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ABSTRACT

This work-in-progress paper presents a project with focus on the role of digital strategies on higher education development
in the context of the pandemic situation. During the pandemic, higher education institutions had to switch to distance
learning at very short notice. Motivated by the urgency of the external circumstances, digital media were used to a great
extent. Numerous empirical studies have examined the experiences of lecturers and students and pointed to potentials and
challenges. The steering efforts of higher education management and strategic implications though, have so far been less
in focus. This project will contribute to the discourse on how the systematic further development of digitization efforts can
take place in a forward-looking manner and what role digitization strategies play in the further development of studies and
teaching in the context of the pandemic.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The drastic conversion of face-to-face teaching to distance learning in the wake of the corona pandemic has
been accomplished surprisingly quickly and extensively in the higher education landscape. What e-learning
specialists had worked towards (more or less) successfully in years of effort was now suddenly possible: Many
faculty members have committed themselves to the new tools and have adapted their teaching to the new
circumstances. Digital infrastructures were further expanded. In the meantime, it is becoming apparent that the
sanitary situation will at least partially allow a return to the campuses soon and the question arises: What will
remain of this exceptional experience? Numerous empirical studies have examined the experience of faculty
and students and pointed to potentials and challenges. The steering efforts of leaders and strategic implications
have received less attention to date. The outlined project is intended to contribute to the discourse on how the
systematic further development of digitization efforts can be pursued and what role strategies for digitization
play in the further development of higher education in the context of the pandemic.

2. HIGHER EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
PANDEMIC

2.1 The Significance of Digitization Strategies

Research on digitization in education has made it clear that digitalization in higher education institutions means
an organizational change process that requires a range of measures at different levels (e.g., Seufert et al, 2015).
Digitization in higher education is more than the introduction of certain technologies and new teaching methods
(Castafieda & Selwyn, 2018). Projects as individual measures and associated investments do not contribute
sufficiently to higher education development if they are not integrated into an overarching strategy that is
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anchored in the organizational development goals (Kerres & Getto, 2015). Therefore, higher education
institutions are advised to pursue digitization along the lines of higher education development (Kerres & Getto,
2017).

During the pandemic, however, higher education institutions had to transition to distance learning on very
short notice. Motivated by the urgency of external circumstances, the use of digital media occurred almost
across the board. A distinction is made between digitally supported teaching and so-called "emergency remote
teaching" (Hodges et al, 2020). Nevertheless, the question arises, what influence the experiences from the
pandemic will have on the design of higher education in the context of digitization. In this context, we are
particularly interested in the extent to which strategic principles guided the way in which this emergency was
managed and in what way the experiences are incorporated into the strategic discourse.

2.2 Disruption by the Pandemic?

Findings from many empirical studies on the effects of the pandemic indicate that teaching operations could
be maintained in spring 2020 with moderate difficulties in organization (Karapanos, Pelz, Hawlitschek,
& Wollersheim, 2021). Students appreciated the flexibility of online learning but missed the contact with
instructors and fellow students. Mulders and Krah (2021, p. 40) note that preferences for synchrony,
self-structuring, collaboration, and digital lectures seem to vary widely among students. However, students are
exposed to different degrees of financial and health burdens. (Riiegg & Eggli, 2020). Research in the field of
teacher education indicates that most students could organize themselves well, but they describe their learning
processes as rather superficial. Thereby, the heterogeneity of the experience is high. A dichotomous
comparison of online vs. presence or synchronous vs. asynchronous or the question of the optimal mixture does
too little justice to the complexity of the design task. Thus, the increased control of learning processes via
assignments to be completed in self-study is very presuppositional both regarding the learning and working
strategies of the students as well as the didactic preparation by the lecturers (Zellweger & Kocher, in press).
Different actors look back on this special period from different perspectives. Interpretations of the
“emergency remote teaching” experience and discussions about the "new normal" have begun. What (strategic)
considerations are higher education institutions using to shape the digitization of teaching and learning post
Corona? This project follows strategic actors a few steps on the way out of the crisis towards a new normal.

