating the idea of changing my topic from the GPC 
process and student retention to analyzing the effectiveness of alternative 
certification programs because of the pandemic. I worried about 
the disruption in state testing, and related waiving of the retention of 
students, may make the study irrelevant or outdated by the time I got to 
the data collection process. Potentially I could be discussing a process 
with administrators they had not really dealt with for nearly two years. 
By contrast, the pandemic has forced a lot of teachers out of the field 
over concerns about personal health, and a wave of alt cert teachers often 
come in to fill that employment gap. Studying the lack of preparation in 
these programs would not be limited by COVID, and if anything, give 
me a large potential sample of participants to interview.

Creative Approaches to Data Collection

In finding the challenges, students were looking forward to enacting creative 
practices as a way to seek participants and data for their dissertations. As the 
students shared in their reflections, many were optimistic in using COVID 
times to help them advance and reach larger pools of participants for their 
studies as traveling was minimal.

Amanda reflected on the effect of the pandemic and the possibilities for 
change in her practice and study. She shared,

Due to the inability to safely conduct in-person interviews or on-site 
observations, I would have opportunities in my research that would 
have been unheard of prior to the pandemic. Now, interviews could be 
done virtually. Just this alone expands the potential participant pool 
exponentially. These interviews could be live via a teleconferencing 
platform, the interviews (with participant permission) could be recorded 
for further review and analysis. This is a blessing for someone who 
struggles with mobility.

TJ shared in his reflection, he was looking forward to using the virtual space 
as an opportunity so that participants would feel their contributions would be 
confidential.

I think technology has given us an opportunity to still generally move 
forward with data collection. Regardless of my topic, I could still conduct 
interviews in person following social distancing guidelines, or better 
yet, via video conferencing. If I pursue the Alt Cert topic, the process 
of more “anonymous” interviews might be better. For example, after 
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screening potential participants to meet eligibility criteria for the study, 
I could arrange for online interviews that allowed for a higher level of 
anonymity which may allow the participants to speak more freely about 
their experiences and deficiencies in their respective programs.

In order to overcome some of the challenges that come with the new way of 
life, researchers will be forced to innovate. They will have to be creative in 
their methods and overcome the distance that is being put between human 
interactions. New methods may include virtual interviews. However, this 
may serve as an advantage in that the researcher may be able to interview a 
broader group of people who are further away.

Sandy shared,

Data collection may have to take place primarily through virtual 
applications and platforms. This is definitely an area I have not really 
thought about but will need to have some sort of game plan to start with 
and then adjust as the following months progress.

Sam reflected,

Qualitative research typically relies on face-to-face interaction for data 
collection through interviews and fieldwork. Creative approaches would 
be embracing the conference video resources such as Zoom or Microsoft 
Teams to coordinate live video conferencing.

For most students, these new COVID methods to collect data via zoom do 
provide convenience and flexibility depending on the individuals’ schedule 
for work; however ethical guidelines and communication with the committee 
review board regarding approval for these methods must be taken into 
consideration. Aside from the video conferencing the other mediums that 
come to mind are social media, online forums, and pre-records speeches 
however I do speculate that concerns over validity from a research perspective 
may be an issue.

Eleazar shared his perspective in embracing new approaches during 
COVID as a way to embrace much of the learning concepts he had been 
introduced during his doctoral program. He credits the class format and the 
reflective nature of the learning process to help embrace the data collection 
journey.

Building relationships for data entries will need to be established before 
any data can be collected. This is due to the required use of technology 
and the imitating forces and resource availability. The knowledge gained 
here I feel will help shape the way education is delivered and considered 
for the future that includes all levels of education from K through 12 
through higher education. This data collected will highlight to the 
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forefront the importance of the data retrieved through these critical times 
in our society utilized to enhance education as it has been viewed in the 
past and delivered to students.

Strengths and New Possibilities

While COVID has brought about many challenges, students think there are 
a number of topics that people will want to know about in the near future in 
regards to COVID. Some students shared ideas that researchers and doctoral 
students can focus on to better understand the COVID effect on schools.

Sandy shared some of the new research topics she has seen as a district 
administrator,

Due to COVID, I have been thinking of the many topics to study such 
as adaptability of teachers in a hybrid teaching setting almost overnight; 
administrators adapting and leading down a path where no one has 
navigated previously, etc…and the list goes on. There are so many 
uncertainties of these times that will afford many learning opportunities 
in the near future.

For Larry, COVID has given him a sense of relaxation to conduct his 
dissertation study. He comments,

Value theory provides the opportunity to use the approach that best 
fits the situation. It encourages and facilitates change and reform when 
current practices and habits have become obsolete and ineffective. The 
COVID environment has now forced us to transition and adapt to move 
beyond the standard practices. Live video provides many of the same 
benefits as in-person interviews, with the additional ability to switch 
between group and one-on-one interactions. Now, I can also use targeted 
social media recruiting to find harder-to-reach audiences.

In a similar context, Emily also shares how COVID and the use of the internet 
can be a helpful resource in conducting her dissertation. She shared,

This is certainly an interesting time to be a doctoral student. I hadn’t 
really thought about how the pandemic might affect my dissertation and 
research. I suppose it could be because a part of me is still in denial that 
the dissertation portion of this program is so near. I think interviews 
can be done by Zoom and Google Meets. COVID could allow for some 
innovative dissertation methods. I know a student from Cohort III utilized 
Twitter for their dissertation, perhaps that is just the tip of the iceberg? 
Even Facebook has group rooms where you can meet with specific people 
all together just invite them to that room. Our growing familiarity with 
technology is definitely a strength during and post COVID. Before, if you 
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were meeting with people in different areas, those interviews would be 
scheduled on different days. Now, they could be scheduled back-to-back 
and multiple interviews could take days as opposed to weeks.

TJ also shared the same sentiment with embracing technology to widen his 
scope of the study. He acknowledges the benefits of relying on technology to 
conduct interviews with participants. He expressed,

With a likely shift in more qualitative studies having data collection being 
done through electronic means due to health concerns, does it matter 
where your participants are? For example, if I do interviews via Zoom, 
I would be able to interview not only Alt Cert teachers in the Winter 
Garden region but in other rural Texas areas, such as the Panhandle. 
This could add more unique perspectives while allowing a quicker 
turnaround time as there would be no traveling involved.

Larry, also shared the same positionality, “you can meet with someone you 
may have not been able to previously for a face-to-face due to scheduling, now 
you can meet in virtual space from the comfort of each person’s home.” In 
the same thinking, Ben looks forward to the new possibilities of conducting 
his study during COVID. He stated, “As I spoke of virtual interviews, that 
may be the preferred method at this time. This will reduce travel time, it may 
include recorded videos and the possibility of access to a greater number of 
sites.” In the same way, he also shared how technology has made the learning 
process still accessible. Ben continued, “Some of the strengths in conducting 
research during COVID are having access to a broader range of participants. 
It may also reduce the cost of travel involved with research.”

Discussion and Conclusions

When schools were shut down, everyone understood there would be student 
regression and the learning experience would be slowed or perhaps even 
stopped. However, now more than ever qualitative studies can be beneficial 
in targeting and closing these academic gaps. However, the qualitative studies 
that provide insight into the how and why behind the numerical data we find 
will tell a much deeper story. Oftentimes, it is the feelings and emotions that 
are expressed in qualitative studies that help us to understand a situation more 
clearly in order to move forward constructively.

During the COVID period, the digital platform brings people from across 
the world into the comforts of our homes; therefore, we might be able to better 
understand communities and educational organizations at the macro level. 
Most communication for interviews is likely to be via video conference. Since 
the video interview captures and records participants’ screens, the quality and 
integrity of the research process will continue. In most cases, the researcher 
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can transcribe and note time-stamps within the video, making the data 
collection experience more authentic and meaningful for all.

Furthermore, aligning research activities with remotely conducted 
research methodology has the potential benefits of reducing time and cost for 
conducting the study, improving ease of participation for many individuals, 
enhancing the transferability of findings, and perhaps increasing the speed 
of publication of study findings, especially for students in rural areas where 
resource and populations may be a challenge.

Implications

The Mexican-American population, particularly in the southwest, is the 
fastest-growing racial group with an estimated 33 million individuals (65% 
of the Latina/o population) (Hinojosa & Carney, 2016). While those numbers 
are encouraging, Mexican-Americans struggle to complete academic degrees, 
with Mexican-American women being underrepresented when compared 
with all other female doctoral recipients (Hinojosa & Carney, 2016). The 
perspectives of Mexican-American graduate students and faculty have not 
been fully studied, and more in-depth exploration is needed, especially 
perspectives of Mexican-American women in doctoral programs (Hinojosa & 
Carney, 2016).

Students of color, in rural communities, have unique perspectives of the 
world we live in. It is important to note that COVID, while bringing the 
world to a standstill, has the potential to create a new normal to reconnect 
the world virtually. It is through the perspectives of these students, as they 
engage in their dissertations, that we look forward to opportunities to revisit 
the dissertation experience through a different lens. No longer can we be 
conditioned to a one format, one size, one approach for master learning. As 
we continue to envision a new experience for the doctoral journey, this study 
can help other Latinas/os identify and/or create capital and space that will 
lead them to their versions of success and knowledge.
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Abstract

While the world grappled with the COVID-19 pandemic, higher 
education institutions (HEI) decided to move classes to online 
modules. This interruption created issues for students with disabilities 
(SWDs) and students who are deaf or hard of hearing (DHH) who had 
to modify their accommodations. Ensuring equitable access to course 
content requires communication, problem-solving, and flexibility 
from faculty, service providers, and administrators—yet many 
students find the burden placed upon them. This is concerning because 
when students feel they are supported by their institutions, they are 
more likely to persist to graduate. How can we imagine a new system 
that is not fully dependent on students requesting accommodations 
in HEIs? This chapter reviews the accommodations and experiences 
of SWDs & DHH students and calls for considerations to disrupt 
the medical model of accommodations through Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) in higher education.

Keywords:

accommodations, disabilities, deaf, hard-of-hearing, universal design, 
COVID-19

Introduction

While the world grappled with the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) decided to move classes to online modules to reduce the 
risk of exposure to the virus and minimize the spread. College students were 
used to one set of instruction and then suddenly had to adjust to a new delivery 
platform (American College Health Association, 2020). This interruption 
especially created difficulties for students with disabilities and students who are 
deaf or hard of hearing who had to quickly adjust their accommodation needs 
(Anderson, 2020; Lederer et al., 2021). Before the arrival of the pandemic, 
undergraduate and graduate students with disabilities were already struggling 
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with barriers that required them to request accommodations in order to access 
and learn course materials (Lederer et al., 2021). Ensuring equitable access 
to course content requires communication, problem-solving, and flexibility 
from faculty, service providers, and higher education administrators—yet 
Anderson (2020) discovered that many students with disabilities found the 
burden placed upon them. This issue is of concern because students who 
feel supported by their institutions are more likely to persist to graduate 
(Edman & Brazil, 2009; Tinto, 1993; Vaccaro et al., 2015).During a crisis, 
barriers are magnified when the “norm” is disrupted causing the necessity for 
accommodations for disabilities to be revisited and modified. The COVID-19 
pandemic highlights a critical need for an examination of the current system of 
having students request disability-related accommodations in HEIs. How can 
we reimagine a higher education system that does not always require students 
with disabilities to ask for permission for inclusion? Through the lens of Freire’s 
(1970) “practice of freedom,” this chapter calls for considerations for HEIs to 
embrace Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a practice of freedom and 
disrupt the current system of requesting disability-related accommodations.

Deaf/HOH and Disability Context

Individuals who identify themselves as upper case “D” Deaf or DeafBlind and 
the few who identify as hard of hearing (HOH) consider themselves a cultural 
minoritized community and not “disabled” (Lane, 2002). Sometimes scholars, 
including myself, disaggregate Deaf/HOH from “disabilities” when discussing 
their research or argument. In this particular chapter, considering that the 
content is focused on accommodations, the term “disabilities” will include those 
who need accommodations on campus. Thus, “disabilities” will include those 
who need communication access (e.g. deaf, Deaf, hard of hearing, DeafBlind).

Historical Context of Universal Design for Learning

Like a curb cut on the sidewalk that assists a person with reduced mobility 
or a worker pushing a food cart, inclusive designs are beneficial for everyone, 
not just those with disabilities. UDL is a proactive inclusive design that was 
introduced in the 1990s to serve as a framework for individuals to design 
instruction that reduces barriers and addresses learner variability in the 
classroom (Meyer et al., 2013). Scholars state that UDL prioritizes diversity 
and accessibility with a research-based set of principles to guide the design 
of learning environments that has the potential to be accessible and effective 
for more students (Black et al., 2015; Cook et al., 2009; Ketterlin-Geller & 
Johnstone, 2006; Meyer et al., 2013;). Evans and company emphasized the 
importance for higher education practitioners to “be aware of the necessity of, 
and strategies for, creating inclusive environments” (2017, p. 387). Lynn (2016) 
and Raue et al. (2011) accentuated the need for campuses to consider creating 
universally adaptable environments. UDL is praised for its inclusive, holistic 
approach that is integrated from the beginning.
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Disability Theoretical Frameworks

Scholars have given many theoretical perspectives on disabilities but there 
are two constructs of models often named in literature: medical and social. 
The medical model assumes that the problem stems with the individual and 
their disability and diverts solutions toward the correction or diminishing of 
the disability (Fisher & Goodley, 2007; Leake & Stodden, 2014; Shakespeare, 
2012; Swain & French, 2000). Dolmage (2017) states that higher education 
institutions “often mandates that disability exist only as a negative, private, 
individual failure” (p. 56). I contend that the system of requiring students 
with disabilities (SWD) to obtain and use accommodations falls within the 
construct of the medical model since the student tends to be labeled as the 
one with the “problem” who require the pedagogy and/or environment to 
be retrofitted with accommodations to meet students’ learning needs. This 
is troubling as scholars have found a disconnect between accommodations 
and the objective support for their implementations (Harrison et al., 2008; 
Kimball et al., 2016; Weis et al., 2014). Since the medical model focuses on 
individuals, it leads to stereotyping and defining people by a condition or 
their limitations. This shows the complexity of providing accommodations 
for SWDs who are encountering barriers and require various levels of 
support.

The social model of disability names the environment as the issue rather than 
the individual. In other words, disabilities only exist when the environment is 
constructed in a way that allows certain people to participate while excluding 
others. The social model calls for implementing inclusive learning strategies, 
such as the UDL principles (WHO, 2001), that include the strength of 
shifting the focus of the “issue” from the individual to the environment. The 
shortfall of the social model is that it does little to effectively disrupt systems 
of oppression and exclusion for students with disabilities. Without addressing 
this, students receive a message that accessibility is simply not valued. For 
example, a university can choose to remove specific inaccessible public videos 
online rather than captioning it if it is deemed as burdensome to the institution. 
While UDL is an inclusive design as a noun, Dolmage (2017) argues that UDL 
must be a verb with an emphasis on the process of designing instruction and 
campuses with the voices of SWDs included. 

Positionality

To provide suggestions for environmental shifts, Watt’s (2015) Authentic, 
Action-Oriented, Framing for Environmental Shifts (AAFES) method 
encourages authenticity and a recognition of the researcher or scholar’s own 
positionality. Thus, allow me to share a bit about myself. I am a student 
at a large research university who identifies as a White Deaf cis female. I 
worked as an Accommodations Coordinator for a disability services office at 
a large public research university for over a decade before becoming a full-
time doctoral student. My journey includes personal experiences of exclusion 
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in higher education as an undergraduate and graduate student as well as 
personally witnessing other students with disabilities and students who are d/
Deaf or hard of hearing struggle to navigate the higher education’s system to 
get their accommodations provided.

During the Spring 2020 term, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, all 
of the classes that I was enrolled in or teaching were abruptly shifted to 
synchronous online modules. Therefore, I spent several days working with 
the university’s student disability services office to revisit and figure out which 
accommodations would successfully allow me to have effective communication 
access. A possible solution was found that included having an interpreter on 
a web conferencing platform (i.e. Zoom) on one side of my laptop screen and 
having a separate “virtual room” for classes on the other side of my screen. 
This worked well at first. Unfortunately, after three weeks of a world that 
was completely virtual—classes, research team meetings, papers, graduate 
assistantship work, assignments—like a computer in overdrive that suddenly 
crashes, I hit a wall. I found myself incapacitated with vertigo, motion 
sickness, and/or migraines each time I was online, which lasted through the 
following year. This was novel for me. The experiences that I and my d/Deaf 
and hard of hearing peers and those with disabilities encountered during this 
crisis brought me back to pondering questions about the practice of freedom, 
accommodations, and universal design.

Legislation Historical Context

Before 1973 in the United States, students with disabilities were excluded 
from education. The passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 opened doors for students 
with disabilities by banning higher education institutions (HEIs) from 
preventing access for students with disabilities. As technology advanced, 
the ADA Amendments Act of 2008, the Higher Education Opportunity 
Act of 2008, and the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video 
Accessibility Act of 2010 were passed to serve as legislations to remove 
barriers in higher education for students with disabilities (Raue et al., 2011). 
However, researchers have found that HEI tend to only meet the minimal 
requirement of the law (Leake & Stodden, 2014; Lynn, 2016; Vaccaro 
et al., 2015). To elaborate on meeting such minimal requirement of the law, 
Dolmage (2017) explains:

although laws like the ADA are supposed to have created a much more 
accessible Internet, research has shown that “the way disability rights 
laws currently stand allows the practices of private, non-profit, and 
public entities to undermine the overarching goals of the law in terms of 
accessible technology” (Wentz et al., 2011). In fact, “the law encourages 
the creation of inaccessible information and communication technologies 
that may eventually become accessible, but often do not. The current 
state of the law allows for separate but equal, but usually results in simply 
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unequal” (Wentz et al., 2011). This separation brings us a long way from 
the promise of the ADA, and reveals that in fact disability law can often 
be placed directly in the way of disability justice. (pp. 68–69)

Therefore, while disability-related laws exist to legislate against inequality, 
it should not be assumed that policy has become a substitute for action. I 
contend that disability-related laws are currently “performatives” since they 
depend on “how they get taken up” and is, thus, “unfinished” (Ahmed, 
2012, p. 11) and are “diluted or not enforced” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 68). Laws 
and policies that are performative are discouraging for undergraduate and 
graduate students with disabilities as they face barriers to their education, 
often thwarting their persistence to graduate.

Accommodations Process

In the United States, requests for disability-related accommodations must 
be “reasonable” as defined in the ADA (1990); thus, in the higher education 
realm, a “reasonable accommodation” is a modification or adjustment 
to the environment and materials for students with disabilities. As a result 
of the US Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), HEIs 
are not automatically informed that a current or incoming student needs 
accommodation nor does any accommodation plan automatically transfer 
to college after high school. FERPA serves as a double-edged sword since it 
allows students to at least have the choice to not to disclose their disability while 
also placing the burden on said student to self-disclose by having to register 
with the disability services office on campus if they need accommodations 
to alleviate barriers. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
reported in 2009 that half of students with disabilities do not disclose their 
disability to the campus disability service office. Various reasons include their 
wish to “blend in” and not disclose their disability (Harbour & Greenberg, 
2017; Squires et al., 2018) for fear of stigmatization and discrimination (Hong, 
2015; Squires et al., 2018). The other half who chooses (or feel forced) to 
disclose their disability find that the burden is placed on them to have barriers 
reduced or removed for their courses.

To understand how taxing it is for SWDs to obtain accommodations, one 
must understand the process. In the United States, students must first find the 
campus disability services office and figure out the steps that their specific 
higher education institution requires. Usually these steps include the following 
(AHEAD, n.d.):

1  Complete an application form that requires:

a naming their disability or disabilities;
b describing how the disability or disabilities impacts them academically; 

and,
c listing specific accommodations that may alleviate any barriers.
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2  Obtain and provide medical documentation from a licensed 
practitioner who has diagnosed the disability or disabilities and listed 
recommendations for specific accommodations.

3  Provide additional medical documentation(s) if the student is 
not approved for services by the disability services office. During my 
experience of working for disabilities services, I found this decline of 
services a rare occurrence. It should be noted that if the student is approved 
for services, there is still no guarantee that all the accommodations they 
requested on their application will be approved. Depending on the 
documentation they submit, some accommodations may not be listed by 
their practitioner or the disability services office deem the request as not 
“reasonable,” which is a thorn many find in the ADA.

4  Complete intake: Once approved for accommodations, the student is 
usually required to meet with a disability services staff member—such 
as the accommodations coordinator or disability advisor—to complete 
their intake. During this appointment, the student learns how they can 
obtain their accommodations form or letter that lists their approved 
accommodations for them to take to their instructors. To maintain 
confidentiality, this form or letter does not disclose the specific disability/
disabilities.

5  Provide letter of accommodations to instructor(s): Once the 
intake is complete, the student (again) self-identifies as one with a disability 
by providing their letter/form from the student disability services office 
to each of their instructors. At that point, the responsibility is placed 
on the instructor to provide the accommodations and/or work with the 
disability services office to get the accommodations provided. Depending 
on the specific higher education institution, some disability services office 
require students to have the form signed by the instructor and returned 
while other institutions simply require the student to share the letter or 
form with their instructors. 

6  Notify student disability services office if there are any issues: 
Students are instructed by the disability services office to contact their 
accommodations coordinator or disability advisor if they encounter any 
issues with getting their accommodations provided by the instructor.

7  Repeat sharing letter of accommodations with new 
instructor(s) each academic term: Students do not have to reapply 
for services each academic term. However, since there are new classes 
and instructors each term, the student has to repeat the process of getting 
their official accommodations letter or form from the disability services 
office and share with their instructors. 

This process is not only common in the United States but also globally. Other 
countries may differentiate in their process with required steps for students 
with disabilities to receive accommodations. Nonetheless, the pattern remains 
the same that it is difficult for these students to receive accommodations and 
have barriers removed in higher education (Hurst, 2018; Kilpatrick et al., 



Disrupting Accommodations 99

2015). This ordeal illuminates the exhausting process of asking for permission 
to receive disability-related accommodations in US HEIs as well as around 
the globe.

In addition to going through the lengthy process of requesting and 
obtaining accommodations, the weight also falls on the student to file a 
complaint with the office of equal opportunity and diversity at their higher 
education institution if their accommodations are not being provided. Some 
accommodations requested by students are seen as “beyond” what the ADA 
requires leaving the student excluded and with limited support, and at risk of 
not persisting to succeed. This underscores that the issue is in the environment, 
not the student.

Examination of the Accommodations Process

Scholars state that “accommodations are an unresolved issue in higher 
education” (Ketterlin-Geller & Johnstone, 2006, p. 166). Accommodations 
listed on the accommodations letter or form from the disability services office 
often include a “laundry list” for instructors to check off. When HEIs provide 
accommodations for SWDs after the curriculum and pedagogy methods are 
already designed, the accommodations tend not to be appropriate for the 
student’s specific needs. Dolmage (2017) argues that “accommodations can 
often increase what’s broken” (p. 69), meaning that accommodations can 
actually do more harm by not addressing the root of the barrier. Thus, HEIs 
may want to consider being proactive to minimize the need for requesting 
accommodations. Integrating Universal Design for Learning, if used as a 
process that includes the voice of SWDs, can address such root of barriers 
and improve access for as many students as possible—not just the 50% who 
registered with their campus disability services office (Belch, 2004; Leake & 
Stodden, 2014).

