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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has caused severe disturbances in the work of hundreds of
millions of people around the world. One of the groups affected is the academic staff at higher
education institutions, whose original business model, i.e., presence teaching, suddenly changed to
online learning. This has, in turn, exacerbated pre-existing problems such as shortage of time, busy
schedules, and challenges to a work-life balance. Since academic staff plays a key role in respect of
teaching and research, often acting as leaders in their fields, it is important to reflect on the influences
of the lockdowns on their work routines. In order to address this research need, this paper reports on
a study that examined the impacts of the lockdowns on the work of academic staff at universities.
Using a bibliometric analysis and investigation of a set of case studies, the study sheds light on
the difficulties encountered and the means deployed to address them. Our study did not identify
a one-size-fits-all response to manage the manifold changes brought on HEIs by the COVID-19
pandemic. Selected arising priorities include creating a culture of educational resilience through a
container of complementary measures.

Keywords: student support; ICT resources; curricula restructuring; online learning; pandemic
impacts; HEIs
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1. Introduction

As of October 2022, the confirmed cases of the COVID-19 pandemic have reached
over 615.310 million and are responsible for more than 6.524 million deaths worldwide [1].
To mitigate the spread of COVID-19, governments around the world have imposed social
distancing measures, lockdowns, and the cessation of personal contact outside immediate
households [2]. Therefore, COVID-19 had a great impact on educational activities. Within
a few weeks, entire education systems, from elementary to higher education, had to com-
pletely change activities towards an online-learning scenario [3]. According to UNESCO,
higher education institutions (HEIs) were closed completely in 185 countries in April 2020,
affecting more than 1000 million learners around the globe [4,5].

Higher education institutions have shifted from face-to-face or blended to fully remote
instruction, termed as Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT), to ensure their students continue
to obtain the required education while shielding them from the spread of the virus. ERT is
described by Hodges et al. [6] as a “temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate
delivery mode due to crisis circumstances”. Suspending standard class-based teaching and
transitioning to fully online instruction dramatically altered students’ lives and disrupted
their psychosocial functioning [7,8]. The hardship that ERT might have imposed combined
with the sudden change in their lifestyles, the attenuation of social interaction, the financial
challenges, and the uncertainty of the future, may have intensified the level of anxiety
among students [9,10].

Hence, one consequence of COVID-19 is that HEIs in many countries directed their
teaching staff to move to teach and learn on online platforms where possible without
delay, and to do so as comprehensively as possible [11]. Since teaching and administrative
staff and students in universities have variable levels of preparedness and experience in
the use of online provisions, both groups have achieved diverse outcomes in making the
necessary transition to online education [12]. For example, there have been difficulties
using online platforms for examinations and quality assurance and monitoring of students
during tests and exams [13]. Furthermore, practical assessments that require the use of
laboratories or involve fieldwork have been unable to continue during this time [14], while
some courses cannot be taught online [15]. Fundamentally, many HEIs, their staff, and
their students lack the infrastructure to rapidly transition to online learning platforms [14].
As the ‘digital divide’ has already been observed, the deployment of online learning is
expected to broaden the learning gap between higher-income and lower-income families.
Further, in developing countries, the provision of online teaching and learning platforms is
hampered because internet access and connectivity have imposed a limitation on access to
education during the pandemic [16]. In addition, in developing countries, the provision of
online teaching and learning platforms has become difficult because access to the internet
has placed restrictions on access to education during the pandemic. At the same time, some
universities have had the relative luxury of access and sufficient IT resources to set up
online support systems and counseling sessions to help staff and students during these
difficult times [14].

Academics are engaged in multiple responsibilities, including teaching, research,
supervision and mentoring, community services, and other collegiate events within and
beyond academia. However, the pandemic has demanded working remotely from home,
which is challenged by the lack of infrastructure to support academic activities, increased
workload, disrupted personal routines, and difficulty balancing work and household
and family duties [17,18]. The lockdowns also meant reduced contact with colleagues
and students, leading to some degree of social distancing, in addition to disruptions
in the work schedule [19]. These challenges can lead to psychological stress on work
performance and losses in productivity and creativity, in addition to risks of anxiety and
depression [20]. According to Omary et al. [21], key frustrations of the academic staff
include being homebound, less productive, and incapable of advancing research. Less time
could be dedicated to undertaking research due to the increased demand to prepare and
deliver online teaching. In a Saudi Arabian university, academic staff struggled to adapt to
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new and untested teaching practices and methodologies, including managing online course
delivery, technical issues, and course assessment formats [22]. In the United Arab Emirates,
a study found that during the COVID-19 lockdown, more than half of academic staff
experienced mild psychological problems such as difficulties concentrating and changes in
sleep patterns [23]. In contrast, Carreri and Dordoni [17] investigated how the pandemic
influenced the work of academic staff in Italy and found that the lockdown provided
them with an opportunity for critical reflection without the arduous schedules of an
academic environment.

Pandemic-related disruptions exacerbated pre-existing challenges faced by academic
staff such as shortage of time, busy schedules, and striking a balance between work and
personal life, which often aggravate inequalities by gender, geographical regions, and
diverse disciplines. Therefore, the present study aims to review a set of case studies on the
influence of the pandemic on the work and personal routines of academic staff and to shed
some light on the challenges encountered and the means of addressing them.