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

Based on the preceding considerations, we derive the following research questions:

What is the role of higher education digital strategies in coping with the pandemic?

Which strategic developments regarding the digitization in education can be observed post-pandemic and
how are they motivated?

Under what conditions does strategy work support the further development of university teaching?

With this project, the need for action is to be identified and discussed with stakeholders in the higher
education system to further develop framework conditions (in terms of structures and processes) for
future-oriented teaching in the context of digitization. The methodical approach is planned in two phases:

Phase 1 (06-09 / 2021): Semi-structured interviews

In the transition between the end of the spring semester and the beginning of the autumn semester 2021,
7 interviews were conducted with experts in higher education institutions in Germany and Switzerland who
hold management positions for teaching and further education or are responsible for university wide
digitization initiatives.

For the selection of the interviewees, it was crucial that the persons in their function are closely involved
in the strategic development of the university and at the same time are well acquainted with the operational
challenges. In addition, attention was paid to a variety of perspectives based on the profile of the university as
well as the people.
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The discussions were analyzed using the “content structuring qualitative method” according to Kuckartz
(2018, p. 97ff which suggests a sequence of deductive and inductive coding. For the first deductive coding, 13
main categories were defined in the three areas of strategy, digitization, processes / roles. In the following,
sub-categories are inductively developed and condensed on the material within the main categories.

Phase 2 (10-12 / 2021): reflection and consolidation in focus groups

In the second phase, the results of the analysis are discussed and deepened with the interview partners as
well as other experts in focus groups (Schultz et al., 2012).

It is also planned to repeat the interviews in the period in January 2022 when the planning of the spring
semester is ongoing in order to trace how the discourse has developed over time. Are there new goals, what
are they? Have expectations been met? What are current discussions? Reflection on decision-making? The
analysis of these discussions is again made available and deepened in focus groups.

4. PRELIMINARY RESULTS AND PERSPECTIVES

Studies show that the measures implemented in the short term during the pandemic enabled higher education
institutions to continue operating (Karapanos, Pelz, Hawlitschek, & Wollersheim, 2021). It is assumed that
these activities are not so much part of a profile-building strategy for higher education development, but rather
focus on digitization itself. In many cases, therefore, established classroom formats are translated one-to-one
into digital courses.

From the observation of the discussions at higher education institutions, it can be assumed that the measures
for implementing digital teaching since the beginning of the pandemic have been less guided by strategies or
aimed at a long-term planning horizon.

Initial results of the analysis of the interview data indicate that the abrupt switch to emergency remote
teaching at universities with elaborate digitization strategies went relatively smoothly. They were able to rely
on an already well-developed technical infrastructure. In addition, universities in which a strategic discourse
on digitization in education had already started were able to build on existing discussions and use established
exchange and support structures and expand them as required.

In all universities in the sample, when switching to emergency remote teaching, reported high agility and
willingness to cooperate within their own institution as well as across universities. With the duration of the
pandemic, however, it also becomes apparent that there is primarily a great learning effect in the use of digital
media. Didactic innovations, which also go hand in hand with a change of attitude, occurred far less. Decisions
regarding digitization in the context of teaching and further education were not made with regard to long-term
strategic perspectives during the pandemic. Rather, it was about keeping teaching operations going.

Under the impressions of the special situation since the beginning of the pandemic, an increased willingness
to change was recorded. Wanting to use this as potential for the further development of university teaching is
a frequently expressed wish. On the other hand, there are concerns about a sudden breakdown in developments
if the framework conditions change. The pandemic situation as well as political decisions have a direct
influence on the structuring options of the actors at the universities. For example, the decision of various federal
states to plan the autumn semester "on campus" deprives university management of arguments to lead teachers
in the direction of future-oriented blended learning concepts.

In retrospect, the adaptability of the actors was formulated as the most impressive insight during the
pandemic. However, the question arises as to how sustainably this radical experience can be translated into
innovation in teaching and learing. In the further analysis, the focus should therefore primarily be on the
question under which conditions a qualitative development can take place and which pedagogical,
technological, organizational, socio-cultural and economic aspects are of particular importance (Seufert
& Euler, 2003).
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