Understanding UDL

How can UDL be integrated into college courses? UDL is built on three core 
principles: representation, action and expression, and engagement (Meyer 
et al., 2013). This section explains each principle and discusses how to apply 
it to higher education.

Representation

Representation promotes showing and communicating information in different 
ways. This is particularly critical for students with sensory or mental health 
disabilities who may be unable to take in information that is presented 
through a single form. For example, audio and video content present a 
barrier for those who are deaf or hard of hearing if it is not captioned. In 
some cases, instructors may mistakenly interpret the “cc” feature for online 
videos to mean that the video already has accurate captions embedded. I want 
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to caution that certain platforms (i.e. YouTube) have a speech recognition 
tool that guesses what the audio is saying, often producing inappropriate and 
inaccurate captions. I suggest making it best practice to watch the entire video 
to see if it is appropriately captioned with correct grammar, spelling and 
terminology. If there are errors, the captions should be corrected or the video 
should have accurate captions embedded and appropriately synchronized. 
Automatically providing accurate transcripts for audio files and captions for 
videos is imperative for deaf and hard of hearing students. It also helps others 
who prefer to learn through reading or whose first language is not the same 
as the language of instruction. This is especially crucial during times of crisis, 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Action and Expression

The action and expression principle of UDL emphasizes providing multiple ways 
for students to interact with the material and show their knowledge. This 
helps students absorb information and make sense of what they observe. For 
example, a UDL approach for a final classroom presentation would mean 
offering alternatives such as students filming themselves and then sharing 
the video with class or allowing students to provide written deliverables. 
Another example is the choice for students to choose between having 
classes synchronously (having students in class online at the same time) or 
asynchronous (allowing students to watch lectures and do assignments at their 
own pace). Similar to the representation principle, applying the action and 
expression principle is especially critical during times of crises.

Engagement

Student engagement means looking for a variety of ways to motivate and 
inspire learners to interact with the material. An example of this principle 
is offering different deliverables that is more rewarding for the student or 
providing different levels of challenge. Another example is the option for 
students to choose between a course letter grade (A-F) for the Pass/Nonpass 
for undergraduates or the Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory grade for graduate 
level students. As a result of this pandemic, many institutions offered this 
opportunity for students for their grades for Spring 2020 term. This principle 
is imperative because it allows students to demonstrate their skills and 
knowledge without barriers.

Roots of Resistance of Implementing UDL

Some studies show that several instructors and faculty members are resistant to 
providing accommodations, feel limited with resources, or lack the knowledge 
of how to provide accommodations (Cook et al., 2009; Sniatecki et al., 2015; 
Vaccaro & Kimball, 2019). This has caused particular instructors and faculty 
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to become resentful with having to do “extra work” to make changes for 
“that one student in the classroom.” On the positive side, numerous disability 
services staff advocate UDL as a practical strategy for improving access to 
instructional resources for students with disabilities versus taking the route 
to retrofit materials for specific students (Singleton, 2017). Similarly, Wilson 
and company (2011) found that several faculty members and students have 
a general positive perspective and opinion on the implementation of UDL 
in the higher education courses. Research shows strong empirical evidence 
of UDL’s beneficial effects (Black et al., 2015; Burgstahler, 2008; Ketterlin-
Geller & Johnstone, 2006; Meyer et al., 2013). Thus, it leaves one wondering 
why UDL faces so much resistance and why it has yet to be fully implemented 
across HEIs around the globe. Only a few studies have explored the barriers 
and resistance behind the implementation of UDL principles and practices by 
higher education faculty (Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Meyer, 2010; Moriarty, 
2007; Pliner & Johnson, 2004). These studies highlight the following as reasons 
for resistance: (1) institutional and faculty status quo and (2) the argument that 
it “costs too much.”

Institutional & Faculty Status Quo

HEIs have traditionally been resistant to change. This is evidenced by the fact 
that it was only as recent as 1973 that HEIs were no longer allowed, because 
of disability-related legislations, to exclude students with disabilities from 
their institution. Because of HEIs’ status quo preservation, the creation of 
higher education environments that are accepting and supportive of students 
with different needs is often seen as a daunting process requiring a cultural 
transformation overhaul (Pliner & Johnson, 2004).

A study shows that certain faculty members remain resistant to integrating 
UDL principles because they prefer to maintain the status quo by providing 
accommodations instead ( Lombardi & Murray, 2011). Further, specific studies 
discovered that some faculty view UDL as a burden and too much work to 
implement (Cook et al., 2009; Hong & Himmel, 2009). Singleton (2017) notes 
that some fields of study “require rigid guidelines (e.g., nursing) or do not use 
particular formats (i.e., PowerPoint) and, thus, faculty in particular fields do 
not feel the need for certain types of UDL strategies” (p. 153). These examples 
of status quo preservations explain reasons for higher education’s resistance to 
implementing UDL, which is unfortunate since it creates barriers for students 
with disabilities.

“Costs Too Much”

“It costs too much.” Professor Jal Mehta (2010) who teaches the Introduction to 
Education Policy course at Harvard Graduate School of Education explains that 
the first question asked regarding implementing Universal Design methods is 
“How much will it cost?” During my years working as an Accommodations 
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Coordinator, the question was frequently raised when discussing Universal 
Design or accessibility protocols. “The answer to these concerns is that UDL 
does not necessarily necessitate more resources; it is a way of organizing 
existing resources under a new pedagogical approach” (Ch. 3, Sec. “Funding 
for UDL”). While most universal design approaches require an adjustment in 
perspectives and pedagogy styles which requires energy and time, it does not 
tend to cost additional funds. While training may be required to assist faculty 
and staff with understanding how to implement UDL, there’s often funding 
available that the institution can apply to receive. Mehta (2010) encourages 
institutions to seek federal and state funding available to assist students with 
disabilities and/or English language learners or technology for accessibility 
enhancements. 

Singleton (2017) encourages for more research to be conducted on faculty 
attitude toward UDL implementation since there is not enough study on this 
topic. There’s a need for more discussions on the barriers along with suggested 
solutions for implementing UDL in HEIs. In summary, the benefits of UDL 
as a wholistic proactive approach give reason to overcome the resistance of its 
implementations.

Practice of Freedom—UDL as a Transformative 
Process

How can HEIs break through these resistances and have a transformative 
change? Schwanke and company (2001) share a theory that institutions ebb 
and flow through a three-phase developmental cycle required to achieve 
universal accessibility. They explain that there is a need for a consciousness 
raising of inequities (known as the advocacy stage). They also note that 
Accommodations, the second stage, is a response to the advocacy stage when 
environments and products are modified for individuals. Institutions then 
move toward Accessibility, the third stage, when equitable access is provided to 
everyone at the same time through a proactive design such as UDL. I have 
observed that most HEIs “stall” in the Accommodations phase, which is a 
systemic issue. Having access to education without barriers is a privileged 
construct that requires deconstructing systemic oppression.

To deconstruct systemic oppression, Watt (2015) calls to view multicultural 
initiatives as a “practice of freedom,” a term from Freire’s Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1970), that shift initiatives “toward an understanding that the 
dynamic social change process requires [a] complimentary multi-level 
transformative approach” (p. 15). It encourages the learning of new protocols 
and methods that are inclusive and emphasizes the importance of process versus 
outcomes. As mentioned in this chapter, there is strong empirical evidence of 
UDL’s beneficial effects which I suggest are “practices of freedom.”

With this in mind, it is important to consider Dolmage’s (2017) caution 
for individuals to be aware that claiming UDL as beneficial for “everyone” 
has a danger of putting the needs of the majority over the needs of those who 
have been historically excluded—students with disabilities—and erasing their 
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experiences. Thus, for UDL to be as effective as possible and as a practice 
of freedom, UDL should be prioritized as an evolving process and action of 
“becoming” that includes the voices of students with disabilities in the heart 
of the design phase rather than “a noun—a solid, clearly defined thing” 
(Dolmage, 2017, p. 155). This means when HEIs are going through changes and 
implementing Universal Design principles, their faculty and administration 
should host one-on-one interviews or focus groups with students with 
disabilities to gather their input. Implementing the three principles of UDL 
should include “multiple, overlapping strategies, not the delivery of single 
streams of information and not a blanket approach” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 131). 
Failing to do this means that UDL will have the threat of being empty promises 
and just another example of disappointing performance. Thus, I encourage 
HEIs  to incorporate UDL assessments, training, and accountability across 
campus and ensure that UDL is consistently utilized. This will require a team 
of campus partners and possibly one or more new staff members. With this 
said, I highly encourage a representation of individuals with disabilities to be 
hired and included on these teams. 

Conclusion

This chapter explored how the system of accommodations currently burden 
students with disabilities in HEIs. Accommodations require that students 
ask for permission for barriers to be removed, which is far from an inclusive 
practice. Through the lens of Watt (2015) and Freire’ (1970) practice of 
freedom and Dolmage’s (2017) call for UDL to be a transformative process 
with the feedback of students with disabilities at the heart of the design, 
HEIs are asked to consider transforming their system toward inclusion by 
implementing UDL. Certain accommodations will still be needed such as 
requesting sign language interpreters; however, with UDL in place, when 
crises such as COVID-19 arise, less students around the globe will need to ask 
for accommodations. With UDL, students will have fewer burdens to navigate 
and be able to more easily access their course materials and demonstrate their 
skills and knowledge without barriers.
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Abstract

As the world grapples with the COVID-19 pandemic, international 
higher education (IHE) enters a new territory and complicates 
models that describe a third wave of internationalization. Against 
this backdrop, we apply a three-layer (country, institution, 
individual) analysis to understand COVID-19’s impact on IHE in 
Canada and the United States, on particularly student mobility, and 
consider the future of an altered landscape. At the national level, 
we consider how the two countries are responding to COVID-19 
regarding their policies toward international students and what 
long-term impact might be looming. At the institutional level, we 
consider the pandemic’s impact on institutions’ revenue, mission, 
internationalization strategies, and even survival. At the individual 
level, we examine how this pandemic impacts international students’ 
plan of study in Canada and the United States, with their concern for 
the expense and experience of online learning and their consideration 
of other alternative destination countries.

Keywords:

international higher education, international student mobility, COVID-19, 
the United States, Canada

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected every aspect of higher education, 
including international higher education (IHE). As higher education 
institutions (HEIs) prepare for a paradigm shift in student mobility, COVID-19 
might be accelerating existing trends and pushing higher education beyond its 
current third wave of internationalization (Choudaha, 2018). This third wave 
features the emergence of new destinations for international students, amidst 
China’s need for skilled labor, nationalism signalled by Brexit, and the anti-
immigration tone and policy of former U.S. President Trump in the United 
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States (Choudaha, 2018). Just as COVID-19 is accelerating changes in other 
sectors, such as telemedicine and telework (Zakaria, 2020), the pandemic is 
rapidly reshaping the current landscape of IHE, even if some specific effects 
of COVID-19 remain uncertain.

The effects from the pandemic have been cascading and interrelated. 
Within days of the first cases in Canada, universities announced restrictions 
on travel and research abroad, especially to and from China, which saw the 
first outbreak of the virus in January 2020. The situation rapidly worsened 
in the United States, making the country the world leader in infections. 
International students have begun to reconsider studying in the United States 
and grappled with anxiety, uncertainty, and xenophobia. Government leaders 
in Canada and the United States sealed the borders, raising even higher 
obstacles to entry. Almost overnight, instruction shifted online, creating 
complications for students without internet access or international students 
who returned home to different time zones.

COVID-19 is an ongoing phenomenon but considerable COVID-19 peer-
reviewed research related to COVID-19 and IHE has emerged in just the 
last year. A number of authors have explored the COVID-19 effects on IHE 
such as student mobility in different national and regional contexts (Aristovnik 
et al., 2020), including in Mainland China and Hong Kong (Mok et al., 2021; 
Peters et al., 2021) and Europe (Rumbley, 2020). Pan (2020) explores the 
pressures today’s IHE neoliberal framework faces from COVID-19 resulting 
from the fallout in intentional enrollments and fees. COVID has upset a 
higher education financing system that has seen HEIs  in Western anglophone 
countries aggressively court international students to compensate for declining 
public funding. Other authors have explored the COVID’s impacts on national 
higher education systems around the world (Marinoni, 2020) in particular 
countries: in India ( Jena, 2020), Latin America (Samoilovich, 2020), Nigeria 
( Jacob et al., 2020), Philippines (Toquero, 2020), Turkey (İnce et al., 2020), and 
Vietnam (Pham & Ho, 2020). A separate sizeable literature explores higher 
education’s overnight shift to online and distance learning (Adnan & Anwar, 
2020; Amemando, 2020; Crawford, 2020; Mishra et al., 2020; Paudel, 2020), 
and more specifically, online assessments (García-Peñalvo et al., 2020). This 
scholarly research is addition to the extensive ongoing journalism and growing 
body of grey literature on the topic (Hudzik, 2020; Martel, 2020a; 2020b).

In this chapter, we reflect on the future of student mobility to Canada 
and the United States by referencing government reports, university 
communications, news articles from reputable sources, and grey literature. 
We organize our discussion based on national policy, institutional response, 
and individual experience. Though not an empirical study, the chapter 
responds to current events that have taken lives, devastated livelihoods, and 
challenged institutions like no crisis in recent memory (Oleksiyenko et al., 
2020; Zakaria, 2020). In the following sections, we reflect on the potential 
impact of the pandemic on IHE in Canada and the United States from 
national, institutional, and individual levels. The three-level approach enables 
us to reflect on the impact by considering different stakeholders. However, we 
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acknowledge that the impact is far more complicated and involves interaction 
between different levels.

National Level

At the national level, policies toward international students during COVID-19 
are centered around student visas, Course load and their relevance to students’ 
eligibility for work permits after graduation, and student financial relief. 
Canada and the United States put into place somewhat contrasting policies, 
which send different signals to incoming and future international students.

In Canada, the COVID-19 policy before October 20, 2020, was that 
international students must meet two requirements to enter Canada. First, 
international students must have their student visa approved before March 
18, 2020, or they had to travel directly from the United States (Government 
of Canada [GOC], 2020). Second, they had to be travelling for a non-
discretionary and non-optional purpose (GOC, 2020). In early October, the 
Canadian government announced that international students will be able to 
enter Canada if their institutions have a COVID-19 readiness plan approved 
by their provinces and territories (GOC, 2020).

The above policies toward international students entering Canada did 
not affect students’ taking courses, as online courses are permitted and 
counted towards their degree for the application of work permits (GOC, 
2020). Specifically, most institutions have opted to offer courses online due to 
COVID-19, meaning students have to take online courses outside of Canada. 
Previously, online courses taken outside of Canada were not counted toward 
the length of the program for their application of work permits in Canada 
(El-Assal & Thevenot, 2020). However, the Canadian government decided 
to allow students to take all courses online if their program is only eight to 
twelve months, and to take 50% of the courses online if their program is 12 
months or longer while being outside of Canada (GOC, 2020). In addition, the 
lengths are counted toward their programs (GOC, 2020), allowing students to 
be eligible to apply for work permits.

In the United States, policies regarding students entering the country and 
eligibility are still strictly related to the format of their courses, particularly 
for new international students by January 2021. According to guidelines from 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) in March and its updated 
version in July 2020, continuing international students were able to take online 
courses and return to the United States if they are outside of the United States 
(ICE, 2020a; 2020b). However, new students will not be able to have their 
student visa issued or active if they take 100% online courses (ICE, 2020b). To 
be able to continue their study plans, incoming students would have to travel 
to the United States to take at least one in-person class, putting themselves at 
risk of contracting COVID-19 (Quintero, 2020). For students, this policy likely 
exacerbated their mental health concerns and disrupted their study plans.

While policies toward international students are evolving constantly, the 
current policies in Canada and the United States at the start of 2021 are quite 
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different. Canadian policies are more flexible and friendly to new incoming 
students. This is evidenced by allowing new students to take online courses 
outside of Canada and still keep the option for work permit open (GOC, 2020), 
depending on the length of the programs. In contrast, the United States does 
not allow new international students to take 100% online courses for the fall 
semester of 2020 (ICE, 2020b). Fortunately, continuing international students 
are not subject to this rule. In the case of the pandemic, new international 
students would have to take in-person classes, which forces students to choose 
between their studies and their health. As there have been changes in student 
mobility globally, such as new destination countries amidst intense competition 
for international students, U.S. policies during the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have implications on students’ choice of destination countries.

Student relief, where it does exist, has not been made available to 
international students. This has taken the form of refunds, fellowships, 
deferred fees, direct payments, such as the Canada Emergency Student 
Benefit (CESB). Post-secondary students, and recent post-secondary and high 
school graduates could apply up to three times for CAD$1,250 in relief from 
May to September 2020 (Canada Revenue Agency, 2020). In the United 
States, relief has flown through schools via the Higher Education Emergency 
Relief Fund, part of the pandemic relief package. Eligible students can apply 
for US$1,200. Both funds, however, excluded certain student populations, 
including international students (Canada Revenue Agency, 2020; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2020). In summary, in both Canada and the U.S., 
international students are disadvantaged in accessing student financial relief 
during the pandemic, which we argue may have an adverse impact on their 
experience in host countries.

Institutional Level

While the pandemic has affected all aspects of HEIs, there are unique effects 
on international students. While there are many effects to analyze, we focus 
on three themes below among the U.S. and Canadian institutions.

Campus Health and Travel Restrictions

All institutions reacted quickly, following regional or national health guidance, 
to protect their communities’ health (O’Shea & Mou, 2021). These measures 
would impact international students differently. Early measures included 
issuing travel advisories, followed by travel restrictions, and quarantine 
measures for returning overseas travel from China, and later northern Italy, 
Iran, and other hot spots of the early outbreak. Institutions ordered students 
studying abroad home and cancelled study and research abroad until at least 
the end of 2020 (Redden, 2020; Simon Fraser University, 2020; University of 
Saskatchewan, 2020).

As the crisis worsened, and especially after the World Health Organization 
declared COVID-19 a pandemic, Canadian and American HEIs moved 
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to extend spring breaks, move classes online, send students home, close 
research facilities, and restrict campus access to essential personnel. By the 
summer of 2020, many schools, after conferring with health officials and 
following guidance from COVID task forces, announced phased reopening 
plans (O’Shea & Mou, 2021; University of Illinois at Chicago, 2020; 
University of Regina, 2020). These plans, however, have been complicated 
by a resurgence of cases—second or third waves in some cases—during the 
fall 2020 semester (Wilson & Kluger, 2020). This situation, when combined 
with restrictive policies from the federal government on international 
student access, make international students’ access to U.S. higher education 
even more difficult.

International students and their unique needs are mentioned among 
the reopening plans and COVID-19 updates posted on university websites 
in Canada that enroll large numbers of international students (University 
of Toronto, 2021). The same is true for students at several top receiving 
institutions in the United States (New York University, 2020; University of 
Southern California, 2020; University of Illinois, 2020). Information primarily 
provided focuses on immigration questions and quarantine requirements.

Falling Enrollments

COVID-19 travel restrictions have also led to falling international 
enrollments in Canada and the United States. In Canada, the number of 
study permits issued to international students fell by almost 25% between 
the spring 2019 and 2020 (Gordon, 2020). This number may rebound after 
Canada reopens its border to international students on October 20, 2020 at 
so-called “Designated Learning Institutions” (DLIs), but it is not certain. 
DLIs are those institutions that have a COVID-19 readiness plan in place 
(Thevenot, 2020). In the United States, new enrollments may fall to historic 
lows not seen since World War II (Fernandez, 2020). New international 
enrollments already fell between 2018 and 2019 in the face of a snowball 
of restrictive immigration policies and anti-immigrant rhetoric from the 
Trump administration and competition from other countries, including 
Canada (Trapani & Hale, 2019).

American HEIs have attempted to maintain international student 
enrollments even in the face of the double, interrelated threats of immigration 
restrictions and the pandemic. Tighter immigration policies include the 
executive orders from former U.S. President Trump that restricted travel 
from several majority Muslim countries and increased scrutiny of Chinese 
visas and universities’ academic ties (Mou et al., 2020). Particular restrictions 
are related to COVID-19. For example, in the summer of 2020, with little 
warning, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) announced 
that new study visas will not be renewed for international students taking 
online courses only (Fischer, 2020a). Motivation behind this restriction to F-1 
visas was unclear (Whitford, 2020), but it may have been a way to pressure 
campuses to reopen, thereby sending a message that the pandemic was under 
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control. Ninety percent of the U.S. HEIs said they would be switching to 
online or hybrid instruction for fall 2020 (Martel, 2020b).

A coalition of universities and their lawyers, backed by outraged international 
students and their backers, successfully filed lawsuits against DHS. As the 
DHS deliberated, schools, including the country’s most influential and elite 
institutions, expressed support for their international students and promised to 
help them fulfill course requirements to meet visa requirements (Bacow, 2020; 
Klayman, 2020). In the face of such pressure, the U.S. government reversed 
course a week later, but the victory was only partial: a week later DHS issued 
guidance that said that the rule would still apply to new international students 
entering the United States (Fischer, 2020b; Whitford, 2020).

American higher education persists in its efforts to remain a top destination 
for international students. The non-profit Institute for International Education 
released a three-part series of reports on international education in the 
COVID era, including one dedicated to the topic of international Chinese 
student mobility (Martel, 2020a). In July 2020, 92% of institutions surveyed 
by the Institute of International Education (IIE) said that their foreign students 
would be staying on campus through Fall 2020. Over half of institutions 
surveyed noted international numbers are lower than “in previous years” 
(Martel, 2020b). International recruitment efforts continue as well among 
U.S. HEIs. For example, Franklin & Marshall College partnered with the 
University of California and the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
in October 2020 for a “webinar exclusively for high school counsellors, parents 
and students in China” (Strong, 2020).

Student mobility is not the only expression of international education, 
however, and COVID-19 could present an opportunity to move away 
from the last several decades’ focus on student mobility as the yardstick of 
internationalization. This emphasis, Oleksiyenko et al. (2020) assert, is part 
of the neoliberal framework that sees higher education as a private good. 
Under this framework, public funding for higher education has fallen, and 
universities look to outside funding sources, especially international student 
fees to fund their operations. Hudzik (2020) urges higher education to prepare 
for a “paradigm shift” in how universities approach IHE (p. 2). The physical 
movement of students around the globe should not be an end in and of itself: 
internationalization should be integrated to all higher education goals. As 
COVID-19-related health and travel restrictions reduce student mobility, 
universities can still create cross-cultural learning experiences through 
creative uses of technology, better engagement with local communities, and 
deeper appreciation for cultural knowledge of international students. Doing 
so would also reduce perception of the latter population as only a revenue 
stream (Hudzik, 2020, p. 2).

Funding and Support for International Students

As funding has been stretched and schools reel from the pandemic’s fallout, 
international students have not always been supported. While some schools 
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have frozen tuition, others have not, or at least not for international students. 
University of Toronto, though a public university, is tuition-dependent 
(87% of its revenue comes from tuition), and has announced an increase in 
international student fees, while freezing domestic tuition (Planning and 
Budget Office, 2020). Other Canadian and U.S. schools have announced 
similar international hikes, including Western University, Dalhousie, 
University of New Brunswick, McGill University, University of Guelph, and 
the University of Calgary (Erudera College News, 2020).

In a survey of 30,383 students from 62 countries, Aristovnik et al. (2020) 
finds that international students expressed a higher need for financial 
assistance for rent compared to domestic students. This makes intuitive 
sense: with friends and family in another country, international students 
may have less access to local off-campus housing if campuses close. Closure 
of campus and ending of on-campus jobs could also cut off their only source 
of income. In the United States, for example, international students are only 
legally authorized to work on campus for up to 20 hours and cannot work 
off campus in their first year. They can work with restrictions in subsequent 
years (U.S Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2020). Despite this 
financial need of international students, little systematic financial support 
was available.

In the absence of government support for international students, some individual 
schools or even individual student groups have offered different kinds of support, 
including financial help (Canada Revenue Agency, 2020; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2020). University of Toronto students, for example, have organized 
a food bank to assist those impacted by food insecurity during the pandemic 
after the university’s food bank was closed (UofT Emergency Foodbank, 2020). 
At Pomona College in Claremont, California, alumni and community members 
organized a GoFundMe to support students who lost off campus housing, among 
them international students (Pomona FLI Scholars, 2020).

U.S. and Canadian schools have stepped forward in various ways to 
attempt combat xenophobia experienced by students of Asian ethnicity, 
including Chinese students. Around the world, international students from 
China have experienced xenophobia, which have contributed to mental health 
problems (Zhai & Du, 2020). In addition to worrying about family back home, 
Chinese students experience hate crimes and derogatory headlines (Zhai & 
Du, 2020). For example, the University of Illinois-Chicago on April 24, 2020, 
sent a letter to faculty and students, “It goes without saying that we denounce 
these xenophobic practices and rhetoric, which are antithetical to our ethos 
and culture, and we will not tolerate any form of harassment against Asian 
and Asian American students, faculty and staff” (UIC News Staff, 2020). 
California State University created a website, “Racism and xenophobia in the 
age of COVID-19” with suggestions for faculty on fighting racism on campus 
(California State University, 2020). International students elsewhere, such as 
in the Netherlands, have also experienced mental health problems related to 
the anxiety and isolation that accompanied COVID-19 and campus closures 
(Misirlis et al., 2020).
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Individual Level

At the individual level, we reflect on how this pandemic impacts students’  
plans of studying abroad. In addition to major concerns about the difficulties 
of staying in isolation away from home, students are deliberating about the 
expense and experience of online learning during the pandemic, and the 
possibility of changing destination countries due to the pandemic.

As the world struggles to control a second wave of infections and as troubling 
new strains of the virus appear, a survey on international students shows that 
the biggest concern is staying healthy while studying in the United States 
(Kennedy, 2020). Bhojwani et al. (2020) identified a range of concerns among 
international students in the United States ranging from future employment 
to health insurance, from food security to visas. International students in 
Canada are worried about living away from home during the pandemic and 
lacking support both emotionally and financially (Coulton, 2020; Zhai & Du, 
2020).

International students admitted to universities in the United States and 
Canada, still at home taking online classes, are very concerned with how 
long this situation will last. Due to the time difference, students taking 
many online synchronous classes during  night time in China and India, for 
example, found the arrangement disruptive and could have harmful health 
effects (Misirlis et al., 2020; Nott, 2020). As a result, some are considering 
taking a gap year before returning to campus to North America—assuming 
the COVID-19 situation improves by then. Possible choices include taking 
courses from the joint-venture universities in China, such as the University 
of Nottingham Ningbo China. In addition, some universities from Hong 
Kong are trying to attract students during this pandemic. For example, 
universities in Hong Kong and Singapore are welcoming and offering 
competitive scholarships to prospective PhD students who hold an admission 
offer from top universities, but may not be able to commence their studies 
as planned due to COVID-related visa issues (Sharma, 2020). For students 
from China, transferring to universities in mainland China or Hong Kong 
could represent a safer, less stressful alternative, as these areas have managed 
the current pandemic relatively well and safety measures have been followed 
strictly.

Expense and Experience

Tuition is another significant concern for many international students when 
they are taking online classes, and especially as some universities have 
continued with tuition increases during the pandemic (Burman, 2020). Many 
questioned the high tuition cost of online courses (Szperling, 2020). As an 
important aspect of studying overseas, knowing people and culture, living 
and studying with people from different backgrounds are important factors 
that contribute to international students’ intercultural competency and 
capabilities for their future career and life. The online format of coursework 
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has diminished these cultural and social experiences to a great extent. 
Hence, the tuition increase concerns international students, as the quality 
and experience of remote learning are different from pre-pandemic, in-
person learning (Sarkar & Feng, 2020). In addition, summer job opportunities 
decreased during this pandemic and some international students who rely on 
summer jobs to save up and pay tuition face significant financial challenges 
(Charles & Øverlid, 2020).

Changing Destination Countries

The choices of destination countries for international students have been 
impacted by the pandemic, either directly by the COVID-19 situation or 
indirectly by changing international relations. For example, according to a 
survey, with the rapid increase of COVID cases in key destination countries 
such as the United Kingdom, Spain, and the United States, around 20% of 
participants are considering a different country or not going abroad at all 
while 50% wanted to postpone their enrollment for at least one year (Mitchel, 
2020). Moreover, as COVID-19 intensifies tensions between China and the 
United States, and amidst unfriendly policies of both government toward 
each other, international students from China may potentially considering 
other countries such as the United Kingdom (UK), which introduced a new 
visa policy allowing international students apply for two-year visa staying 
in the United Kingdom after graduation (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). As such, 
future students are likely to take into consideration the rise of xenophobia, 
nationalism, populism in the United States when choosing a destination 
country for their study (Xin, 2020). These forces make studying and living 
there challenging or even dangerous and pose obstacles for adapting to, living, 
and studying, in such an environment.

Discussion and Conclusion

Broadly speaking, the national policies toward international students 
during  the pandemic might affect a country’s image among international 
students, which is important in students’ decision-making (Ghazarian, 2016). 
In mid- July 2020 when updated restrictions from the U.S. government on 
international students was announced, the COVID-19 cases in the United 
States remained as high as over 65,000 and combined cases surpassing four 
million (Maxouris & Hanna, 2020). Yet, while current international students 
are able to take classes online, U.S. policies as of early January 2021 do not 
allow new international students to take the majority of their classes online 
while still in their home countries, which potentially forced students to 
choose between risking their health to travel to the United States for their 
study (Whitford, 2020)—or delay or even cancel their study abroad plans. By 
contrast, Canadian policies recognize the health crisis and allow students to 
still take courses outside of Canada. The contrast  in policies clearly signals 
to international students that Canada might be much more friendly to them.
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Although the United States is still the largest destination for international 
students, different factors suggest that other countries may be able to attract 
a growing number of students in the future. First, many countries are 
implementing policies that could attract more international students. For 
example, the United Kingdom has loosened work visas for international 
students (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). China continues to build the “Study in 
China” brand and set up scholarships to attract international students from 
developing countries (Ma & Zhao, 2018). This competition for international 
students aligns with Choudaha’s analysis of a third wave in IHE (2018), 
which sees emergent top destinations for international students. What will 
the unfriendly policies toward international students during COVID-19 
mean amidst the third wave? We argue that it potentially accelerates the 
changing landscape of international students mobility featuring emergent 
new destinations.

The differentiated national level policies and national contexts have impacts 
on institutional response in the United States and Canada. In Canada, 
where nearly all universities are public, universities followed provincial 
and government health guidelines and benefitted from relatively consistent 
and clear guidance on travel restrictions. U.S. universities suffered from 
inconsistent and a highly decentralized national response where individual 
states were asked to lead to tackle the pandemic. Immigration restrictions, 
already underway before the pandemic continued over summer 2020, 
complicate American HEIs attempts to support their international students.

In both countries, institutions sought to support and reassure international 
students, though often falling short, as international students’ needs were 
sometimes considered after institutional finances and the needs of domestic 
students. Institutions with large international student populations made 
supporting international students part of their COVID-19 reopening plans. 
In the United States, individual institutions pushed back against national 
immigration restrictions and sought to support anxious international students, 
while not always succeeding. Therefore, at the institutional level, support for 
international students in the two countries are underway and largely positive, 
although the extent to which international students are reassured merits 
additional empirical research.

Looking to the future, the drop in international student enrollment in both 
countries will affect university systems that have become increasingly reliant 
on international student tuition fees (Oleksiyenko et al. 2020; Usher, 2020). In 
both countries, universities may need to cut expenditures, raise new revenue, 
and find ways to continue international education in ways that are less reliant 
on physical student mobility (Hudzik, 2020).

Given the complexity of the pandemic and that the level of institutional 
and governmental support for international students is unclear, we see 
anecdotal evidence that international students are considering alternatives. 
For example, students from large origin countries, China and India, are 
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thinking about alternative plans of studying abroad during this pandemic. 
As taking full online courses may not be feasible or desirable, some students 
are considering alternative options, such as postponing study abroad, or 
transferring to other universities in a close region. Besides these immediate 
practical concerns of health, safety, tuition, and learning experience or 
outcomes, there is also a new consideration on the value of a foreign degree 
for the future job market amid the increasing tension exacerbated by the 
pandemic between countries, such as between China and the United States 
(Lau, 2020). All these factors working together are influencing student’s and 
parents’ choice in this challenging time. We argue that these are signs of 
the accelerating trend in the changing international student landscape. The 
changing students’ choice of study abroad destinations is an important area 
for empirical research.

To conclude, HEIs around the world are still working hard to adapt to the 
new normal of pandemic that claimed millions of lives and profoundly altered 
nearly every institution, including higher education and international student 
mobility. How the new landscape of international student mobility forms 
depends not only on national policies, but also on progress of the pandemic 
itself and international cooperation to tackle the crisis, and to what extent 
institutions seriously address the concerns of international students.
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised fear for an impending global 
economic recession that would further accelerate the privatization 
tendencies in public higher education in the United States. During the 
2008–2009 financial crisis, university leaders pursued self-sustaining 
academic programs as an alternative funding model in response to 
the state funding austerity. Such programs have grown dramatically 
at the master’s level. Many scholars questioned the appropriateness 
of these programs with the public missions of universities. This 
multi-site comparative case study reveals that self-sustaining master’s 
programs do not meaningfully contribute to student diversity, despite 
the highlight of diversity in home institutions’ mission statements. 
Recommendations for public universities to be more attentive to 
diversity and inclusion according to most universities’ missions are 
made at the end of the chapter.

Keywords:

comparative case study, diversity, and inclusion, master’s education, privati-
zation, public higher education, state funding

Introduction

Higher education scholars have emphasized the educational values of a diverse 
graduate student body for all students (Hurtado et al., 1999; Milem, 2003; 
Page, 2007; Smith, 2015). To meaningfully contribute to the university diversity 
and inclusion missions, Milem et al. (2005) recommended achieving student 
compositional diversity first, since it can play a key symbolic role in indicating 
diversity as a priority for the institution and its leaders. However, they also 
cautioned institutions to seek to develop beyond just this one dimension of 
diversity. Although in some cases, mission statements are not always operationally 
substantive (Morphew & Hartley, 2006), all programs should adhere substantively 
to the same mission statements of their respective public institutions.

Prior to the COVID-19 global pandemic, recent history suggested that 
along with the decline in state appropriations during and after the economic 
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downturns in 2001–2002 and 2008–2009 and the increase in revenue-
generating behaviors of public higher education institutions that resulted, a 
funding model for some master’s programs in public research universities has 
appeared and expanded at a fast pace: self-sustaining master’s programs SSMPs  
(Hagigi, 2014; Kinne-Clawson, 2017). These are master’s programs that reside 
in public universities but do not rely on direct state appropriations, rather, 
generating virtually all their revenue from student tuition. Hagigi (2014), the 
only research on SSMPs thus far, found that none of the informants from two 
public health SSMPs in two universities within the same state mentioned the 
importance of student diversity. Furthermore, revenue-generating behaviors 
of public universities that resulted in rising tuition without adequate aid 
tend to hurt the access of students from low-socioeconomic status to these 
institutions (Bok, 2003; Ehrenberg, 2002).

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised fear for an impending global economic 
recession that would further accelerate the privatization of public higher 
education in the United States. This pandemic has already affected students in 
the US higher education when many institutions that traditionally provide in-
person instruction abruptly moved to a virtual space with little preparation or 
structured guidance regarding how to do so in the spring of 2020 (Marinoni & 
van’t Land, 2020). Along with the emergency responses from universities, 
students from non-dominant ethnic groups and internationally also faced 
discrimination, such as a rise in anti-Asian sentiment and hate crimes in the 
wake of the pandemic (Chen et al., 2020). These problems made revenue-
generating programs, including SSMPs, more vulnerable when trying to attract 
students from underrepresented minority backgrounds and internationally.

SSMPs have been expanding, further accelerated the privatization of public 
higher education. Public higher education institutions are encouraged to 
uphold diversity and inclusion in their mission statements. However, whether 
SSMPs adhere to the diversity and inclusion missions is unknown, especially 
considering how the COVID-19 pandemic has intensified racial economic 
inequality. Therefore, this research aims to answer the following three research 
questions: (1) Is the expansion of self-sustaining master’s programs undermining 
the mission of diversity and inclusion in public research universities? If so, how 
and why? (2) What lessons can self-sustaining master’s programs offer public 
universities that want to make up for revenue loss during the COVID-19? (3) 
How can such programs create a more inclusive academic environment?

Literature Review

This research is informed by the literature on the privatization of higher education 
and diversity in US higher education. In most higher education contexts, 
privatization is defined as “the retreat of public dollars from public universities 
and a corresponding increased reliance on private money and diverse revenue 
streams, increased competition for resources, and freedom from excessive public 
regulations” (Eckel et al., 2005). Since the 1980s, the emergence and subsequent 
expansion of SSMPs in public universities followed a similar timeline to the 
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movement of privatization. Publicly available institutional policy documents from 
university and program webpages (for example, the University of Virginia, the 
University of Maryland, and the University of California), indicate that SSMPs can 
be in any discipline with a professional focus and with any modality of instruction 
delivery, and are allowed to set tuition rates based on a competitive market 
rate. In general, when facing declines in state appropriations, public research 
universities resort to raising tuition as one of the primary mechanisms to increase 
revenue. Raising tuition at institutions relying on external sources of full-paying 
students could lead to problematic disparities in the socio-economic profiles of 
in-state versus out-of-state students and international students (Ehrenberg, 2006; 
Toutkoushian, 2009). Concurring with Ehrenberg’s (2006) and Toutkoushian’s 
(2009) arguments, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (2016) cautioned 
institutions that a financial model, with sharply rising tuition and more dependence 
on this revenue, had put the public character of these institutions at risk. Further, 
students coming from low socio-economic backgrounds could suffer more 
financially from attending public research universities, where tuition is generally 
higher than other types of public higher education institutions (Toutkoushian, 
2009), and even worse they could be deterred from enrolling in these institutions 
(Heller, 1999; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Perna et al., 2005).

In the US higher education system, the racial and ethnic diversity of student 
enrollment has been increasing (Espinosa et al., 2019). Educational scholars 
like Turner et al. (1996) have argued that to ensure the educational outcomes 
of an increasingly diverse student population, higher education institutions 
should seize the opportunity that diversity brings, reexamine their missions, 
values, and conventional practices, and take actions accordingly (Turner et al., 
1996). More recently, the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U, 2015) called for institutional commitment to equity and inclusive 
excellence, emphasizing the importance of expanding access to quality 
education, which can ultimately make the opportunity to enroll in higher 
education real for all people. However, the reality, as the report revealed, was 
that “at all levels of US education, there are entrenched practices that reinforce 
inequalities—and that lead to vastly different outcomes for low-income 
students and for students of color” (AAC&U, 2015, p. 3) than for students from 
higher social-economic status groups and other racial groups. Thus, the focus 
of this research is to unravel the implications of SSMPs on the diversity and 
inclusion mission of public universities, especially in light of the COVID-19 
public health pandemic that intensified racial economic inequality.

Research Method

Considering the lack of unified terminology of SSMPs across institutions 
and no distinction between SSMPs and state-funded programs in the federal 
databases, the study is designed as a qualitative multi-site comparative case 
study using a purposeful sampling strategy (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002, Yin, 
2014). The case study methodology is appropriate for answering the research 
questions because it is designed for researchers who aim to explore the “how” 
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and “why” of a contemporary social phenomenon that the researcher has little 
or no control over (Yin, 2014).

Data Sources

The sample includes six graduate programs in three flagship public research 
universities in three states (see Table 10.1). To protect the confidentiality of the 
institutions and especially the individual informants within each institution, 
the comparison table presents detailed information about each institution 
without naming them. Table 10.1 provides an overview of key characteristics 
among the three sample institutions, including location, control, state higher 
education governance, Carnegie classification (2018), total enrollment (Fall 
2018), graduate enrollment (Fall 2018), master’s degrees conferred (2017–2018), 
the first year an SSMP was started on record, the total number of SSMPs 
by September 2017, and state appropriations as a percentage of institutional 
revenue in 2017. These three states represent different state higher education 
governing structures that vary in their impact on institutional governance and 

Table 10.1  Sample State and Institutional Profiles

Institutions University A University B University C

Location West Coast Midwest South
Control Public Public Public
State and/or 

University system 
higher education 
governance

State higher 
education 
coordinating 
board

No single statewide 
higher education 
coordinating or 
governing board; 
system-wide 
governing board 
(Board of Regents 
of University B 
System)

State higher 
education 
coordinating 
board; system-
wide governing 
board (Board 
of Regents of 
University C 
System)

Carnegie basic 
classification (2018)

Doctoral 
university: very 
high research 
activity

Doctoral university: 
very high 
research activity

Doctoral 
university: very 
high research 
activity

Total enrollment 
(Fall 2018)

> 47,000 > 44,000 > 51,000

Graduate enrollment 
(Fall 2018)

> 12,000 > 8,000 > 11,000

Master’s degrees 
conferred 
(2017–2018)

> 3,900 > 2,200 > 3,000

Year first SSMP 
established

1983 1999 1995

Total number of 
SSMPs (September 
2017)

111 48 26

State appropriations 
(Percentage of total 
revenue in 2017)

9% 10% 14%
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management (Lacy, 2011; McGuinness, 2011). The universities in the sample, 
one in each state, are similar in size, have more than ten full-time SSMPs, and 
have their first SSMP established earlier than 2001.

Within each institution, SSMPs were sampled based on the following 
criteria (see Table 10.2 for sample program profiles): (a) full-time program for 

Table 10.2  Sample Program Profiles

  University A

Programs Information management Mechanical 
engineering

Statistics

Year of 
establishment

2001 2012 (Conversion 
from state-
funded program)

2012 (Conversion 
from state-funded 
program)

Credit 
requirement

65 42 49

Tuition
2018–2019

$52,585 $22,470 (In-state);
$41,370 

(Out-of-state)

$26,950 (In-state);
$45,325 (Out-of-state)

Enrollment
2017–2018

96 114 32

Acceptance
2017–2018

32% 81% 17%

International 
students

Eligible to apply Eligible to apply Eligible to apply

Administrative 
staff

2018–2019

1 full-time staff 
academic 
advisor; 3 staff 
administrators 
shared by 3 SSMPs

1 full-time staff 
academic 
advisor

1 full-time staff 
academic advisor

  University B University C

Programs Data Science Software engineering Economics

Year of 
establishment

2013 1998 2013

Credit 
requirement

30 10 courses 30

Tuition (total)
2018–2019

$48,000 (non-VISP);
$24,000 (VISP) 

$34,000 10-month: 
$29,250 (In-state);
$45,325 (Out-of-state)

Enrollment
2017–2018

65 17 56

Acceptance
2017–2018

68% 63% 64%

International 
students

Eligible to apply Ineligible to apply Eligible to apply

Administrative 
staff 
2018–2019

1 full-time staff 
student services/
career advisor

1 full-time 
administrative 
staff; 2 staff 
administrators 
shared by 4 
SSMPs

1 full-time staff 
administrator 
hired after the 
program started
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students, (b) in-residence program, and (c) programs that have graduated more 
than one cohort of students. The reason for choosing only full-time programs 
was that international students could only be enrolled full-time due to visa 
requirements, and they are an important part of US graduate education and 
my research interest. The choice for in-residence programs is based on the 
fact that funding models, structure, and student populations are different 
from those of online programs. Online programs do not require international 
students to obtain visas since they are not physically on campus long enough 
to trigger the visa requirement. The reason for choosing programs that have 

Table 10.3  Interview Participants by State, University, Program, and Role

State A

University A      
University Extension Unit 

administrators
2    

The Graduate School 
administrators

3    

College dean, associate deans 4    
  Information 

Management
Mechanical 

Engineering
Statistics

Dept. chair, faculty, staff 2 2 2
Subtotal by university 15    

State B      
University B      
University Extension Unit 

administrator
1    

The Graduate School 
administrators

2    

  Data Science    
Dept. chair, faculty, staff 3    
Subtotal by university 6    

State C      
University system high-level 

administrator
1    

University C      
The Graduate School 

administrators
2    

College dean, associate deans 2    
  Software 

Engineering
Economics  

Dept. chair, faculty, staff 4 2  
Subtotal by university 11    

Totals by State      
All of University A 15    
All of University B 6    
All of University C 11    

Total Participants 32    
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graduated more than one cohort of students is that usually the number of 
graduates in the first year of a new program differs from later years, and having 
alumni of the program helps with the understanding of student placement. At 
the graduate level, disciplinary differences profoundly affect culture, program 
design, and program outcomes (Berelson, 1960; Golde & Walker, 2006). In 
most cases, SSMPs in similar disciplines were sampled across institutions; at 
the same time, within each institution, a maximized variation across programs 
was adopted to obtain a spectrum of disciplinary differences.

This study utilized multiple data sources, including 40 semi-structured 
interview data collected from June 2017 to June 2019 with university system 
leaders, university central administrators, faculty and departmental staff (see 
Table 10.3), secondary administrative data acquired from public websites or 
requested through university administrators, and online and archived policy 
documents and reports. Multiple sources of evidence were used for the purpose 
of triangulation to achieve “convergence of evidence” (Yin, 2014, p. 121).

Findings

This research found that diversity, with respect to US minority students, is 
neither the mission nor the priority of SSMPs, despite the fact that all three 
sample universities included and elaborated on “diversity” in their mission and 
vision statements. This finding corroborated Hagigi’s (2014) observation with 
evidence from student demographics and informants’ accounts of reinvestment 
of the generated revenue from SSMPs. This study also found that students who 
enrolled in SSMPs were either capable of paying the tuition including relying 
on loans or receiving a subsidy from their employer. Interviewees (faculty 
and deans) generally referred to SSMPs as “revenue-generating programs.” 
Increased resource allocation for diversity-related efforts may reflect universities’ 
commitment to diversity, access, and affordability for all students (Taylor 
et al., 2016), yet the choice of investment of revenue generated by SSMPs, as 
determined by colleges or schools, does not reflect the value of diversity. None 
of the SSMPs in the sample invested the revenue into diversity-related efforts, 
such as recruitment and admission of students, inclusive student experience, and 
funding and financial support for students in need.

Admission. One of the design principles of SSMPs at the sample institutions 
is to attract either a new student population or a student population that has 
not been served traditionally. These student populations are supposed to be a 
new source of students in the market that has not been tapped into by higher 
education institutions regionally or nationally. Table 10.4 shows the breakdown 
of accessible information on student demographics for the entry class in the 
2017–2018 academic year, with much lower-than-average underrepresented 
minority (URM) student enrollment in sample SSMPs compared to the 
university average in all master’s programs. The URM column is a subset 
of students in the US column, and “-” means unavailable information due 
to the small number of URM students in sample SSMPs at the University C 
might be identifiable. When asked during the interviews, no informants from 
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any SSMP voiced concerns about not enrolling diverse domestic students into 
their programs. Comments regarding student admission and enrollment fall 
into two major categories: either to enroll a minimum number of students to 
meet the financial target or to enroll as many students as possible.

Student experience. Given the historical underrepresentation of particular 
student populations in higher education institutions, even in the 21st century, 
it is more pivotal than ever to recruit the most diverse students into higher 
education. SSMPs are established under the premise of preparing students for 
the future workforce and equipping students with more employable skills or, in 
some cases, with academic skills to pursue advanced graduate education such 
as a doctoral degree. Having a diverse student composition is the first step 
in creating a space where diverse perspectives are appreciated. Research in 
graduate education has proved the value of having a diverse team working on 
problem-solving or project development (Harvey & Allard, 2014; Page, 2007). 
Based on the review of documents and interviews, faculty and administrators 
in sample SSMPs have not considered diversifying students, URM students in 
the United States, in their programs as a priority. As a result, students did not 
benefit from being part of a learning environment with diverse perspectives. 
Besides, the low staff-to-student ratio in SSMP student service is particularly 
problematic when sufficient institutional and departmental support has been 
identified as a key to the master’s student success (Conrad et al., 1993).

Funding and financial support. For conventional stand-alone master’s 
programs, such as a Master of Business Administration (MBA) or master’s 
of law, professional schools tend not to fund their students but provide 
merit-based scholarships for a few select students (Glazer-Raymo, 2005). 
The assumption that terminal master’s degrees lead to certain well-paying 
professions is the foundation of many SSMPs, and students may pay their 
tuition or take out loans in the hope of earning a rewarding post-graduation 
salary. However, most first-generation graduate students in the United States 
come from low-income families and consider funding an essential factor in the 
pursuit of higher education (Holley & Gardner, 2012; Terenzini et al., 1996); 

Table 10.4  Select Student Demographic Information in the Sample SSMPs: 
2017–2018

University SSMP Total International U.S. URM (%) University 
URM (%)

A Statistics 23 20 3 0% 12.9%
Information 

Management
96 58 38 6%

Mechanical 
Engineering

128 72 56 3%

B Data Science 46 46 0 0% 8.6%
C Economics 61 28 33 - 17%

Software 
Engineering

60 7 (work visa) 53 -



The Vulnerability of Privatization 131

as such, having no financial support creates a financial barrier for students 
from underrepresented communities. The prevalent messages on the websites 
of SSMPs include the ineligibility of students for state-subsidized funding 
opportunities, such as teaching or research assistantships. The available 
financial support for students with insufficient funding includes all types of 
student loans, from federal to private sources. Nevertheless, international 
master’s students are ineligible for any federal student loans. While some 
colleges or schools offer a minimal number of merit-based scholarships, 
to which students from all graduate programs, both state-funded and self-
sustaining, are eligible to apply, no SSMPs in the sample offered non-merit-
based scholarships.

To summarize, although public research universities claim to uphold 
diversity and inclusion at the center of their missions, SSMPs within these 
universities are operating without attending to these missions. The lack of 
diversity-informed practice makes one suspect that diversity and inclusion is 
simply institutional rhetoric not reflected in actual policies and practices. The 
findings of this study suggest that the expansion of SSMPs did undermine the 
mission of diversity and inclusion in the sample public research universities.

Discussion and Conclusions

Based on the analysis of this organizational study, the following recommen-
dations are geared toward the state, institution, and program levels. Besides 
responding to the research questions, the many lessons learned from this re-
search could potentially guide higher education leaders to design more equi-
table professionally oriented master’s programs in public research universities, 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.

First, public higher education leaders should endeavor to secure state 
funding for innovative master’s programs, for example, master’s programs 
in data science, computational chemistry, or innovation management, 
and should be more cautious when creating any academic programs that 
require tying revenue to enrollment. This strict relationship between 
revenue and enrollment damages academic quality (Bok, 2003), especially 
when coupled with a high acceptance rate and rapid enrollment expansion 
without attentive recruiting diverse students. Such innovative master’s 
programs could train qualified candidates, including students from low-
income backgrounds who are rarely served when programs must break 
even from tuition alone, for particular careers that would benefit the 
state and simultaneously diversify its workforce. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, the staffing shortage in the public health fields (CDC, 2021) 
raised the question of how our education system can prepare sufficient 
next-generation health care workers in face of crises. SSMPs could be a 
viable option to train more public health professionals and to diversify the 
workforce if they recruit students from low socio-economic backgrounds 
and provide adequate financial support.
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Second, Colleges that operate SSMPs should also actively seek external 
funding opportunities, such as from private industry, to provide financial 
packages for students from low-income backgrounds, which would make 
admission a more equitable process. For example, one SSMP beyond the 
sample at University A receives funding from a large technology company 
in the form of student scholarships. The caution is that this type of external 
funding should not interfere with any decisions relating to the academic 
quality of the program. Although funding resources are more limited during 
COVID-19, new funding opportunities also emerged in response to the crisis 
in the health-related and medical fields (see U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2021).

Third, the institutional reporting process should ensure data transparency 
by disaggregating data about academic programs with different funding 
mechanisms. Currently, the enrollment and graduation data published by the 
federal government (e.g., the Department of Education) does not distinguish 
between state-funded programs and self-sustaining programs, which is a 
serious limitation. Additionally, state mandatory reporting requirements vary 
by state, depending on the role of the state higher education governing agency. 
As a result, the proportion of state-funded degrees out of the total number 
of degrees produced by public universities is debatable due to the ambiguity 
of counting degrees produced by self-sustaining programs toward the total 
number. For example, if attempting to measure the impact of COVID-19 on 
the privatization of higher education by calculating student enrollment or 
the number of graduates at the regional or national level, SSMPs should be 
counted separately from state-funded programs.

Finally, to assure academic program quality and student experience, 
academic program review for SSMPs should be separated from other state-
funded programs in the same department or college and be implemented at 
the same frequency as the schedule of financial reviews, to assure that SSMPs 
are not primarily financially healthy secondarily academically sound. In 
particular, the alignment of SSMPs to the institutional diversity missions should 
be added as part of the academic review process. For example, when counting 
the number or calculating the proportion of underrepresented students in 
any department or college, students in SSMPs should not be grouped with 
state-funded master’s and doctoral students. Further, the COVID-19 public 
health crisis affected both domestic and international students in the United 
States when many institutions that traditionally provide in-person instruction 
abruptly moved to a virtual space with little preparation or structured 
guidance regarding how to do so in the Spring of 2020 (Marinoni & van’t 
Land, 2020). International students coming to the United States in ordinary 
times need to navigate visa processes, adjust to new cultural norms, and adapt 
to a new academic system that is often very different from that in their home 
country (Gold, 2016). Many of the SSMPs in the sample enrolled a decent 
number of international students, thus, faculty and academic staff in SSMPs 
are encouraged to stay connected with international students and provide 
tailored instructional support for their needs (Wilson, 2020).



The Vulnerability of Privatization 133

Implications

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, universities are facing unprecedented 
challenges, including moving instruction online, funding uncertainties from 
the state and federal governments, and unpredictability in international 
student mobility (Altbach & de Wit, 2020). Although SSMPs can be a 
viable revenue-generation opportunity for public research universities 
during state funding austerity, they can also expose public institutions to 
the potential vulnerability of compromising their diversity and inclusion 
missions. Thus, when considering offer SSMPs, higher education leaders 
need to strive for more equitable practice in aspects of admission, student 
experience, and funding opportunities, especially in preparation for post-
pandemic recovery.   
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Abstract

COVID-19, the pandemic of highly contagious respiratory disease, 
presents a global public health emergency. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has increased awareness of the role of public health and its professionals 
in responding to the pandemic. Racial and ethnic minority groups in 
the United States are more likely to contract and die from COVID-19 
versus Whites, highlighting health disparities. Higher education 
schools and programs in public health can help prepare students to 
address this global pandemic through expanded curriculum on social 
determinants of health disparities in COVID-19 outcomes, teachings 
on implicit bias and anti-racism, interprofessional education, and 
practice-based learning. Moreover, eliminating health disparities is a 
leading public health priority in the United States and can help attain 
the World Health Organization goal of achieving health equity. This 
chapter highlights the need for public health curriculum that outlines 
strategies to address racial and ethnic disparities in COVID-19 to 
prepare and motivate a future healthcare workforce.

Keywords

COVID-19, health curriculum, health disparities, health equity, public health, 
social determinants of health, anti-racism

Introduction

The world has been gripped by “coronavirus disease 2019” (COVID-19), 
a pandemic of lower respiratory tract disease resulting in severe illness and 
potential death from pneumonia-like symptoms (Ameh et al., 2020; Sohrabi 
et al., 2020; Young et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic 
presents an international public health emergency. The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) has issued guidelines to prevent the spread 
of COVID-19, including washing your hands often, maintaining social 
distancing, avoiding close contact with people who are sick, wearing a mask 
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in public settings and when around others who don’t live in one’s household, 
avoiding crowds and poorly ventilated spaces, and getting a COVID-19 
vaccine when it is available. The CDC also advises people to seek medical 
care if they are sick with COVID-19 (CDC, 2021a). Persons at higher risk 
for COVID-19 include adults of any age with certain underlying medical 
conditions such as cancer, heart conditions, HIV infection, chronic kidney 
disease, liver disease, chronic lung diseases, dementia or other neurological 
conditions, weakened immune system, Down syndrome, overweight and 
obesity, smoking, diabetes mellitus, pregnancy, solid organ or blood stem cell 
transplant, sickle cell disease or thalassemia, stroke or cerebrovascular disease, 
and substance use disorders (CDC, 2021b). In addition, US data indicates that 
racial and ethnic minority groups are bearing a disproportionate burden of 
COVID-19-associated outcomes (CDC, 2021c).

Data from the CDC shows that:

• Compared to non-Hispanic Whites, cases are 1.7 times higher among 
American Indian or Alaska Native, Non-Hispanic persons (AI/ANs), 1.3 
times higher among Hispanic/Latino persons, 1.1 times higher among 
Black/African Americans, and 0.7 times higher among Asians.

• Compared to non-Hispanic Whites, hospitalizations are 3.7 times higher 
among AI/ANs, 3.1 times higher among Hispanic/Latino persons, 2.9 
times higher among Black/African Americans, and 1.0 times higher 
among Asians.

• Compared to non-Hispanic Whites, deaths are 2.4 times higher among 
AI/ANs, 2.3 times higher among Hispanic/Latino persons, 1.9 times 
higher among Black/African Americans, and 1.0 times higher among 
Asians (CDC, 2021c).

While propensity to underlying health conditions such as hypertension, diabetes, 
high blood pressure and asthma play a role, systemic barriers such as systematic 
racism with the healthcare system, likelihood of being uninsured, reduced 
access to affordable medical testing, diagnosis, and management; work-related 
exposures; food insecurity; and housing insecurity and also likely contribute 
to racial and ethnic health disparities in COVID-19 (Egede & Walker, 2020; 
Hooper et al., 2020). Thus, the known risk factors for COVID-19 complications 
need to be examined within the context of adverse social determinants of health 
that put minority communities at increased risk for disease and mortality. 
The key categories of social determinants of health that contribute to racial 
and ethnic disparities in COVID-19 include neighborhood and physical 
environment, health and healthcare, occupation and job conditions, income 
and wealth, and education (CDC, 2021d). Discrimination, including racism 
and associated chronic stress, influences each of these key critical topic areas 
(CDC, 2021d; Egede & Walker, 2020). This pandemic has shed a new light on 
racial and ethnic disparities in health and creates an opportunity to enhance 
public health curriculum to address these inequities.
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Literature Review

Health disparities are defined as differences in health outcomes among 
segments of the population that are linked to socioeconomic disadvantage 
and related to factors such as race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, 
geographic location, or other factors related to discrimination or exclusion 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [USDHHS], 2008). 
COVID-19 highlights disparities in health outcomes due to race and ethnicity. 
As discussed, CDC data shows that the percentage of Hispanic or Latino, 
non-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic American Indian or Alaska Native 
people who have died from COVID-19 is higher than the percentage of these 
racial and ethnic groups among the total US population (CDC, 2020a).

Eliminating health disparities can enhance the health and well-being of 
all groups and achieve health equity, defined as “the absence of avoidable 
or remediable differences among groups of people, whether those groups are 
defined socially, economically, demographically, or geographically” (World 
Health Organization [WHO], 2018a, para. 1). The WHO describes the social 
determinants of health as “the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, 
work and age” (WHO, 2018b). These conditions include biology, genetics, 
individual behavior, socioeconomic status, physical and  social environment, 
racism, discrimination, health services, literacy levels and legislative policies 
(WHO, 2018c). Social determinants of health are primarily responsible for 
health inequities, or avoidable and unfair differences in health status between 
countries and between different groups of people within the same country 
(WHO, 2013, 2018b). Reducing health inequities is imperative because health 
is a fundamental human right, and failure to overcome inequities results in 
health disparities (WHO, 2018a). Health inequities are gaining increasing 
national and international attention due to few countries being able to 
systematically reduce them (WHO, 2013).

Conceptual Framework

The WHO conceptual framework for action on the social determinants of 
health (Solar & Irwin, 2010) analyzes the impact of social determinants on 
specific health conditions, identifies possible entry-points and causal points of 
mediating factors, and explores potential interventions to improve health equity 
by addressing social determinants of health (Figure 11.1). Social, economic, 
and political mechanisms contribute to a set of socioeconomic positions in 
which populations are stratified according to race/ethnicity, gender, income, 
education, occupation, and other factors. These socioeconomic positions 
shape intermediary determinants of health (e.g., material circumstances 
such as housing and neighborhood quality and physical work environment, 
behavioral and biological factors such as nutrition and physical activity, and 
psychosocial factors such as stressful living circumstances and relationships). 
The health system itself is a social determinant of health and becomes relevant 
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through the issue of access. These various factors interact to play a central role 
in the social determinants of health and health inequities, with an ultimate 
impact on health equity and well-being (WHO, 2010).

Therefore, the recognized risk factors for COVID-19 complications need 
to be examined within the context of the social determinants of health that 
put minority communities at increased risk for disease and mortality. For 
example, COVID-19 illuminates medical mistreatment and mistrust in the 
African American community. Members of racial and ethnic minority groups 
tend to receive lower quality of care than Whites, which can contribute to 
poorer COVID-19 outcomes (Laurencin & Walker, 2020). There have been 
several high-profile cases of denied access to COVID-19 testing among 
African Americans (Basler, 2020; Fox 2 Detroit, 2020a, 2020b; Mitropoulos 
& Moseley, 2020). Research has shown that despite being at increased risk of 
exposure to the virus and requiring a higher level of care at the time they tested 
positive for COVID-19, people of color, particularly African Americans, do 
not have markedly higher testing rates and face increased barriers to care 
(Lieberman-Cribbin et al., 2020; Rubin-Miller et al., 2020).

Furthermore, access to COVID-19 testing may depend on where you 
live. One study found that in four cities in Texas, testing centers were 
disproportionately located in White communities compared to communities 
with predominantly Black persons (McMinn et al., 2020). In other instances, 
officials have been slow to make testing facilities available and accessible to 
people living in exclusively Black neighborhoods (Farmer, 2020; Peak, 2020). 
These factors contribute to greater demand, longer wait times for testing, and 
increase in travel time to testing sites (Artiga et al., 2020; Vann et al., 2020). 
Therefore, racial, and ethnic minority groups are particularly susceptible to 
COVID-19 exposure due to the social determinant of access to care.

The disparate racial impact of COVID-19 also manifests through 
African American workers facing more economic and health insecurity from 

Figure 11.1 WHO conceptual framework for social determinants of health.
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COVID-19 than White workers.  Patterns of racism and discrimination 
mean that African Americans have been more likely to be exposed to the 
virus through work, and less likely to have access to high-quality healthcare 
and the resources such as health insurance to maintain their health. Racial 
discrimination in the labor market means that African Americans are more 
likely to be paid less, overrepresented in jobs that cannot be done from home, 
terminated, unemployed longer, and to have their unemployment claims 
denied, compared to their White peers (Liu, 2020). Effects of the pandemic 
on African American workers include devastating job losses, spiking 
unemployment rates, and increased likelihood to be in front-line jobs as 
essential workers (Gould & Wilson, 2020).

Hispanic/Latino communities are especially vulnerable to COVID-19 due 
to various factors including differential exposure, susceptibility, and access 
to healthcare (Calo et al., 2020; Quinn & Kumar, 2014). Living conditions 
may increase exposure to COVID-19 among Hispanic families. A quarter of 
Hispanic people live in multigenerational families (compared to 15% of non-
Hispanic Whites), which may hinder efforts to socially distance or self-isolate 
when sick, if household space is limited (CDC, 2020b; Cohn & Passel, 2018). 
Also, the lack of reliable information in Spanish has hampered efforts to fight 
the spread of COVID-19 in Hispanic communities (Velasquez et al., 2020). 
This is especially true among those with language barriers, making them 
more likely to be unaware of best practices. Moreover, Hispanic people are 
the largest population group without health insurance coverage in the United 
States, leaving those with probable symptoms or with a positive COVID-19 
test with limited access to necessary healthcare (Calo et al., 2020).

Other considerations include that African American and Hispanic/Latino 
workers are less likely to be able to work from home during the COVID-19 
crisis, putting their health at risk (Gould & Shierholz, 2020). For instance, 
many Hispanic people work in frontline jobs in food delivery, grocery stores, 
cleaning and sanitation services, and waste management, putting them at 
constant exposure to and risk of becoming infected with COVID-19 (Bucknor, 
2016). Many women of color are also essential workers on the frontlines of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which may lead to higher risks of contracting 
COVID-19 (Frye, 2020). Policies are needed to improve access to COVID-19 
testing, diagnosis, and medical treatment, particularly among uninsured 
individuals and people of color. Recently enacted federal legislation has required 
all public agencies and some private firms to provide paid sick leave during this 
public health crisis. This law excludes employees at businesses with over 500 
employees, therefore not reaching all uninsured workers (Tolbert, 2020). Other 
barriers to accessing care include not having a usual source of care, prohibitive 
medical costs for uninsured individuals, and lack of a national, comprehensive 
hospital charity care policy. Therefore, racial, and ethnic minorities are 
especially vulnerable to COVID-19 exposure. These COVID-19 racial 
and ethnic disparities necessitate the expansion and continuation of higher 
education public health curriculum to improve health equity.
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Health Disparities Curriculum

COVID-19 presents an opportunity to shine a spotlight on public health, 
highlight racial and ethnic health disparities, and enhance public health 
curriculum. Being amidst a global pandemic emphasizes the crucial role of 
public health in responding to the COVID-19 outbreak. Public health can be 
defined as the science and art of preventing disease, promoting health, and 
improving the health of people in their communities. This work is accomplished 
by promoting healthy lifestyles, preventing injury, and stopping, detecting, 
investigating, and responding to infectious diseases. Public health also involves 
limiting healthcare disparities and promoting healthcare quality, equity, and 
accessibility (CDC Foundation, 2020). Public health is interdisciplinary due 
to its examination of the biological, social, psychological, and other factors 
that affect health. Students can concentrate in a variety of study paths that 
are relevant to COVID-19 response including biostatistics, health education, 
environmental health, epidemiology, public health policy, and preparedness 
response and recovery (Association of Schools and Public Health, 2020).

Since eliminating health disparities is a leading public health priority in 
the United States (USDHHS, n.d.), there is an opportunity to highlight the 
susceptibility of communities of color to COVID-19 due to discrimination, 
refused access to health services, and other factors. While many undergraduate 
and graduate health professions programs are incorporating health disparities 
content into their curricula to promote greater understanding among students 
(Batada, 2018; Dimaano & Spigner, 2016; Elias et al., 2017; Gutierrez & Wolff, 
2017; Njoku, 2019; Njoku & Baker, 2019), curriculum can be expanded to teach 
about the social determinants of health that contribute to racial and ethnic 
disparities in COVID-19 outcomes. Furthermore, the accreditation criteria 
for schools and programs of public health in the United States stipulates that 
all Master of Public Health (MPH) graduates demonstrate competency in 
Public Health and Health Care Systems by discussing “the means by which 
structural bias, social inequities and racism undermine health and create 
challenges to achieving health equity at organizational, community and 
societal levels” (Council on Education for Public Health [CEPH], 2016, p. 17). 
This competency is not specified for the undergraduate curriculum, though 
there is encouragement for cross-cutting concepts and experiences such as 
“cultural contexts in which individuals work (CEPH, 2016, p. 28). While there 
is a growing number of Public Health programs in the United States (CEPH, 
2020a), a review of overall MPH curriculum design trends revealed that 
about 11% of curricula contained a single concentration program in Health 
Equity or Priority Populations (CEPH, 2020b). This suggests an opportunity 
to incorporate such content into public health curriculum.

Due to the coronavirus pandemic, public health and disaster preparedness 
are likely to become a greater focus of many medical schools’ curriculum. 
However, health disparities have been a critical issue before and during 
this pandemic. Medical schools should integrate social determinants of 
health and health disparities into the curriculum to provide students with 
an understanding of cultural competence, help them identify and address 
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racial bias in medicine, and elucidate how health disparities can adversely 
affect both patient and healthcare system outcomes (Lucey & Johnston, 2020). 
Health disparities can result in excess medical care costs, lost productivity, and 
premature deaths. Addressing health disparities and the social determinants 
that contribute to them in medical education and training can help reduce 
healthcare system costs and improve care for everyone (Vickers, 2020). 
Therefore, it is warranted to develop anti-racism public health and medical 
school curricular approaches (Hagopian et al., 2018; Hardeman et al., 2018).

There are various advantages of offering health disparities courses in an 
undergraduate curriculum. A health disparities course could encourage 
collaboration among departments to develop interdisciplinary courses. With 
the surge of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools and programs in public health 
have an opportunity to expand interprofessional education and practice and 
service-based learning to train students for meaningful, long-term careers in 
public health (Brisolara & Smith, 2020). CEPH accreditation requirements 
of cross-cutting concepts and experiences such as teamwork and leadership 
and systems thinking lend themselves nicely to skills needed within health 
departments (Bogaert et al., 2019; CEPH, 2016).

To respond to COVID-19 disparities, schools and program should 
incorporate community-based participatory research and academic service 
learning to promote student engagement in the community, provide 
reflection opportunities on contextual factors affecting health, apply course 
concepts to real-world settings, and enhance cultural competence among 
students (Metcalf & Sexton, 2014; McElfish et al., 2015; Sabo et al., 2015). 
Curriculum development should also consider interprofessional, collaborative 
efforts with other health professions disciplines (e.g. Nursing, Pharmacy, 
Dental Hygiene, Respiratory Therapy, Allied Health professions) as well as 
non-health disciplines (e.g. Education, Social Work, Psychology, Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) to share resources and develop 
health disparities-related course content and collective projects, to assemble 
a wider set of future stakeholders to commit to eliminating health disparities 
(Benabentos et al., 2014).

Approach

In addressing COVID-19 effect on minority communities and suggested 
response, proposed curriculum can prioritize minority health needs in 
and out of the classroom, emphasize academic-community partnerships to 
enrich student training and development, and develop academic-practice 
linkages to enhance community-based practice and research conducted by 
students.

Proposed curriculum components can:

• Apply a human rights framework and incorporate concepts of social 
determinants of health, health equity, and social justice to highlight racial 
and ethnic disparities in COVID-19 disease and mortality
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• Encourage students to understand COVID-19 health disparities within 
the context of social determinants of health rather than race-based 
biological differences

• Train students to assess needs, develop solutions, and advance health 
equity in underserved and minority populations by concentrating on 
experiences and training in community settings

• Plan virtual learning to reinforce class material and connect students to 
local community partners doing COVID-19 prevention and treatment

• Teach students to conduct literature reviews on the COVID-19 outbreak
• Provide geographic information system (GIS) training, develop population 

health through organizational collaboration, and prepare students for a 
career in public health

• Summarize national and state-level programs that promote health and 
well-being among minority populations and assess their response to 
COVID-19 disease and mortality within these communities

• Describe work of key federal government agencies to support research, 
share findings, and develop healthy living guidelines

• Recognize key surveillance surveys and activities to monitor the health 
of the US population

• Train health and social workers of communities to provide enhanced 
screening and contact tracing of suspected cases

• Develop online health disparities courses to increase the reach of such 
curricula

Moreover, strategies are needed to support faculty in developing curriculum 
to further student awareness of racial and ethnic disparities in COVID-19 
outcomes. Faculty development programs can be instrumental in inspiring 
and supporting faculty efforts to employ intentional instructional approaches 
to promote student learning about health disparities, particularly as it relates 
to COVID-19 disease outcomes. Successful development of faculty can 
be described as an ongoing, intentional, and meticulous process (Guskey, 
2000). Opportunities to enhance faculty teaching and student learning can 
encourage faculty to stimulate critical thinking, active learning, problem-
solving, and collaboration among students (Weimer, 2013).

Discussion and Implications

The existence of racism as a root cause of COVID-19 health disparities 
among racial and ethnic minority groups in the United States necessitates 
the enhancement of public health curriculum to prepare and sustain a 
public health workforce to improve health equity. Due to the salient racial 
and ethnic disparities in COVID-19 disease outcomes, future directions and 
recommendations include the need for continued institutional commitment 
to provide and sustain health disparities curriculum for students, including 
those in the health professions. Such curriculum may help to engage, prepare, 
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and motivate a future healthcare workforce that is committed to addressing 
health disparities, particularly as it relates to racial and ethnic disparities in 
COVID-19 disease outcomes.

Disparities in healthcare outcomes is one of the pressing current public 
health concerns. Promoting awareness of factors contributing to healthcare 
disparities can also allow students to contextualize current societal issues 
that affect health and promote engagement, preparation, and motivation of a 
future healthcare workforce (Benabentos et al., 2014). Promoting awareness 
of factors contributing to healthcare disparities can also allow students to 
contextualize current societal issues that affect health. Developing culturally 
competent learners and increasing their awareness of health disparities may 
help to alleviate this issue by encouraging students to consider addressing 
these issues in the educational, research or practice pursuits (Vela et al., 2010).

Additionally, faculty should continue to seek professional development to 
enhance their teaching. Faculty should incorporate learner-centered teaching 
to enrich student learning and embrace the teacher-scholar model where 
their teaching fosters continued scholarship (Trigwell et al., 2000; Weimer, 
2013). Professional development has been stated as essential to the role of the 
teacher-scholar in that it has important implications for lifelong learning; the 
academic is considered an adult learner and such training can also influence 
faculty’s growth as effective educators (Adams, 2009; Nicholls, 2014).

Ultimately, evaluation of these curricular efforts will be essential to 
determining and ensuring effectiveness of proposed strategies to address 
COVID-19 health disparities. Efforts toward infusing awareness of health 
disparities and social determinants of health in course development and 
delivery will help improve public health program goals of helping future health 
professionals to address needs of underserved populations. As COVID-19 
has increased awareness of the role of public health and its professionals in 
responding to the pandemic, effective responses will ultimately help advance 
Public Health practice.

Conclusions

The emergence of COVID-19 presents an opportunity to examine racial 
disparities in health outcomes. The experiences from this pandemic may 
yet offer a unique opportunity to implement an academic curriculum 
that promotes students’ interest in public health and disease management 
in communities of color. Public health curriculum that highlights the 
social determinants of health disparities in the COVID-19 pandemic can 
provide students with the relevant tools needed to assess and tackle this 
global crisis. Higher education schools and programs in public health can 
help equip students to address this global pandemic through enhanced 
curriculum on social determinants of health disparities in COVID-19 
outcomes, effect of racial bias on health outcomes, the need for anti-racism 
in public health, interprofessional education, and practice-based learning. 
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These efforts will produce future public health professionals who are better 
prepared to address health disparities in their surrounding community as 
well as broader health disparities at the national and global levels (Njoku 
and Wakeel, 2019). Now more than ever before, education, science, and 
advocacy matter.

Summary

In summary, the COVID-19 pandemic presents a public health emergency 
of global concern. The role of public health is critical in responding to the 
COVID-19 outbreak. The predisposition of racial and ethnic minority groups in 
the United States to the disproportionate burden of COVID-19 illuminates the 
discourse of health inequalities within the framework of racial and ethnic health 
disparities. Eliminating health disparities is a leading public health priority in 
the United States and can help attain the World Health Organization goal of 
achieving health equity. Known risk factors for COVID-19 complications need 
to be examined within the context of social determinants that increase risk to 
COVID-19 among racial and ethnic minorities. The COVID-19 pandemic 
creates an opportunity to enhance Public Health curriculum to emphasize 
a robust approach to understanding racial health disparities and promote a 
greater understanding of the social determinants of health that contribute to 
COVID-19 racial and ethnic disparities, with an ultimate goal of providing 
students with the necessary tools for disease prevention and management in 
communities of color. The COVID-19 pandemic encourages development of 
medical school curriculum on social determinants of health and implicit bias 
to equip students to address racial and ethnic disparities in health. Curriculum 
development should also consider interprofessional, collaborative efforts with 
other health professions disciplines to encourage a multidisciplinary approach 
to addressing health disparities. Moreover, faculty should seek ongoing 
professional development to enhance their teaching and incorporate learner-
centered teaching to enrich student learning.
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a time saturated with economic, 
health, and natural crises, resulting in immeasurable human 
suffering. Civil-political movements have erupted in the United 
States that exposed the world to a disheartening view of western 
injustice, violence, and death as human rights violations increased, 
seemingly unabated. US students also witnessed a world riddled with 
global crises. The impact of such potentially traumatic exposures 
on the future of college students’ mental health and academic 
wellness clearly points to a need for college and university systems 
to reimagine more trauma-informed organizational structures. A 
trauma-informed human rights perspective could make significant 
contributions to post-secondary education systems to maximize 
mental health and academic benefits for present and future college 
students—a generation of student pandemic survivors predicted to 
experience pandemic-era psychosocial repercussions impacting their 
education for years to come.

Keywords

COVID-19, educational leadership, higher education, human rights, student 
mental health, trauma, trauma-informed 

Introduction

The worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 brought tremendous distress to the 
global community. Medical research knew little about COVID-19, a new 
strain of Coronavirus, before the WHO (World Health Organization, 2020a) 
declared it a global pandemic in March 2020. Countries across the world 
were forced to take strategic actions to prevent the spread of the dangerous 
virus which, when transmitted through close human contact, can cause 
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lethal respiratory complications. For instance, country leaders and governing 
bodies worldwide issued stay-at-home orders, encouraged individuals to 
wear protective masks, promoted physical distancing in public spaces, and 
implemented other regulations to help slow the rise in COVID-19 infections 
(Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 2020; Griffin, 2020; Gruber et al., 2020; Horesh & 
Brown, 2020). Other measures to combat the virus involved economic 
shutdowns and school system closures.

In the United States, the COVID-19 public health crisis had a 
tremendous impact on local and state economies as the nation experienced 
mass economic shutdowns. Countless frontline and essential workers in 
healthcare, law enforcement, food supply and delivery, public transportation, 
and other public service fields were deemed vital in maintaining the health, 
order, and well-being of the general public. In many cases, these workers 
were also placed at highest risk for bringing contagion to their personal 
living spaces; they often experienced feelings of overwhelming concern 
and fear for their safety (Greene, 2020). Millions of other workers filed for 
unemployment after being furloughed or let go from their day jobs. The Pew 
Research Center recorded a three times higher unemployment rate in the 
first three months of the COVID-19 pandemic than during the two years 
of the 2008 Great Recession (Kochhar, 2020). Not only did the growing 
threat of an invisible enemy contribute to an exploding unemployment rate 
and burgeoning economic stressors for everyday citizens, it also impacted 
systems of education.

As COVID-19 outbreaks began to spread uncontrollably throughout the 
world, national governments called for system-wide school closures at all 
educational levels (Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020). Within the first months of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 1.5 billion students in 190 countries were 
not able to attend school in person (Bhagat & Kim, 2020; UNICEF, 2020). 
In the United States, these closures caused tremendous stress on students, 
teachers, and all other stakeholders as they tried to adjust to unfamiliar ways 
of delivering education through virtual means. Some educational barriers 
were insurmountable for many young and adult students; researchers found 
existing inequalities such as access to technology, reliable internet, childcare, 
and food insecurity to be amongst the most prevalent factors that disrupted 
student learning, growth, and development during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(The Education Trust, 2020; García & Weiss, 2020; Gundersen et al., 2020). 
Consequently, many students and families from lower socioeconomic and 
other marginalized backgrounds were disproportionately impacted as many 
who relied on gainful employment, human service programs, and campus 
support systems prior to the pandemic became further disenfranchised as 
school systems and the country weathered a storm of unfamiliar health and 
social conditions (Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020). As a result of the dramatic 
shift from in-person instruction to distance learning, higher education 
systems saw decreases in student attendance (INSA, 2020) and shifts in 
attitudes toward college enrollment as students and families prioritized 
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other pressing hardships which challenged their very survival (Burke, 2020; 
Whitmire, 2020). Clearly, the COVID-19 pandemic took a tremendous toll 
across every human service system in the United States and across the global 
map, including higher education systems. However, before discussing the 
connection between the deleterious impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
student mental health and conceptualizing the role of higher education in 
a COVID-19-afflicted global society, it is important to take a closer look at 
other potentially traumatic events taking place simultaneously throughout the 
world which could potentially have lasting effects on student mental health.

World Exposure to Civil Uprisings and 
Traumatizing Events

Amidst the increasingly concerning public health threat of the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) in the United States, civilians took to the streets in outrage 
over the country’s legacy of civil and racial injustices. Supporters of civil 
rights activist groups like the Black Lives Matter movement mobilized to 
commemorate and protest the untimely deaths of innocent Black victims 
whose names were added to the list of countless others who died while in police 
custody. The country drew global attention and scrutiny as mass protests and 
civil uprisings erupted in every state and countless cities across the nation. 
Global news outlets reported a nation estranged as people across the world 
witnessed the United States’ ongoing civil rights and race battles. In fact, 2020 
was a year of intercontinental civil unrest as some groups in other countries 
around the world protested in solidarity with US social justice movements and 
other domestic injustices taking place (Pleyers, 2020).

People of the United States were not only forced to endure the compounding 
threats of economic distress and civil unrest during a global health crisis but 
also the nation’s inadequate means of minimizing the number of COVID-19 
outbreaks (Lipton et al., 2020; Wise & Chappell, 2020). Johns Hopkins 
University’s Center for Systems Science and Engineering ( JHUCSSE) 
reported on August 8, 2020 the United States was leading the world with the 
highest numbers of COVID-19 infections (4,986,345) and untimely deaths 
(162,244). By October 16, 2020, in just nine short weeks, the US COVID-19 
infections almost doubled (8,027,412) whereas the number of COVID-19 
deaths increased by over 34% (218,266). As the country pushed through the 
wintery months, the country had reached a staggering 16,079,922, reported 
infections, a 100.3% increase, and 297,886 deaths from COVID-19 by 
December 2020 ( JHUCSSE, 2020/2021).

The country’s mismanaged efforts to control the COVID-19 outbreaks not 
only lead to an uncontrollable rise in the number of infections and deaths for the 
general US population, but also contributed to unsettling disproportionalities 
in the number of COVID-19 infections and deaths amongst communities 
of color and other vulnerable populations (Chappell, 2020; Miller, 2020; 
Rodriguez-Diaz et al., 2020; Thebault & Fowers, 2020; Thebault et al., 
2020). By mid-October, Coronavirus (COVID-19) was the cause of death for 
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over 43,953 Latina/o/x Americans, 43,844 Black Americans, 8,182 Asian 
Americans, and 1,886 Indigenous Americans (APM Research Lab, 2020). 
By the end of October 2020, the racial minority collective experienced a 
disproportionately high number of reported deaths in the United States. They 
also endured the harsher effects of a global health and economic crisis while 
also being further exposed to episodic events showcasing a nation’s continued 
legacy of systemic racial injustice (Kola, 2020).

Evidently, what took place in the United States created prolonged hardships 
and potentially traumatic conditions for the domestic community; however, 
the transnational community also bore witness to other traumatic worldly 
events. In developing countries such as Afghanistan, Venezuela, Somalia, 
and Yemen, ongoing issues with poverty, famine, medicine shortages, disease, 
natural disasters, civil wars, or other economic or sociopolitical turmoil made 
containing COVID-19 outbreaks, infections, and deaths even more complex 
(International Rescue Committee, 2020). In a May 2020 155-country 
survey, over 50% of the countries reported—including countries with more-
developed economies—had tremendous difficulties in treating those living 
with non-communicable diseases/illnesses (i.e., hypertension, diabetes, 
cancer, cardiovascular diseases) and providing rehabilitative services as a 
growing number of hospital beds became occupied with COVID-19 patients 
(WHO, 2020a). By the first week of August 2020 to October 16, 2020, 
JHUCSSE (2020/2021) reported a staggering increase from 19,481,330 total 
COVID-19 cases globally to 39,131,360, a 100.4% increase in just over nine 
weeks. By mid-October, the world reached a COVID-19 death toll of over 
one million people (1,101,083). Although large-scale COVID-19 vaccination 
efforts began slowing the spread of COVID-19 within the first quarter of 
2021 in the United States and across the world, by June 2021 the national 
total of COVID-19 infections and deaths had already reached 33,137,285 
and 590,167, respectively. COVID-19 cases had also reached an astonishing 
global total of 167,045,252 and humanity continued to mourn the deaths of 
3,467,796 COVID-19 victims worldwide. Despite exceeding 1,677,742,273 
administered COVID-19 vaccinations by June 2021 ( JHUCSSE, 2020/2021), 
the illness continues to threated and claim lives in countries, regions, and 
sovereignties across the world.

Additionally, the world collectively witnessed the unspeakable horrors of 
other instances of violence and destruction taking place amidst a pandemic. 
In August 2020, an enormous explosion in Lebanon’s capital of Beirut made 
world news as it claimed the lives of over 135 people, injured over 5,000, and 
left more than 300,000 people homeless (Giordano, 2020). Societies around 
the world were exposed to graphic media footage of injured civilians, death, 
and destruction caused by the explosion. In the United States, an onslaught 
of natural disasters devastated communities such as historically large 
conflagrations in western states causing mass displacement of tens of thousands 
of civilians (Alonso & Sanchez, 2020), a growing frequency of torrential rains, 
flooding, and hyperactive hurricane season which wreaked havoc in southern 
states (Dolce, 2020a), record-breaking occurrences of earthquakes and 
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seismic activity among fault line states (Childs, 2020), and an extremely rare 
140-miles-per-hour derecho in the Midwest which destroyed over $7.5 billion 
in land and property and much of its agricultural (i.e., soybean and corn) 
industry (Dolce, 2020b). It is clear that the United States and the world were 
forced to cope with an unfamiliar range of human distress, tragedy, and pain 
caused by economic, civil-political, cultural, educational, biological, humane, 
and more dangerous forces of nature, all of which warrant the question of how 
such unique forms of collective psychological suffering will impact systems of 
higher education and student overall well-being. Such inquiry must involve a 
closer look at mental health in the age of Coronavirus (COVID-19).

The subsequent sections of this chapter purposefully situate pandemic-era 
topics at the intersection of mental health and higher education in the United 
States as the primary focus. This focus is necessary as during the time of 
this writing, the United States not only surpassed every global country in the 
number of COVID-19 infections and deaths; it has also endured its third wave 
of Coronavirus cases (Hellman, 2020; Leatherby, 2020). It is urgent to note, 
narrowing this chapter’s contextual focus this way is not an attempt to delay or 
diminish any sense of urgency for global higher education systems to examine 
the depth and implications of pandemic-era domestic traumatization taking 
place in countries across the world. However, this specific focus may provide 
timely insight that paints a more vivid portrait of a future relationship 
between mental health, student wellness, and higher education after COVID-
19’s eradication.

Mental Health Suffering

Living in a world plagued by a dangerous virus, individuals in societies across 
the world struggled with adapting to what the World Health Organization 
(2020b) refers to as the new normal, a time when humans were expected to 
normalize stressful social and health conditions while taking preventative 
measures to minimize COVID-19 exposure. Mental health experts assert 
such intense collective experiences with distress may contribute to higher 
levels of human psychological disturbances over time (Cassata, 2020; Perel, 
2020; Wright, 2020). Mental health experts highlight the following pandemic-
era stress factors as ones that may have long-term mental health implications 
globally: (a) maintaining a sense of normalcy when a lingering disease threatens 
lives; (b) personal or secondary experience of virus-induced illness and loss 
of life; (c) overwhelming distress caused by uncertain health and economic 
outcomes (i.e., unknown timeline of pandemic duration, unknown cure, job 
security and financial stress; and (d) other threat multipliers such as natural 
disasters and civil unrest (Luest et al., 2020). Those weathering the pandemic 
became increasingly likely to experience intrusive emotions, problems with 
sleep or concentration, being constantly on guard, difficult emotions, feeling 
numb, avoidance behaviors, negative thoughts, or changes in eating patterns 
(Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Gillihan, 2020). Based 
on well-documented, empirically based psychological research regarding 
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natural disasters and human-caused tragedies (Miller, 2006, 2017; Neria 
et al., 2011), mental health experts foresaw long-term traumatic complications 
with individual and collective mental health beyond a time when COVID-19 
is eradicated (Zhai & Du, 2020). The significance of this prediction means 
that the state of mental health will not look the same in the foreseeable future 
as it was before the global pandemic. The chapter challenges the reader 
to reimagine the role global higher education will play vis-à-vis lingering 
traumas of a generation of student COVID-19 era survivors.

Prevalence and Impact of Student Trauma in 
Higher Education

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, trauma researchers estimated 66%–85% 
of college-age students in the United States had experienced one to several 
traumatic events in their lifetime including but not limited to family violence, 
childhood neglect, painful interpersonal relationships, sexual assault, and 
other physiological/psychological forms of maltreatment (Carello & Butler, 
2015; Costa, 2020; Frazier et al., 2009; Smyth et al., 2008). Students with 
traumatic histories and those from vulnerable or disadvantaged backgrounds 
(e.g., racial/ethnic minorities, gender/sexual minorities, low-income, 
immigrants and refugees, students with physical/intellectual disabilities) have 
higher risks of experiencing trauma-related stress factors such as posttraumatic 
stress, destructive social behaviors, poorer physical health, substance abuse, 
revictimization, depression, and various other traumatic risk variables 
during their postsecondary education (Anders et al., 2012; Carello & Butler, 
2014; Cless & Nelson Goff, 2017). Students with unaddressed or ongoing 
posttraumatic stress are at highest risk to encounter academic risk factors such 
as lower grade point averages, poorer classroom performance and attendance, 
and dropping out of college (Bachrach & Read, 2012; DeBerard et al., 2004; 
Miller, 2020).

Systems of higher education can expect dramatic shifts in percentages 
of students living with trauma histories as an entire generation of students 
will have survived one of the world’s most deadly global health crises and 
other traumatic worldly events taking place simultaneously across the world. 
Most students will have been exposed to traumatic experiences personally 
or vicariously during the COVID-19 era such as Coronavirus-related pain 
or death; widespread civic distress such as financial and food insecurities; 
intensified education and health disparities; heightened domestic, political, 
and personal violence; horrific tragedies like the Beirut explosion; or through 
devastating natural disasters. Given that post-secondary students with 
traumatic histories are at higher risk for experiencing academic challenges, 
the traumatic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, and evidence predicting 
higher rates of human trauma (Gruber et al., 2020), global higher education 
must redirect attention to the severity, prevalence, and implications of a 
traumatizing era in human history when addressing student post-pandemic 
mental health challenges postsecondary education.
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Trauma-Informed Frameworks and Higher Education

Clinical researchers have made groundbreaking contributions to the study 
of human psychological trauma since its origins in psychoanalysis (Carello & 
Butler, 2014; Freud, 1989). Most advancements in psychological trauma studies 
have been oriented to improve the ways clinical disciplines and professions 
(i.e., counseling, social work, psychology, psychiatry, neuroscience, and 
others) engage in trauma research, evaluation, intervention, and treatment. 
Although inquiries of the study of trauma have covered vast trauma-related 
content areas (e.g., the etiology of trauma, the biopsychosocial sequelae of 
trauma across the lifespan, trauma symptomatology, psychopharmacological 
intervention) which have primarily examined human responses to traumatic 
circumstances, the study of trauma has pushed beyond such a medicalized 
scope to include inquiry regarding the psychosocial repercussions of broader 
oppressive social conditions (APA, 2013; Herman, 1997). Such progressive 
paradigm shifts have resulted in new trauma-informed (TI) perspectives which 
examine the links between human trauma psychopathology, broader macro 
trauma exposure (i.e., oppressive socioenvironmental milieu, ideological, 
structural conditions), and a push for various human service organizations 
(e.g., mental health facilities, community centers, colleges and universities) to 
develop TI organizational cultures.

Being Trauma-informed or TI means understanding the dynamic ways in 
which violence, victimization, and various human trauma exposures affect 
individuals, families, and communities (Bent-Goodley, 2019; Butler et al., 
2011). Harris and Fallot (2001) developed five basic principles (i.e., safety, 
trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, empowerment) which have set the 
foundation of what it means to be TI. Further, TI principles make up what 
is known as trauma-informed care (TIC). TIC approaches help organizations 
minimize individual-level trauma reemergence through policy and practice, 
while maximizing opportunities for individuals to heal and recover from 
past traumatic experiences (Fallot & Harris, 2009), and works as a way to 
minimize the potential of people who have already experienced past trauma 
from developing posttraumatic stress disorder or PTSD (Brown, 2018). For 
the sake of clarity, Carello et al. (2019) highlight two distinctions between TIC 
and what is known as trauma-specific services (TSS). TSS are specific to treating 
individual trauma cases in clinical settings. For example, a university student 
survivor of a natural disaster seeking mental health services may receive TSS 
services (e.g., Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and other 
forms of psychotherapy) from their university’s mental health intervention 
program to help strengthen self-regulation and coping strategies. A second 
distinction between TSS and is that the latter considers the pervasive nature 
of human trauma and helps transform organizational structures and human 
service delivery in ways that respect and appropriately respond to the effects 
of trauma at all levels (Bloom, 2010; Harris & Fallot, 2001). In the same vein 
of the previous example, the student’s teacher could engage in TIC in the 
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classroom by becoming familiar with the potential impacts posttraumatic 
stress has on student behavior (e.g., class avoidance, declining grades) and 
restructure the course in ways that prioritizes student safety and success (e.g., 
alternative assignments, flexible deadlines, mental health days).

Carello and colleagues (2019) also note that human service systems could 
offer trauma-specific services without being trauma-informed or be trauma-
informed without offering trauma-specific services. Therefore, it should be 
understood that TI organizational systems recognize the prevalence of trauma, 
its impact on human lives, and incorporate those understandings in policy, 
procedure, and practice (Collin-Vézina et al., 2020; Yatchmenoff et al., 2017). 
Although TIC was originally developed for clinical organizational systems, 
in the past 20 years the intellectual community outside the clinical sciences 
has begun to examine traumatic experiences as outcomes of oppressive social 
systems and structures and broadened TIC models that reach other non-
health related human service systems—including systems of higher education.

Carello and Butler (2014) highlight the prevalence of trauma amongst college 
students and the potential for learning environments to become ground zero 
for traumatization, retraumatization, or vicarious/secondary traumatization. 
In response, Carello and Butler (2015) developed a trauma-informed educational 
practice (TIEP) teaching model which integrate TIC elements in pedagogical 
practices which aim to reduce student traumatization and promote student 
resilience and emotional safety. Other trauma and education scholars have 
also contributed recent and relevant work to the growing efforts of creating 
more trauma-informed education cultures in both higher education and K12 
education contexts (see Equity-Centered Trauma-Informed Education [Venet, 2021]; 
Building a trauma-informed restorative school: Skills and approaches for improving culture 
and behavior [Brummer & Thorsborne, 2021]; Trauma-Informed Classroom Care 
Model [Cless & Nelson Goff, 2017]; ISTSS Best Practice Parameters [International 
Society for Trauma and Traumatic Stress, 2016]; Trauma-Informed Practices 
for Postsecondary Education guide [Davidson, 2017]; Safeguarding Mindfulness in 
Schools and Higher Education: A Holistic and Inclusive Approach [Burrows, 2017]; 
Nikischer’s [2018] trauma-informed recommendations for writing and 
teaching about violence; Trauma-Informed Teaching & Learning in Times of Crisis 
[Carello, 2020]; and A Model for Trauma-Informed Education and Administration 
[Harper & Neubauer, 2020]).

These TI educational models and approaches have tremendous potential 
to help minimize student (re)traumatization in K12 and higher education 
settings. However, conversations regarding the traumatic implications of 
the COVID-19 era on college student education must expand to include 
other broader, progressive conceptualizations of human trauma such as 
human rights violations created by existing oppressive social conditions such 
as institutionalized racism, gender-based violence, generational poverty, 
inequitable access to education and healthcare services, food insecurities, 
inadequate housing and unsafe living conditions, warfare, bigotry—all of 
which were exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Human Rights and Trauma Perspectives in Post-
Pandemic Education

As educational systems work to create methods to minimize the traumatization 
of COVID-affected students, it is critical that they welcome a trauma-
informed perspective toward understanding often-overlooked transgressions 
afflicting generations of students navigating worldly social systems. Broadly, 
such historical and contemporary encroachments on human rights have 
far-reaching, systemic, and potentially traumatic effects on global peoples’ 
physical and mental wellness particularly for the world’s most vulnerable and 
historically marginalized populations.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was developed in 1948 by 
a collective of global national leaders who believe humans are born with 
certain inherent, indivisible, fundamental rights and protected freedoms 
regardless of place of residence, race, ethnic or national origin, religion, 
language, gender and sexual orientation, color, or any other social status 
(United Nations, n.d.). The evolution of human rights discourse has roots 
spanning various global philosophical and theological foundations, several 
socialist and collectivist movements (e.g., universal suffrage movements, 
international labor movement, Civil Rights movement, Feminist Movement), 
and other historically significant eras of human history (e.g., Enlightenment, 
Anti-colonial, French Revolution) (Butler & Critelli, 2019). International 
human rights discourse has been instrumental in the fight to end global 
human degradation, economic/social/health inequalities, discrimination, 
torture, and in the protection and preservation of the planet humans occupy 
(Moyn, 2010). Considering the aforementioned traumatic events/exposures 
taking place simultaneously in the United States and throughout the world 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., death, violence, destruction, racial/
social injustice)—it is crucial to conceptualize ways both trauma-informed 
and human rights perspectives can help strengthen awareness of and forecast 
the implications of COVID-19 pandemic student traumatic exposures. This 
kind of complex critical inquiry is unique to the study of higher education; 
however, such transdisciplinary perspectives may yield a new vantage point 
for how higher education institutions view historical, pandemic-era, and 
contemporary student trauma and help inform systems-level approaches 
toward addressing and minimizing student (re)traumatization.

Butler and Critelli (2019) amalgamate human rights and trauma-informed 
lenses to conceptualize a Trauma-Informed Human Rights (TIHR) framework 
which expands the scope of human traumatic stress beyond a medicalized 
model. TIHR integrates the trauma-informed perspective, human rights 
principles, and historical/sociopolitical dimensions to contextualize human 
trauma as products of broader institutionalized social problems (de Jong, 
2002). More succinctly, TIHR is a holistic framework encompassing the full 
spectrum of traumatic exposures (TE) and human rights violations (HRV). Butler 
and Critelli (2019) recognize that “TEs and HRVs often occur together 
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and in some cases are simply different descriptions emphasizing different 
aspects of the same experience” (p. 40). Further, they argue potentially 
traumatic experiences may look and feel different across individuals, groups 
and social contexts, may often overlap, and range from: (a) natural disasters 
(i.e., tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes); (b) mental and physical factors 
(i.e., disease/illness, neuropsychological ailments; physiological injury); (c) 
incidental events (i.e., motor vehicle accidents, exposure to death, violence, 
destruction); (d) human behavior (i.e., sexual victimization, child abuse and/or 
neglect, warfare, terroristic acts); (e) institutional forces (e.g., systemic racism 
and xenophobia, transnational colonialism, slavery, genocide, institutional 
negligence and betrayal). Given the aforementioned evidence shared earlier in 
this chapter, the range of TEs and HRVs may very well include the potentially 
traumatic repercussions of global health pandemics. Thus, an integrative, 
multidimensional, multidisciplinary perspective such as TIHR is one possible, 
trauma-informed approach to frame what mass complex trauma—such as 
trauma manifested during the COVID-19 pandemic—looks like in tertiary 
education. Moreover, the TIHR framework’s theoretical foundation may 
help push the study of higher education toward achieving a more nuanced 
understanding of individual, groups, communities, societies, and generations 
of complex human suffering and trauma emerging where Butler and Critelli 
(2019) describe the nexus of traumatic exposures and human rights violations.

TIHR Perspective in University and Higher 
Education Practice

In a new trauma-laden post-pandemic educational landscape, global tertiary 
education systems will need to develop trauma-informed criteria that 
better accommodate emergent student mental health challenges. A TIHR 
framework can help shift colleges and universities toward a more trauma-
informed education system which addresses the full range of student trauma 
spanning across all TE and HR violations. To be clear, the goal of a TIHR 
approach is not for school agents or education systems to play a therapist 
role, rather, it is to help higher education systems deliver an education that 
understands the implications of trauma on students’ ability to learn and 
grow. Utilizing the TIHR framework to help develop more trauma-informed 
educational structures and cultures could unveil a promising pathway toward 
improving learning and increase successful outcomes for a higher proportion 
of students predicted to live with trauma histories in a post-pandemic society. 
This next several statements help unpack the chronic food insecurity (CFI) social 
phenomenon, its relationship to the COVID-19 pandemic, and formulate a 
conceptual example of how tertiary education could envision what a TIHR 
perspective could look like in post-pandemic university and higher education 
practice.

Beyond CFI’s association with Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACEs (i.e., 
childhood exposure to adverse forms of abuse, neglect, violence, or toxic stress) 
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in trauma research (Chilton, 2015), the negative consequences of CFI have 
also posed as complex barriers facing students on their pursuit of financial and 
academic success in adulthood (Broton et al., 2018). Food insecurity is also 
one of many potentially traumatic adverse risk factors contributing to anxiety, 
stress, depression, drug addiction, and overall occupational and educational 
wellness (Chilton et al., 2015; Raskind et al., 2019). Although CFI has impacted 
the lives of generations of students and families, the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated and made CFI a more pervasive issue for millions of 
students and families in the United States (Gundersen et al., 2020). Given the 
increased severity and prevalence of food-insecure students and families in the 
wake of a devastating pandemic, tertiary education systems might consider 
innovative, systems-level TIHR-informed policies, procedures, processes, and 
practices which: (a) reframe CFI as a systemic, potentially traumatic, human 
rights violation deep-rooted in a legacy of unjust social conditions; (b) disarm 
institutional structures and forces contributing to student and family CFI in 
university and higher education settings; (c) reduce the number of students 
and families enduring CFI; (d) function in ways that do not subject students 
and families to CFI (re)traumatization; and (e) strengthens student and family 
overall safety, empowerment, agency, dignity, and mutual trustworthiness 
long after the COVID-19 pandemic.

A TIHR perspective in higher education practice might begin with 
university systems’ recognition of sociohistorical contexts regarding state-
sanctioned food (in)accessibility across generations of diverse student 
populations, particularly those from the most marginalized backgrounds. 
Further, higher education systems may also benefit from understanding 
the adverse impacts of food insecurity on student biopsychosocial 
and educational well-being, and begin centering the sociohistorical, 
sociocultural, socioeconomic, dietetic, affective, among other defining 
characteristics of what food (in)security and (in)accessibility means for a 
generation of student pandemic survivors and an increasingly more diverse 
future college student population. Practical approaches toward this distant 
future may involve consideration of existing trauma-informed CFI research 
which recommends the development and implementation of systems-level, 
non-stigmatizing, developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed screening 
protocol may help identify students and families currently enduring and/
or at risk of enduring CFI among other maladaptive health behaviors and 
outcomes in the future (Raskind et al., 2019). In other work, Chilton and 
colleagues (2015) recommend the potential of integrating nutrition and other 
public assistance programs (e.g., food/cash allotments, access to affordable 
childcare, behavioral health support, prior exposure to potentially traumatic 
experiences) that holistically address a spectrum of risk factors which may 
contribute to student and family CFI.

Although the example provided of what TIHR in higher education practice 
could look like from a conceptual understanding, empirical research regarding 
TIHR’s broader applicability, efficacy, and implications in university and higher 
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education contexts is vastly underexplored given that the TIHR’s framework 
was recently conceptualized (see Butler & Critelli, 2019). Nonetheless, this 
chapter highlights TIHR’s tremendous potential to ground trauma-informed 
and human rights discourse and theoretical traditions to transform existing 
higher education cultures that holistically and systematically addresses 
and minimizes student (re)traumatization while simultaneously promoting 
student success. As the pandemic persists during the final writing stage of this 
chapter, there is significant promise for the future of trauma-informed work 
in education as trauma-informed education researchers continue to develop 
COVID-19 sensitive, trauma-informed approaches and practices that human 
and education service systems can enact as the United States and the world 
continue to endure prolonged uncertainty, ambiguous loss, anticipatory grief, 
lasting psychological stress, and other mental wellness challenges (see Carello, 
2020; Collin-Vézina et al., 2020; Harper & Neubauer, 2020; Luest et al., 2020; 
Perel, 2020; Wright, 2020). These COVID-19 sensitive trauma-informed 
approaches and the TIHR framework have potential to complement one 
another when designing a trauma-informed higher education system aimed 
at minimizing acute trauma and human rights-related trauma risk factors 
in post-pandemic tertiary education. Such integration could potentially yield 
new iterations of TI perspectives relevant to post-pandemic higher education 
systems, help reimagine and normalize pre-COVID-19 TI teaching/service 
models (see Burrows, 2017; Carello & Butler, 2014; Cless & Nelson Goff, 
2017; Davidson, 2017; ISTSS, 2016; Nikischer, 2018) and help inform TIHR 
organization-specific policy, procedures, and practices. Moving forward, this 
chapter advocates for domestic and global tertiary education to reimagine 
and internationalize ways COVID-19 sensitive trauma-informed education 
models and the conceptual TIHR framework considers the spectrum of 
pervasive traumatic exposures and human rights violations and the historical, 
contemporary, systemic, and transcendent relationships to student (re)
traumatization and vicarious traumatization.

Conclusion

This chapter does not proclaim a universal trauma-informed approach to 
remedy all student trauma-related barriers in higher education. Rather, 
this chapter asserts that operationalizing TIHR perspective(s) may more 
adequately address an anticipated mental health curve for students and 
the greater society. It is imperative for higher education systems to consider 
trauma-informed approaches when facing lingering mental health challenges 
which are likely to impact academic success of a generation of student 
pandemic survivors. It is difficult to gauge what the state of mental health 
will look like for students beyond the COVID-19 era, however, despite such 
uncertainty, a few things are certain. First, the adverse implications of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on systems of education will be a topic studied by many 
across all academic disciplines and professions far beyond the time when the 
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Coronavirus (COVID-19) is eradicated. Second, the years 2020 and 2021 will 
be marked in global history as the year that sparked reform and transformation 
of national economies, politics, healthcare, and human and social relations 
and what will shift the day-to-day lives of generations of global citizens to 
come, including tertiary education systems. Lastly, as the world moves 
forward, so must higher education systems that, too, will be recovering from 
the remanence of COVID-19 era setbacks. Therefore, it is in the best interest 
of higher education systems to play a stronger, holistic, truly transformative 
role in addressing a new social era riddled with unforeseen traumatic 
exposures, human rights violations, biopsychosocial and other emerging 
critical issues and challenges—all of which will play a role in how higher 
education systems enroll, serve, and graduate present-day and future student 
pandemic survivors.
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has created health, economic, and 
social crises globally and the rapid spread of the virus has hit the 
higher education sector hard with disrupting traditional academic 
programs and campus life. As Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 
grapple with these unprecedented challenges, they must realize that 
they can play a major role in finding and implementing solutions 
given their expertise in different fields and scientific capacity. 
International collaboration between governments, non-governmental 
organizations, business and other societal actors can be one of those 
strategies to consider. As such, this chapter investigates opportunities 
and challenges for global collaborations between HEIs and various 
stakeholders. We argue whether the COVID-19 situation will serve 
as an impetus for triggering innovative and sustainable global 
collaborations as a global solution.

Keywords:

global cooperation, sustainability, internationalization of higher education, 
COVID-19

Higher Education in the COVID-19 Crisis

In the COVID-19 crisis, higher education can be one of the key pillars for 
mitigating the negative impact of this  pandemic, and its consequences on 
society, and provide solutions. Due to the global nature of the pandemic, it 
is only through global collaboration that higher education can be part of the 
answer, as global challenges can only be met by global solutions. Therefore, 
the first step in order to understand the role of higher education in finding 
solutions to the challenges posed by the pandemic is to identify which are the 
consequences of the pandemic on global cooperation in higher education. Has 
the pandemic stimulated more cooperation among HEIs and between HEIs 
and other stakeholders at global level, or has it acted as an inhibitor for global 
collaboration?
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The COVID-19 crisis stimulated a profound internal transformation of the 
higher education sector in relation to all its three missions: teaching, research, 
and community engagement. Scholars emphasize that “tertiary education 
around the globe has been affected in a way not seen since World War II” 
(Basset, 2020, p. 6). Although the pandemic has affected higher education 
in all its aspects and brought educators to reconsider the overall functioning 
of HEIs in order to adapt to the new conditions created by the crisis, the 
most notable transformation has happened in teaching. The delivery mode of 
higher education is what has changed the most. The massive move to online 
teaching provides an opportunity to apply this mode of delivery more widely 
in the future; the academic profession, the role and competencies needed by 
professors are changing as well and there will be a growing need of pedagogical 
training (Rapanta et al., 2020).

In addition to changes in the delivery mode, the significant changes that 
have occurred in the job market due to the pandemic happened at a global 
level with repercussions at a local level. Experts emphasize the necessity 
to reconsider curriculum and put more attention on the skills for the post-
pandemic economy, such as digital literacy, data analytics, critical and 
innovative thinking, digital and coding skills, communication intelligence, 
and flexibility (McKinsey, 2020).

Internationalization in all its aspects, but especially student mobility and the 
education export industry associated with it, have transformed significantly, 
because of the slowdown (or even a complete stop) of all types of mobility, the 
change in global student flows, the emergence of new products for “education 
export” (such as hybrid learning and virtual exchange), and the change in 
admission procedures, etc.

In this chapter, we pursued two goals: (i) to provide a snapshot and 
comparison of the current situation at HEIs in all regions of the world in 
teaching, research, and community engagement, and (ii) to understand the 
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on global collaboration of HEIs and to 
discuss how global collaboration can help mitigate the consequences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic for the higher education sector and for the society.

Research Method

In order to grasp the scope and state-of-the-art teaching, research, and 
community engagement of higher education institutions globally during 
the pandemic, we used pre-existing data collected by the International 
Association of Universities (IAU) in March/April 2020. The survey was built 
around four blocks of 25 close-ended questions and 2 open-ended: institutional 
profile, teaching and learning, research, and social (community) engagement 
sections. We sent the online questionnaire to all HEIs with contacts present 
in the IAU database (WHED). WHED lists about 20, 000 HEIs around the 
world, which is basically  the whole population  of recognized HEIs in the 
world. For this survey, it was difficult to calculate a return rate as there was 
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no precise way to know many HEIs received the survey or filled it out. The 
survey was disseminated  through other channels as well, such as websites, 
social media, and mailing lists of IAU and partners organizations. For this 
chapter, we used 424 usable responses from different HEIs in 109 countries 
and two Special Administrative Regions of China (Hong Kong and Macao). 
The profile of respondents is broad with Faculty members (20%), Heads of 
institutions (17%), and Heads of international offices (16%) being the most 
common respondents.

While the original IAU report covers the data, the aim of this chapter 
is to explore the challenges and opportunities and state-of-the-art of global 
collaboration based not only on statistical data but also to explore the 
implications and domains of global collaboration in a more detailed way.

The data collected by IAU has several limitations. First, the data provides 
global and regional perspectives but the number of replies is too low to allow any 
national analysis. Moreover, institutions within regions and countries can have 
very different capacity for mitigating the pandemic risks and consequences, The 
additional research on the responses to COVID-19 in different types of HEIs 
(e.g. research-intensive universities or teaching institutions, comprehensive 
universities or specialized institutions, public or private institutions, institutions 
based in rural areas or in metropolitan areas, etc.) can contribute to a more 
comprehensive picture. Second, some regions of the world were underrepresented 
in the survey (namely, Americas, Asia & Pacific).

In addition to data collected by IAU, we performed an extensive literature 
review and used data from reports and research papers in order to provide a 
more comprehensive perspective on current challenges and good practices 
of global collaboration and to validate the findings of the survey. It is worth 
mentioning that while there is some data gathered in reports and opinion 
pieces from researchers and expert organizations, the number of scientific 
articles on the impact of COVID-19 on global collaboration in higher 
education is still relatively low.

It is therefore important to keep in mind the intrinsic limitations of this study, 
which does not pretend to be a comprehensive and detailed analysis supported 
by data of the current situation of global collaboration in higher education, 
nor of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on it. On the contrary, more 
research on these topics is definitely needed in the future and this article could 
be seen as a first attempt to understand it and how COVID-19 could be the 
trigger for more and better global HE collaboration for global solutions.

Global collaboration in higher education has the potential to solve several 
major issues. First, in teaching and learning, by educating globally competent 
citizens, who have an understanding of the global challenges and possess 
the necessary skills and sensitivity to address them in different national and 
cultural contexts. Second, collaboration in research and the joint research 
capacity is a promising instrument for boosting research productivity, avoiding 
multiplication of efforts and waste of resources, which can lead to faster and 
more efficient solutions both to the health crisis and to the wider effects of the 
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pandemic on the economy and society. Third, by sharing experiences and 
good practices of societal engagement globally, HEIs can help in solving local 
problems by translating and adapting societal solutions already developed 
in other parts of the world. However, global collaboration does not happen 
spontaneously and a strategic approach is needed for collaboration in all 
the three pillars of teaching and learning, as well as research and social 
engagement. We discuss more in detail global collaboration in these three 
pillars in the following sections. For each section, we provide a data analysis 
and a set of possible solutions.

Results and Implications

An Unequal Landscape

The way the COVID-19 pandemic has affected higher education around 
the world and the responses of the higher education community varies 
considerably throughout the world.

Some higher education systems, mostly in developed countries, possessed 
the capacity to address the challenges posed by the pandemic even in times 
of financial shortage and overall turbulence. Nevertheless, multiple reports 
indicate significant gaps in research and teaching capacity, in availability of 
methodological and organizational support, and in developed managerial 
practices and crisis mitigation expertise across the globe (International 
Association of Universities, 2020; Rumbley, 2020; World Bank, 2020a). In 
addition, different countries and regions of the world have different financial 
capacity for coping with the crisis, and one of the biggest dangers of the 
pandemic is that it can further deepen the already existing gap between 
developed and developing countries, causing further economic lag and 
instability in particular regions and countries.

This can be seen, for instance, in the results of the IAU global survey on 
the impact of COVID-19 on higher education (International Association 
of Universities, 2020), for the question concerning the effects of the 
pandemic on international partnerships. In Africa, 73% of HEIs reported 
that the effect of COVID-19 was negative, and that it weakened existing 
partnerships. This percentage is much higher than in all other regions 
(47% in Europe, 44% in Asia & Pacific, and 41% in the Americas). On the 
other hand, Asia & Pacific is the region with the highest percentage of HEIs 
reporting the creation of new opportunities (44%), a higher percentage than 
in all other regions and especially when compared to Africa (14%). Also in 
Europe (34%), and the Americas (32%) the percentage of HEIs reporting 
the creation of new opportunities is substantial. Unfortunately, the IAU 
survey data do not allow  national analysis and an  investigation of a possible 
relation between these results to the national economic indicators such as 
GDP, but they already point out the existence of inequality among various 
regions of the world.
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Teaching and Learning

The effects of the pandemic on teaching and learning at HEIs globally is very 
inhomogeneous due to high differentiation in the higher education field “with 
public and private institutions with vastly differing resources and serving 
different needs”’ (Altbach & de Wit, 2020). In addition to high diversification 
by the type of institutions, HEIs operate in very different national and regional 
contexts which also results in their different ability to cope with the crisis. 
However, there are several common challenges in teaching and learning that 
are seen across the globe.

First and foremost, education experts express concerns about the growing 
inequality in quality of teaching and access to higher education (World 
Bank, 2020a). The issue of global inequality in education was one of the 
biggest challenges even before the pandemic, however, the COVID-19 crisis 
deepened the gap between different regions of the world and different HEIs. 
Some institutions had the capacity to switch to teaching online within a few 
weeks, and others had to stop teaching altogether or provided a very limited 
set of solutions for distance learning. The IAU COVID-19 report shows 
that Europe, Americas and—to a lesser extent—Asia and Pacific, tend to 
be more successful in moving their teaching online than African countries 
(Table 13.1).

This might be related to different reasons, but most probably the socio-
economic background of many countries in Africa plays a major role, 
especially regarding access to technology which allows online teaching and 
learning.

Inequality is not only present among regions, but also within each region. 
For example, in South-East Asia, different countries coped with online 
teaching resulting in a different degree of success: while Singapore, Brunei, 
and Malaysia had relatively high internet access rates, other countries (for 
example, Myanmar and Vietnam) had less than 40% of internet accessibility 
( Jalli, 2020) which causes difficulties for the university students and leaves the 
financially vulnerable groups most affected.

Table 13.1  Impact on Teaching and Learning by Region, International 
Association of Universities, 2020

Not affected (%) Classroom 
teaching replaced 
by distance 
teaching and 
learning (%)

Teaching 
suspended but 
the institutions 
is developing 
solutions (%)

Teaching 
cancelled (%)

Africa 3 29 43 24
Americas 3 72 22 3
Asia & Pacific 1 60 36 3
Europe ≈0 85 12 3
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These results show that the move to online teaching and learning, 
although overall performed quite rapidly and somehow successfully, is still 
more an emergency solution with many challenges, rather than a long-term 
transformation. Inequality in access is the most visible and probably the 
easiest to measure, but the issue of quality of teaching and learning is equally 
relevant. Preparation of teachers and students for online teaching and learning 
is paramount, training for teachers and support for students are needed. As it 
is the case for access, also quality of online teaching and learning is unequally 
distributed, with poorly resourced higher education institutions and isolated 
students from low socio-economic backgrounds being the groups most at risk 
of a low-quality online education experience, even if access is guaranteed.

Solutions for Keeping an International Perspective in Teaching

The COVID-19 pandemic and the travel restrictions caused by it strongly 
affected all types of academic mobility, both for students and staff with no 
signs of a quick recovery on the horizon. The relative lack of international 
students in the classroom and the absence of visiting professors had a negative 
effect on providing an international perspective in teaching. However, at the 
same time, this lack stimulated other forms of internationalization at home.

According to the IAU survey cited above, virtual mobility and/or 
collaborative online learning has lately increased in 60% of the higher 
education institutions that responded to the survey. Asia & Pacific is the 
region with the highest percentage, three quarters of HEIs in the region have 
done so. Even in the other regions, this percentage is higher than (Europe and 
the Americas) or close to (Africa) 50% of the institutions.

Moreover, in the open questions, respondents mentioned that the 
enhancement of the digital infrastructure and the shift to more blended and 
online learning would increase the opportunities for international exposure of 
both students and academics.

Both virtual mobility and collaborative online learning are useful tools to 
offer intercultural perspectives to a larger number of students, they can help 
not only to keep an international perspective on teaching, but also to increase 
the number of students exposed to international opportunities, making the 
process of internationalization more inclusive.

In addition to the internationalization agenda, teaching collaboration 
between different institutions can provide a necessary transfer of expertise, 
helping institutions to fill in the gaps in their curriculum and methodology 
and ensuring a more sustainable global education system altogether.

Research

The effectiveness of global collaboration in research was widely discussed in 
the literature long before the pandemic. Scholars emphasize that collaborative 
research results in wider expertise due to the wider availability of data 
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(Georghiou, 1998), it has a more significant research impact (Adams, 2013), 
and it addresses and involves a wider audience (Lee & Haupt, 2020; Sun et al., 
2013). In addition, “international research collaborations offset domestic skill 
shortages, even in the most advanced economies, including the USA and UK” 
(Adams, 2013; Lee & Haupt, 2020), and it proves to be the most effective in 
the applied fields of research.

During the pandemic crisis, not all institutions were able to sustain their own 
research capacity at the pre-COVID-19 level. According to the IAU survey 
(International Association of Universities, 2020), 80% of HEIs reported that 
research had been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic at their institutions. 
The most common impact of COVID-19, not surprisingly, has been the 
cancelling of international travel (at 83% of HEIs) and the cancellation 
or postponement of scientific conferences (81% of HEIs). However, most 
importantly, scientific projects appeared to be at risk of not being completed 
at a bit more than half of HEIs (52%) and at 21% of HEIs scientific research 
has even completely stopped. From the regional perspective, Africa is the 
region that has suffered the most when it comes to research activities—they 
are reported to have been stopped at 43% of HEIs. The same has happened 
at 31% of HEIs in Asia & Pacific, but only at 12% of HEIs in the Americas 
and even less in Europe (9%). This regional divide follows the already existing 
divide in research capacity among regions, underlying the fact that the 
pandemic aggravates existing inequalities.

There are several areas for which collaboration at global level would be 
enviable: medical and pharmaceutical research, including on COVID-19, 
research on post-pandemic socio-economic issues, and sharing data and 
resources.

Medical and Pharmaceutical Research, Including on COVID-19

A pandemic such as COVID-19 affects humanity as a whole, viruses do not 
discriminate on the basis of nationality and do not care about borders. It is 
the global health which is in danger when a pandemic appears and no one can 
feel safe if her/his neighbors are affected. Only if the disease is overcome at a 
global level will each single individual feel safe.

Therefore, it would seem logical that in times of a pandemic researchers all 
around the world join forces in search of the most effective way of defeating 
the disease, being that of a cure or a vaccine. However, short-term, limited, 
and narrow-thinking, putting self-interest before the common good can lead 
to completely different decisions which jeopardize international collaboration.

For these reasons, the research related particularly to medical and 
epidemiological inquiries caused a lot of tension between countries. As Lee 
and Haupt (2020) emphasized, “geopolitical tensions are rising, particularly 
around the source of the coronavirus and information sharing,” which, together 
with considerations for national security, is to a large extent explained by the 
expectations of prestige and financial revenue from the vaccine for COVID-19.



Global Collaboration for Global Solution 179

There is a considerable risk of competition between countries and 
pharmaceutical companies in the race to develop the vaccine and to secure 
exclusive rights over it. Earlier this year (2020), a claim (later retracted) from 
the head of a big pharmaceutical company in France that the US government 
had “the right to the largest pre-order [of COVID-19 vaccines] because it 
[had] invested in taking the risk” made the headlines in the news (BBC, 2020).

If competition between governments and pharmaceutical companies can 
somehow be understood, at an institutional level, especially in medical and 
pharmaceutical research, despite all the pressure that HEIs might be subjected 
to, cooperation and not competition should be the way forward.

As a Stanford University statement reads: “Important lessons on disease 
management can be learned from around the world as each nation brings its 
expertise and experience to bear on addressing this crisis.”

In some countries, testing and case-tracking have been extensive. In 
others, previous experiences with other highly contagious diseases such 
as Ebola and SARS have informed their pandemic preparedness and 
response.… Collaboration with both well-established and emerging 
international scientific partners alike is critical (A Statement from the 
Academy project on Challenges for International Scientific Partnerships, 
2020).

Fortunately, different COVID-19 related scientific publications in 2020 
showed that “despite the tense geopolitical climate, countries increased their 
proportion of international collaboration and open-access publications during 
the pandemic” (Lee & Haupt, 2020). However, according to the same study, 
as can be expected, not all countries are engaged globally, therefore the risk of 
growing inequality in research is particularly relevant.

Many HEIs were directly involved in epidemiologic research. According 
to the IAU global report on COVID-19 (International Association of 
Universities, 2020), 35% of HEIs participating in the survey indicated that 
they were involved in COVID-19 research and their researchers contributed 
to public policy for their own countries. In addition to that 65% of HEIs 
had members of their senior management being consulted by public or 
government officials in the context of public policies relating to COVID 19. 
Overall, almost three quarters of HEIs were contributing to public policies 
either through their institutional leadership or through their researchers. This 
is a very interesting result pointing out the importance of higher education for 
society.

In fact, HEIs carry out an important societal mission, by providing support 
for students and staff in times of crisis, by providing support to their local 
communities, for instance through medical or nursing schools, by conducting 
community engagement activities, and, last but not least, by producing and 
disseminating scientific knowledge, which increases literacy on pandemic-
related issues and crisis mitigation practices.
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Sharing Data and Research Expertise

In addition to collaboration in medical research activities, there are a number 
of other initiatives launched by HEIs, research centers, and supra-national 
agencies aimed at sharing up-to-date research data and knowledge. Among 
organizations which provide comparative data and analytical expertise, we 
can cite UNESCO, World Bank, etc.

HEIs are showing examples of collaboration also through their associations, 
for instance the European University Association is active in the European 
Open Science Cloud (EOSC), a major effort to connect research data 
services, such as storage, analysis and transfer, across Europe, started by the 
European Commission to “enhance the possibilities for researchers to find, 
share and reuse publications, data, and software leading to new insights and 
innovations, higher research productivity and improved reproducibility in 
science” (European University Association, 2020).

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to increasing Open 
Access to scientific publications, as a matter of fact, among the 111 countries 
combined 3401 COVID-19 articles, three-fourths are open access (Lee & 
Haupt, 2020).

Research on Post-Pandemic Issues

While the immediate responses to the short-term challenges of the 
COVID-19 crisis, especially health-related, were the first priority for many 
governments, the experts emphasize the importance of the long-term effects 
that can significantly transform education, industry, and public policy across 
the world. Deeply rooted implications for social and economic sectors, 
production, business, politics, global trade, and many other areas will be seen 
long after the pandemic is over. According to the World Bank (2020b), “deep 
recessions associated with the pandemic will likely exacerbate the multi-
decade slowdown in economic growth and productivity, the primary drivers 
of higher living standards and poverty reduction.”

Responding to these challenges will require policies and practices based 
on analytics, data, and research. Comparative and collaborative research 
on possible consequences and risk mitigation mechanisms will allow the 
development of more elaborated responses as well as enhance joint efforts 
on the elimination of long-term challenges of the pandemic crisis. Therefore, 
economists and social scientists have a major role to play to investigate the 
long-term impacts of the pandemic and to provide research results, which will 
help policy makers to come up with appropriate decisions to mitigate these 
effects.

In addition, collaboration in research can be very helpful for educators. A 
good example of global collaboration for research on teaching and learning 
is the COVID-19 Social Science Lab at the University of Ljubljana funded 
by the Slovenian Research Agency and developed in collaboration with 11 
international partners. During the pandemic, the research hub performed 
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comparative research on student learning experiences in 62 countries 
(Aristovnik et al. 2020), highlighted the government responses and provided 
data; this can serve as a valuable reference point for policymakers and 
university professionals from different countries.

Community/Societal Engagement

The COVID-19 pandemic has come with risks and opportunities also for 
the third mission of HEIs, the one of support and engagement with local 
communities and society in general. According to the IAU Global Survey, 
the pandemic had a mixed effect on community engagement, especially 
at regional level, where an unequal impact can easily be identified, with 
COVID-19 having mainly increased community engagement in the Americas 
and in Europe, while it has mainly decreased in Asia & Pacific. In Africa, 
there are almost two equal groups of HEIs, those for which their community 
engagement increased during this COVID-19 period and those for which 
COVID-19 decreased their community engagement.

Among the most common social activities, the participants of the survey 
named an increase in community actions (52%), science communication 
initiatives (49%), medical care and support (40%), and student volunteering 
for people that were affected by the pandemic (28%).

While institutions took part in social engagement mostly at the local level, 
global collaboration in this domain can also be a great help, especially for the 
regions that were affected the most by the pandemic. Providing support for 
medical training is, perhaps, one of the most crucial activities.

Some universities have already taken a proactive stand on these challenges. 
For example, “Imperial College has  established a virtual space for surgeons 
in the front line of the COVID-19 crisis to work together” (Buitendijk et al., 
2020, p. 2). However, these efforts can take a more systemic nature and 
involve more institutions across the globe, as well as hospitals and medical 
professional communities.

Another type of social engagement—support of the underprivileged 
groups—is a very locally based activity. However, sharing practices in service 
and volunteering can help institutions to develop their own volunteering and 
community programs, find partners, and raise awareness on both local and 
global social issues. One example of this kind of collaboration is the European 
Observatory of Service learning in Higher Education (EOSLHE), created in 
2019, with the aim of enhancing and disseminating the knowledge of service-
learning in higher education in Europe, as an educational approach that 
enhances students’ civic engagement, brings them closer to different social 
realities while allowing them to work in a real environment (EOSLHE, 2020).

Finally, a very important issue during the turbulent times of the crisis—
pandemic literacy—can benefit significantly from the global collaboration 
among HEIs. Even before the pandemic, the scholars emphasized that the lack 
of health literacy is one of the main obstacles to health (National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). This issue was particularly 
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relevant during the crisis due to what the World Health Organization called 
“an infodemic” —a large amount of information on COVID-19 and its 
treatment which is in many cases unverified and even hazardous (Zarocostas, 
2020). One of the most helpful COVID-19 trackers was the one initiated 
at Johns Hopkins University (Coronavirus Resource Center, 2020); it is a 
successful example of timely and clear scientific data collection and provision 
and recommendations for the wider public provided by a higher education 
institution. International partnerships aiming at supporting health literacy 
and providing verified information across the globe produce transparent 
comparative data on pandemic-related issues, help avoid unreliable and 
speculative data, and eventually help the spreading of knowledge by making it 
available to a wider audience. This will allow people to make safe and rational 
decisions in their daily life, recognize the level of hazard, and decrease the 
panic and social anxiety which is reported to be one of the most serious 
psychological implications of the pandemic (Ayers et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The data from the IAU Global Survey and other sources confirm that HEIs 
in different regions of the world coped with the challenges of the pandemic 
crisis at a different pace. Some of them managed to find sustainable solutions, 
others were lagging behind and were held back by the lack of resources and 
risk mitigation capacity.

There are many ways to address the challenges of the pandemic through 
global collaboration initiatives, and many of these initiatives can be addressed 
by higher education institutions as hubs of knowledge, expertise, and social 
awareness. Some practices of global collaboration for crisis mitigation are 
already shaping up in different parts of the world. However, in order to 
develop global cooperation in higher education as a systemic phenomenon 
rather than as a collection of localized more sporadic initiatives, it is crucial 
to have both the political will and dedicated leadership with a global mindset.

The pandemic is not the first crisis in the history of mankind. Looking back 
at the challenges of the previous decades and centuries, we can certainly learn 
from these lessons and see that global issues do have long-lasting effects, they 
impact every region of the world, and sustainable development even at local 
level is impossible if the global crisis is not solved with a joint effort at a global 
level. Higher education has a major role to play in providing solutions to the 
crisis and holds the great responsibility of doing it, and many universities 
already have a capacity to do so.
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Abstract

The use of information and communication technologies, such as 
Zoom, Canvas, Blackboard, and Microsoft Teams, have dramatically 
revolutionized student learning and academic advising at the time of 
the COVID-19 global pandemic. This chapter builds on previous 
research to explore how humanizing academic advising with 
technology impacts student interaction, technological engagement, 
and the online community in a higher education context. We examine 
how current and future technological advancement can be leveraged 
to reach and support students and argue that the academic advising 
process needs to put human beings at the center of the student 
experience. This integrative review provides a snapshot into the 
higher education landscape that may garner future conceptualization 
of advising practices, implementations, and policies.

Keywords:

academic advising, COVID-19, humanizing, information and communication 
technologies

Introduction

In March 2020, the COVID-19 global pandemic brought in-person learning 
and class instruction to a stop, and many universities had to resort to 
emergency e-learning protocols by moving courses and academic support 
services to the virtual environment (Murphy, 2020, p. 492). Almost 91% of 
students worldwide shifted to online education last year (Abumalloh et al., 
2021) as institutions scrambled to enhance their technological infrastructure 
to continue supporting students and limit disruptions to their academic 
trajectories (Fried & McDaniel, 2020). As such, the role of academic advisors 
has been expanded to “first responders” to help alleviate students’ stress, 
anxiety, and urgent situations in the post-era of COVID-19 pandemic 
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(Flaherty, 2020, p. 6). Now, more than ever, academic advisors are expected 
to be equipped with equanimity and quality while balancing their added 
responsibilities.

The historical and philosophical foundation of academic advising involves 
shaping students’ worldview in a post-secondary educational environment 
(Frost, 2000). As faculty members find themselves more responsibilities in 
teaching, research, and service, the role of advising emerged as a key feature 
of the college experience (Hayes, 1841). More recently, Larson et al. (2018) 
revealed that academic advising cannot simply be defined as a term but 
rather as a verb “to empower students and campus and community members 
to successfully navigate academic interactions related to higher education” 
(p.  86). At its best, academic advising is “a supportive and interactive 
relationship between students and advisors” (Nutt, 2000, p. 220). It guides 
students in curriculum review (e.g., degree audit), provides general support 
to students’ academic or personal matters, and refers them to university 
resources for further consultation.

Prior to the COVID-19 health crisis, there was ongoing technological 
advancement that supported student learning (Chang & Gomes, 2017; 
Gray et al., 2010; Leask, 2004). Namely, information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) have been found to be beneficial in enhancing the 
quality of learning. Leask (2004) posits that “ICTs can be used effectively 
to assist students in developing international perspectives, interacting with 
people from other cultures, and engaging actively in intercultural learning” 
(p. 350). However, it may be a challenging process for students to adapt to a 
new digital environment on campus (Gray et al., 2010). The ICT experience 
for international students, for instance, may be unique in the sense that the 
sources of online information they relied on while in their home country may 
be very different from what they have to grapple with on their new campus 
(Chang & Gomes, 2017). Language barriers and cultural differences may 
also impact how some students adapt to their online learning environment 
(Beckstein, 2020; Liu et al., 2010; Peters et al., 2020) and, by analogy, to the 
academic advising and support services that are offered in a virtual setting. It 
is therefore vital that online solutions are offered in alignment with adequate 
and intentional, technical, and administrative support so that students can 
fully benefit from the learning process (Leask, 2004).

The increase in technological integration in US higher education has 
inevitably changed in the practices, implementation, and organization of 
student support services (Amador & Amador, 2014; McDonald, 2008; Schwebel 
et al., 2012). While these advancements have traditionally been focused on 
tracking students’ academic progress (Gutiérrez et al., 2020; Loucif et al., 2020; 
Pasquini & Eaton, 2019), in-person advising has been found to be generally 
more effective than online-advising (Kalamkarian & Karp, 2017; Pasquini 
& Steele, 2016; Steele, 2016). With the knowledge that students who have 
commonly needed the most help have been those who have not sought assistance 
(Museus & Ravello, 2010), this chapter builds on previous research to further 
investigate and analyze whether academic advising through current and future 
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technological integration can be leveraged to reach and help these students 
(Feghali et al., 2011; Glass et al., 2021; LaPadula, 2003). It particularly explores, 
through an integrative literature review, how humanizing academic advising 
with technology impacts student interaction, technological engagement, and 
online community, and makes an overarching claim that academic advising 
needs to focus on putting human beings in the center of the student experience 
(i.e., technology-to-human-to-human-to-technology), and not solely focus on 
technological advancement (Castañeda & Selwyn, 2018; Selwyn, 2016).

Method

Through synthesis and critical evaluation, we reviewed, critiqued, and 
synthesized existing literature and research from 2005 to 2020 on the topic 
of academic advising and the use of technology within the higher education 
context. This process is also referred to as meta-synthesis, which typically 
includes highly structured search strategies with inclusion and exclusion 
criteria such as data type, data range, and topic focus (Catalano, 2013). 
Integrative and systematic reviews, from both quantitative and qualitative 
research, have been widely used in the field of higher education to evaluate 
and synthesize literature, methodologies, and relevant findings (Bearman 
et al., 2012; Iatrellis et al., 2017; Storrie et al., 2010).

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The process of establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria for selecting studies 
to use in research is a standard practice that helps determine the scope and 
validity of systematic review results (Meline, 2006). It sets the boundaries for 
the systematic review and determines the characteristics that must be included 
or excluded from the study. In this chapter, the inclusion criteria were set 
from both two- and four-year institution perspectives, peer-reviewed journals, 
and book chapters published between 2005 and 2020, so as to best address 
current issues and interventions for undergraduate college students with 
respect to academic advising approaches with the use of technology. Given 
the focus on academic advising serving undergraduate students, literature 
that concentrated on K-12, master, and doctoral students were excluded.

Several education research databases were used, including, Education 
Source, ERIC, Educational Administration Abstracts, and Oxford 
Bibliographies Online to narrow down scholarly articles (see Table 14.1). 
Additional open access, peer-reviewed, academic mega journal databases, 
such as SAGE, Web of Science, Scopus, and Springer, were selected. 
Additionally, we accessed NACADA academic advising professional network 
(NACADA, 2017; Pasquini & Eaton, 2019) to navigate peer-review journals 
relating to the topic. Lastly, Google Scholar search engine was used with 
the same keywords to capture relevant research articles that might have 
been missed in the previous research database. The keywords that included 
“humanizing advising”, “academic advising”, “humanizing technology”, and 
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“COVID-19 remote learning” helped saturate the literature database. To 
maintain focus on this integrative literature review, each peer-review journal 
that was germane to this topic was screened in alignment with the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria.

A thorough examination of empirical studies scholarly journals (see 
Table 14.2) revealed three main and common themes, namely, humanized 
advising, technological engagement, and online community. All three themes 
structurally demonstrate coherence around the interrelated challenge to 
humanize the use of technology in academic advising settings. We begin by 
showing how literature engages with each theme, subthemes, and the various 
issues or arguments surrounding each one. We then demonstrate gaps in the 

Table 14.1  Search Engines, Databases, Academic Articles and Books, and 
Keywords Used to Synthesize Literature

Database Library weblink Date of access Keywords Number of 
articles/books

Education Source https://www.
ebsco.com/
products/
research-
databases/
education-
source

10/14/2020 
(last 
access)

academic 
advising 
in higher 
education 
or academic 
advising or 
advising 
or advisor 
AND 
online 
advising

178 articles

ERIC Institute 
of Education 
Sciences

https://eric.
ed.gov/

10/14/2020 
(last 
access)

academic 
advising 
in higher 
education 
or academic 
advising or 
advising 
or advisor 
AND 
online 
advising

376 articles 
(academic 
journals; 
books)

Educational 
Administration 
Abstracts

https://www.
ebsco.com/
products/
research-
databases/
educational-
administration-
abstracts

10/14/2020 
(last 
access)

academic 
advising 
in higher 
education 
or academic 
advising or 
advising 
or advisor 
AND 
online 
advising

7 articles
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literature by rhetorically asking whether the theme is in congruent with the 
overarching claim.

Findings

Humanize Advising

Humanizing is a constant process of being our authentic self. A number of 
studies have recently conceptualized that humanizing is becoming more 
conscious in the interconnectedness of visible and invisible nature of being 
(Narita, 2018; Shahjahan, 2019). In the context of US higher education, 
humanizing academic advising matters because the academic advising 
professional competencies value student engagement and purposeful 
communication through technology (NACADA, 2017). To conceptualize, 

Table 14.2  Categorization of Reviewed Interventions Involving Technology for 
Academic Advising

Nature of methodolog y, 
study, or report

Article(s) involving this form of methodolog y

Book/ Book Review (Frost, 2000; Glass et al., 2021; Knight, 2008; 
McDonald, 2008; Nutt, 2000; Pentland, 2010)

Case Study (Amador & Amador, 2014; Neuwirth et al., 2020; Steele, 
2016)

Conceptual 
Framework

(Chang & Gomes, 2017)

Secondary Data 
Analysis/ Archival 
Study

(Gutiérrez et al., 2020; Hayes, 1841; He & Hutson, 
2016; Kimble-Hill et al., 2020; Lester & Perini, 
2010; Mastrodicasa & Metellus, 2013; Michigan 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2020) 

Literature Review (Cass & Hammond, 2015; Castañeda & Selwyn, 2018; 
Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Kuhn et al., 2006; 
McClellan, 2007; Narita, 2018; Shahjahan, 2019; 
Williamson et al., 2020)

Mixed Methods (Gray et al., 2010; Sobaih et al., 2020)
Population Study (Hu, 2020)
Qualitative Study (Feghali et al., 2011; Gyamera & Burke, 2018; 

Kalamkarian & Karp, 2017; McGill, 2018; Museus & 
Ravello, 2010; Pasquini & Eaton, 2019; Zhang, 2016)

Quantitative Study (Ahlquist, 2020; Bickle & Rucker, 2018; Gemmill & 
Peterson, 2006; Joosten et al., 2013; Junco et al., 2016; 
Loucif et al., 2020; Pasquini & Steele, 2016; Schwebel 
et al., 2012; Thompson & Prieto, 2013)

Systematic Review (Catalano, 2013; Chan et al., 2019)
Committee/

Conference Report
(NACADA, 2017; Stanoevska-Slabeva & Schmid, 2001)

News Report (Beckstein, 2020; Durrani, 2020; Flaherty, 2020; West, 
2020)

Note: This table does not delineate the specific form of data collection and types of evi-
dence collected in the methodology.
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Kuhn et al. (2006) describes humanized advising as the advisor helping the 
advisee by levelling themselves empathically, in which, advising actualizes the 
advisee’s developmental process through authentic caring. In the discussion of 
academic advising, Kuhn et al. (2006) claimed that the academic advisor must 
meet the needs of the student as part of the humanizing experience. On one 
hand, Chan et al. (2019) argued that the concept of academic advising varies 
across different academic disciplines. On the other, others have maintained 
that humanizing academic advising signifies its multifaceted role within the 
institution that includes relationship practice (Amador & Amador, 2014; Junco 
et al., 2016; Mastrodicasa & Metellus, 2013), student outreach (Pasquini & 
Steele, 2016; Schwebel et al., 2012), and student support (Gutiérrez et al., 
2020; McDonald, 2008; Steele, 2016). Needless to say, most researchers have 
a shared understanding that the role of academic advisors is vital to support 
college students (Chan et al., 2019; Kuhn et al., 2006). In essence, the core 
philosophy of humanizing academic advising is centering on student caring 
(NACADA, 2017). Our own view is that students will relate to and respect 
advisors who are genuine and caring.

Hence, academic advisors need to make a conscious effort to use technology 
as part of the humanizing experience for all students based on their capacity. 
The theme of humanized advising leads to the second theme that academic 
advisors need to be purposeful while engaging with students through 
technology.

Technological Engagement

To (re)imagine what technology is, in its purest form, we propose that technology 
is a way for humans to communicate or a bridge between the human-to-
technology-to-human interaction. We observed that the consumption of 
online technology has become a top priority for many US higher education 
institutions. However, as briefly mentioned in the previous section, excessive 
technology usage causes disruption and negative impact to student support 
by inducing stress to students (Gemmill & Peterson, 2006). Using a 71-item 
survey to 299 undergraduate students, Gemmill and Peterson (2006) found 
that excessive attachment to technology creates high stress among college 
students. Consequently, Steele (2016) asserts that academic advisors play a 
pivotal part in helping students to balance their experiences and relieve their 
stress through the intentional use of technology. Both studies shed insight that 
advisors play an important role to help students find balance and intervene 
with care.

General Challenges

We are currently in an unprecedented situation with COVID-19 and in 
this new crisis, limited research exists on the pandemic’s impact on higher 
education. However, there is a palpable understanding that it has awakened 
higher education institutions to the critical role academic advisors play 
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in sustaining student engagement and learning through technology (Hu, 
2020; Loucif et al., 2020). This pandemic gives new life to the conversation 
surrounding the discussion of in-person advising and that of remote or distant 
advising that utilizes technology.

Kalamkarian and Karp (2017) and Neuwirth et al. (2020) suggest that 
significant challenges accompany the use of technology in that the subtlety 
of humanistic connection, such as the ability to read body language, listen 
to speaker’s tone and voice, and watch for minutiae facial reactions, may be 
lost. We argue that this is especially visible during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and with online classes, students will become more used to technology  
than human interaction. Additionally, students have had to make the  shift 
abruptly and may not welcome this sudden technological pivot.  Kalamkarian 
and Karp (2017) find, using focus group interview data from 69 students at 
six colleges, that students “preferred in-person interaction with an advisor” 
(p. 14). Furthermore, students “prefer in-person support for more complex 
undertakings, such as planning courses and refining their academic and 
career goals” (Kalamkarian & Karp, 2017). The  essence of Kalamkarian 
and Karp’s (2017) argument is that academic advising in a virtual space loses 
the humanistic people-to-people connection and that technology may not 
necessarily create a supportive environment for students.

On the other hand, Amador and Amador (2014) take on the critiques offered 
by Kalamkarian and Karp to envision how academic advisors befriend students 
by humanizing whole personhood into the technological virtual space. They 
argue that focusing on communicating clear expectations increases student’s 
help-seeking behavior, deepens their college experiences, and strengthens the 
student-advisor relationship. Having a clear technological boundary between 
the student-to-advisor spheres will advance their relationship and trust to 
account for student’s academic progression and therefore be aligned with the 
humanized approach.

In the end, we agree with researchers’ conclusions that to actualize 
academic advisor’s roles to serve in the best interests of students,  technology 
must be viewed and used as a bridge and as a point of connection (Amador & 
Amador, 2014; Hu, 2020; Kalamkarian & Karp, 2017; Loucif et al., 2020; 
Neuwirth et al., 2020).

Indeed, Mastrodicasa and Metellus (2013) confirmed in their secondary data 
analysis that “[m]ost college students come to campus with multiple technology 
devices, using their devices for reasons both academic and personal” (p. 21). 
Both Lester and Perini (2010) and Mastrodicasa and Metellus (2013) support 
each other’s claim that the 21st and the 22nd generation of college students have 
the technological capacity (i.e. smart devices) to be engaged in virtual spaces.

However, literature also shows that not all students are alike, and 
engagement looks different for different people and needs (Museus & Ravello, 
2010; Thompson & Prieto, 2013). By employing a qualitative study, Museus 
and Ravello (2010) reified that purposeful engagement is a multifaceted 
approach in serving the student’s need because “problems are rarely isolated 
to one aspect of their college experience” (p.54). The essence of Museus 
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and Ravello’s (2010) argument is that when students—especially Students 
of color—have an academic strain or difficulty in their coursework, their 
situation is often compound with financial strains, accessibility to technology 
strains, and much more. Thompson and Prieto (2013) also affirmed, after 
surveying 121 college students from a historically Black university located in 
the South, that students who have financial strains have strong correlation to 
technological strain and that in turn resulted in a lack of motivation to engage 
with academic advisors. To be explicit, literature suggests that purposeful 
engagement is not one size fits all, in which academic advisors are not all-
knowing how technological engagement looks like for all students and their 
capacity to engage. Thus, for advisors to engage students with a clear purpose, 
higher education institutions also need to make conscious effort to meet the 
needs of the student when students do not have the technology capacity. 
Especially in the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, research clearly reveals 
the significant minoritized students do not have the necessary technology to 
remote learning (Kimble-Hill et al., 2020).

Positive Outcomes

Research shows that the virtual technological connection enhances academic 
advisors to communicate with students ( Junco et al., 2016). Junco et al. (2016) 
also found that alternative forms of communication such as email, texting, 
and social media have a positive impact on student’s college experience.

In the discussion of positive impact in the use of technology, one 
controversial issue has been purposeful technological engagement. Literature 
claims that the advancement of technology accelerated the accuracy of 
students’ academic performance data on demand (Feghali et al., 2011; Loucif 
et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2020) and advisors’ capacity to provide just- 
in-time student outreach (Amador & Amador, 2014; Thompson & Prieto, 2013; 
Zhang, 2016). That said, technology can also increase the accessibility for 
students and advisors and enhance relationship-building and individualized 
student learning (Cass & Hammond, 2015; Hu, 2020; Zhang, 2016). Lester 
and Perini (2010) even maintain that higher education institutions first need 
a paradigm shift to see what engagement should look like for college students 
because they grew up socialized, plugged in with technology and continuously 
connected in virtual spaces. Through a quantitative study, Ahlquist (2020) 
further complicates that technological purposeful engagement is for higher 
education institutions to exert efforts to engage with students because doing 
so establishes a meaningful sense of belonging to the university. Our view 
is that technology should be a tool to enhance the advising experience for 
students. Put plainly, technology is one bridge to the advisor-student advising 
experience and relationship-building.
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Online Community

When it comes to the topic of online community, most scholars agree that 
it is a form of support. Where this agreement usually varies, however, is on 
the question of typology. Whereas some attention is on technological online 
platforms (Stanoevska-Slabeva & Schmid, 2001), others maintain that social 
interactions and interpersonal relationships of human beings should be the 
center of discussions (Bickle & Rucker, 2018). While some emphasis should 
be put on the technicalities of online platforms, we should be careful not to 
overlook the affective qualities (e.g., a shared sense of inter-being) of human 
beings (Shahjahan, 2019). Ultimately, what is at stake is whether online 
communities build connection and support mechanisms for students.

Although Sobaih et al. (2020) found that students use technology to 
support each other by “building an online community and connection” 
(p.  14), McClellan (2007) maintains that an online community is to “love 
and the capacity to grow and develop as human beings are nurtured through 
community” (p. 43). Accordingly, the academic advising profession values 
that a strong community will “[c]reate rapport and build academic advising 
relationships” with students (NACADA, 2017). Nevertheless, the COVID-19 
pandemic has created uncertainties and changes in student needs—lack of 
access to technology and other digital devices—that academic advisors 
continue to find alternative academic advising modalities when there are 
issues of technological shortcomings (Hu, 2020). Finding alternate modalities 
matters because advisors may not always have the capacity to ensure that 
all students’ needs are met. Of course, many will probably disagree with my 
assertion of limited advisor capacity because academic advising may look 
differently in various academic disciplines at different institutions.

One implication of capacity building via online community, as literature 
emphasizes, is  that technology has the ability to scaffold in a generalized 
group academic advising setting and to sustain a community environment 
of support and caring (Amador & Amador, 2014; Cass & Hammond, 2015; 
Zhang, 2016). For example, Cass and Hammond (2015) found that virtual 
community among student veterans “allow students to very quickly find the 
right community member who holds the expertise they need, when they need 
it … [similar mindset as] soldiers to go to war as a team; there are no singular 
acts in the military” (Cass & Hammond, 2015). Zhang (2016) also found 
among the international students instances in which international students 
feel supported when advisors serve as a mentor “via virtual communities that 
provide an online social space for individuals to communicate and interact 
with each other” (p. 167). Overall, literature claims that having a strong online 
community increases the support with one another (Sobaih et al., 2020). The 
theme of technological engagement with students leads to opportunities to 
integrate technology in a humanized way.
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Opportunities for Integrating Humanized Technology 
in Academic Advising

The COVID-19 pandemic highlights some important gaps in research on 
humanizing technology usage in advising. We assert that technology was 
largely utilized as a supplemental tool (i.e., email follow up after the advising 
session) and has moved in the social distancing reality to be the main mode 
of advising (i.e., real-time virtual advising via Zoom). There is also an 
opportunity in this pandemic season to be thoughtful about the deep stress 
and exhaustion that technology might impose post COVID-19 era. Second, 
no literature thus far provides deep insights on whether students’ deep stress 
and exhaustion with technology in the post-COVID-19 era requires us to 
seek alternative advising methods—micro check ins or flip advising where 
the student takes the lead in the advising session to meet the specific student 
needs—to shorten the traditionally long advising session. Especially in the 
time of COVID-19, students may be overly exhausted with technology (i.e., 
Zoom fatigue) compounded with familial obligations (e.g., caring for the 
elderly or purchasing food) to merit additional exploration.

Thirdly and most importantly, students who commonly need the most help 
are those who do not seek  help (Museus & Ravello, 2010), which merits further 
investigation and analysis whether academic advising through technological 
integration helps in closing (or widening) the graduation gap for certain 
student social identities or demographics (Feghali et al., 2011). Data shows that 
not all students have the technological capacity to be connected to the internet 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Neuwirth et al., 2020), let alone engage with 
academic advisors through technology. So far, few scholars have contended to 
“equalized technology-mediated advising structure” (Hu, 2020) and “create 
a more equitable environment” (Kimble-Hill et al., 2020). We contend that 
there is a significant gap and data in the existing literature showing student’s 
technological ability to be constantly connected to the internet. Consequently, 
in the post-COVID-19 era, higher education should think of new ways to 
engage and to help students through the lens of technological equity.

Lastly, literature urges that there are a myriad factors to ensure the safety 
and security of online communities between academic advisors and students. 
Lester and Perini (2010) cautioned of privacy concerns and risk of “transmitting 
personal information in an online environment” (p. 73). In a quantitative 
study, Joosten et al. (2013) warned that the use of online community platforms 
such as Facebook or Twitter must protect student’s education records and 
should neither be publicly shared without the informed written consent of the 
individual student. While we believe in security assurance, we also believe 
online communities must also comply with the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99). Joosten et al. 
(2013) further argues that advisors can find ways to build a trusted community 
support with students within the legal boundaries so that public information 
can be shared timely and effectively. For example, using the online community 
as part of the general university announcements or calendar of events. Linking 
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theory with intentional practice, Kimball and Campbell (2013) indicate that 
community-building is a complex and challenging process,  so academic 
advisors must critically reflect on the fact that students’ needs are different, 
student demographics are different, and safely and securely support students 
should be individualized and highly cared for because situation is unique for 
different people.

In the same vein, research also shows that integrating humanized 
technology in humanized advising must be deployed strategically and timely 
(Amador & Amador, 2014; Cass & Hammond, 2015; McClellan, 2007; Zhang, 
2016). For instance, academic advisors need to reflect student engagement 
critically and strategically in the lens of the student ( Joosten et al., 2013; 
Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Lester & Perini, 2010). By connecting from the 
lens of a student to advisors, many scholars argue that technology such as 
learning analytics will both advance and accelerate the accuracy of student 
data collection in a secured fashion (Gutiérrez et al., 2020; Loucif et al., 2020; 
Pasquini & Eaton, 2019) and enhance the capacity of academic advising to 
reach students in virtual community spaces (Amador & Amador, 2014). We 
agree that learning analytics will assist academic advisors to see both micro 
and macro patterns of students’ academic performance because my academic 
advising experience confirms it. We would caveat that community members 
need to respect community norms and not disclose private information 
without consent. Likewise, technology will significantly increase institutional 
ability to record online videos and modules for students to review the basic 
academic information (i.e., course selection) and will also develop a deeper 
philosophical discussion (i.e., major exploration) through group advising 
(He & Hutson, 2016).

Discussion

Findings from this systematic review offer a few considerations to higher 
education educators, administrators, and policy makers for incorporating new 
institutional strategies, practices, and interventions that support the academic 
advising experience for students. These considerations are not meant to be 
generalizable. Rather, they introduce a basis for further discussion and study.

Putting theory into practice, higher education institutions can explore 
whether there are sufficient technological resources for academic advisors 
and all students. Second, institutions may need to elicit students’ voices that 
are underserved and underrepresented to learn how to best care for their 
academic advising needs with technology support. Namely, when decisions are 
made fast, that is when institutions are not checking out biases and including 
the people in the conversations who need to be included. For example, many 
universities that went online may not understand fully about the needs of 
low-income students who did not have access to technology/internet or Black 
students who would soon experience significantly higher positivity rates of 
COVID-19 (Michigan Department of Health and Human Services, 2020). 
In other words, to humanize the academic advising experience the human or 



196 Charles Liu and Ravichandran Ammigan

student must be put in the center of advising as well as institutional decision-
making. For the students who can be technologically connected, how will 
higher education institutions ensure students’ voices and messages are heard 
or seen in an equitable way?

Recommendations for Practice

• Examine synchronous and asynchronous class schedules to ensure that 
students remain engaged with the university (i.e. providing a peer-
mentoring program for students to build relationships and connection to 
campus).

• Adopt a systematic assessment of campus climate for diversity, equity, and 
inclusion to understand how students are feeling during remote learning 
with technology such as social isolation and classroom experience.

• Evaluate student learning outcomes in relation with institutional retention, 
persistence, and graduation rate to allow for meaningful opportunities for 
students to reflect on their experiences (inside and outside the classroom).

• Introduce a multifaceted approach to target different student populations 
(demographics, class level, SES, etc.) for understanding different degree 
of access to technology for institutional investment.

• Examine instructional processes to maintain high quality teaching 
and learning and provide short-, mid-, and long-view to improve 
course instructions that can be executed through multiple modalities 
concurrently and sustainably.

• Ensure institutional investment in technological resources (i.e., laptops, 
webcams, headsets) to achieve educational equity for student learning. 
The effective delivery of academic advising services online may require 
additional funding for enhanced technology and software licensing, 
therefore strategic investment or reinvestment in resources and programs 
to support students, especially at a time of crisis, must be prioritized by 
institutions.

• Provide space for intercultural communication and dialogues to promote a 
deeper understanding of challenges in remote learning environment, and 
shed light on reducing implicit bias, microaggression, marginalization, 
discrimination, and educational and technological inequities.

• Offer accessible courses in technology literacy or incentivize courses 
related to technological learning as part of a student’s graduation 
requirement. For example, all students must be expected to obtain 
technology literacy before graduation.

Future Research

This integrative review widens the discussion on humanizing academic 
advising with technology in higher education and offers a baseline for future 
research on the topic. First, academic advising in different disciplines within 
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different institutions in the context of various countries could be considered. 
Second, future research may delineate student demographics within the 
context of student persistence and retention rate. More specifically, whether 
minoritized students remain stagnant or become less persistent and retentive 
because of the institutions’ lack of support in providing sufficient technology 
capacity and resources. Third, literature also shows due to pre- and post-
COVID-19 challenges, academic advisors are already shouldering a heavy 
load to find alternative advising modalities from in-person to on-line to ensure 
that students are effectively continuously to engage in learning (Hu, 2020; 
Kimball & Campbell, 2013; Thompson & Prieto, 2013). The COVID-19 
pandemic is expected to change students’ paradigms about advising as new 
students will only be accustomed to online advising. Hence, future research 
should explore whether overuse of technology causes academic advisors’ 
overwhelming workload and stress, and whether this may lead to negative 
affect to the advising experience for students in the technological era. Fourth, 
researchers should further explore the institutional value in the work of 
academic advising as there is a significant disconnect in the literature between 
advisors’ overextensive labor and institutional leaders’ cost-cutting fait 
accompli strategies amid COVID-19. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, 
as our student population are growing more diverse, fluid, and transient, we 
may need to see beyond western advising philosophies to best meet the needs 
of our student community. To be specific, we propose that future research 
must look beyond the western national container and expand into the Eastern 
and Indigenous philosophies that interconnect the visibility of technology with 
the invisibility of inter-being (Shahjahan, 2019). In other words, the meaning 
and utility of technology may contextualize differently in different parts of the 
world, so it behooves us to acknowledge where our epistemology comes from 
in relation to the rest of the world.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we demonstrate how humanizing academic advising with 
technology impacts student interaction, engagement, and community-
building with academic advisors. The overarching claim suggests that 
academic advising needs to focus on putting the human in the center of the 
student experience (i.e., technology-to-human-to-human-to-technology), 
and not technology (Castañeda & Selwyn, 2018; Selwyn, 2016). It identified 
humanized advising, student engagement, and community-building as 
three overarching themes emerged in this integrative literature review. It 
further discussed various issues or arguments in each theme, strengths, and 
weaknesses in the literature, and gaps for future research.

While literature was thoroughly examined, it was somewhat surprising 
that no literature interrogated the effects of minoritized students in academic 
advising due to the lack of capacity and access to technology. Outside of 
the higher education journals, there is evidence that minoritized students 
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(i.e., Students of color) have the greatest need for online engagement and 
the largest disproportion accessing technology (Kimble-Hill et al., 2020). 
Kimble-Hill et al. (2020) concluded that the disparate impact of technological 
inaccessibility will be “the loss of income, skill development, and professional 
networking opportunities gained during a summer internship could 
irreparably disrupt and even permanently derail educational journeys for 
thousands of marginalized students” (p. 3393). Sadly, racial and ethnic 
minority (non-White) students are often overlooked and marginalized 
(Museus & Ravello, 2010). Worse, there is neither data nor mentioned for 
the Native Indigenous students in the literature relating to their academic 
advising experiences with technology.

We argue that humanizing academic advising with technology is even 
more important to less privileged students because humanizing is closely tied 
to the important issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion that higher education 
institutions embrace in an increasingly globalized and technologized world. 
So, in full circle we ask: how can we design technology that humanizes 
academic advising, and how can we measure the humanizing academic 
advising experience for all students?
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