Although there are no pandemic-related lockdowns in most parts of the globe nowa-
days, online education has come to stay, with lasting implications on pedagogy, research,
and the modus operandi of HEIs and the identity of students and teachers. Building
resilience by adequately adapting to the dramatically transformed teaching environment
involving online and blended learning is a long-term strategy critical to the survival of
HEIs. Naidu [24] calls for redesigning and developing policies governing learning and
teaching at HEIs to adapt to the post-COVID learning and teaching context. Effective online
learning and teaching require course redesign and redevelopment, including assessment of
learning outcomes, resources, and technologies. Students and faculty need to be reskilled
and upskilled to adapt to nontraditional learning scenarios, such as in-class discussions,
assessments, peer feedback, and time management. Real targets should be set to facilitate
progress from emergency online delivery to online teaching [25]. Pellegrini et al. [26]
emphasise a new governance model, breaking from the old bureaucratic cultures and
organizational rigidity and fostering resilience and adaptability to the sudden and massive
utilisation of e-learning and a smart working environment. The authors maintain that
capabilities and skills for collaborative problem-solving, critical thinking, and cognitive
flexibility allow students and academics to adapt to new contexts, challenges, and op-
portunities rapidly. Without the strict separation between study time, work time, and
personal life, they can easily transition to the logic of lifelong, daily learning. Zhao and
Watterston [27] opined that curriculum frameworks of HEIs must change to assist students
in developing competencies and capabilities to thrive in the age of information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) and smart machines, and be creative, entrepreneurial, and
globally competent. The curriculum should be developmental, evolving, and personalised,
conforming to students’ unique learning pathways and catering to their social needs and
emotional well-being without being overly constrained. Pedagogy should be authentic,
purposeful, inquiry-based, and student-centred, and instruction delivery should capitalise
on the strengths of both synchronous and asynchronous learning.

Even if pandemic-related lockdowns no longer exist in the majority of the world’s areas,
online education will continue to exist, with long-term implications for education, research,
the operational model of HEIs, and the identities of students and teachers. A long-term
strategy essential to the survival of HEIs is the development of resilience through proper
adaptation to the significantly changed teaching environment including online learning
platforms [28]. Hill and Fitzgerald [29] revealed that the online learning environment in
Ireland presented several difficulties that may have decreased student engagement and
interfered with learning possibilities. The adaptability of learning, such as the ability for
students to learn in comfort and in a convenient place, was among the academics’ list of
advantageous elements of online learning experiences. They also proposed that a hybrid
strategy, with enhanced staff and student participation through interactive activities, may
be beneficial in the future. Research conducted at a dentistry school in the USA revealed
that students preferred recorded live lectures with synchronous follow-up sessions and
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asynchronous pre-recorded lectures over live lectures without recordings. The same survey
found that students believed that innovative uses of technology and flipped classrooms will
enhance their online education [30]. In another similar study conducted in China (a medical
school) the results showed that earlier learning experiences were significantly associated
with students’ appraisal of and happiness with current virtual learning, despite all the
obstacles and problems faced by the students in remote learning [31]. Gonzalez et al. [32]
discovered that the COVID-19 lockdown had a considerable positive impact on student
academic achievement in Spain. According to their findings, this impact was substantial
in areas where the number of assessment activities was increased as well as areas where
the student workload was not changed. They also believe that the COVID-19 lockdown
transformed students’ learning techniques to be more consistent.

Given this background, the purpose of the research is to identify the impact of
COVID-19 lockdowns on working conditions and social isolation imposed on academic
staff and university students of HEIs worldwide. This study contributes to the subjective
experiences of HEI staff and students around the world and their subjective constructs
(perceived level of institutional support or isolation) as a response to forced isolation. In
addition, this study contributes to highlighting the implications of broad policy approaches
for emerging teaching and learning, increasing reliance on social interaction in a particular
online environment, the need to secure technological enfranchisement for all students, and
staff well-being.

To understand how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected a wide range of aspects of
academic staff and students, the following research questions will be answered:

• What are the challenges and difficulties facing academic staff and students during the
COVID-19 lockdown?

• How are academic staff and students dealing with these challenges and difficulties?
• What stressors are affecting academic staff and students during the COVID-19 lockdown?
• What factors might help academic staff and students to overcome the challenges and

difficulties they face during the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. Methods

Two approaches were purposely combined to respond to the research questions: a
quantitative bibliometric analysis to allow for the understanding of knowledge trends in
scientific publications [33,34] and the qualitative analysis of selected case studies to deepen
this understanding in different contexts [35,36].

2.1. Bibliometric Analysis

Since the pandemic began in early 2020 a large body of literature has been published
on various issues related to COVID-19, and the impact of the pandemic on higher education
is no exception. A good way to gain an overall understanding of the structure and thematic
focus of this research area is to use the text-mining features of bibliometric analysis software
tools. VOSviewer is a frequently used software that was used in this study to identify major
thematic focus areas related to the impacts of the pandemic on the work of academic staff
in higher education institutions. The software was developed by Nees Jan van Eck and
Ludo Waltman at Leiden University’s Centre for Science and Technology Studies (CWTSin),
the Netherlands. It is publicly available at: https://www.vosviewer.com/ (accessed on
30 March 2021). We used version 1.6.18 of the software for this study. The objects of
analysis are peer-reviewed publications that are indexed on the Web of Science (WoS).
Other academic databases such as Scopus could also be used. However, we relied on the
WoS for two reasons: first, it is well known for indexing quality peer-reviewed research
related to the topic of this study; second, the input data provided by the WoS is more
compatible with VOSviewer and allows obtaining more accurate outputs. To retrieve
relevant literature, a broad-based search string was designed to include various terms
related to the pandemic, academic staff, and work conditions (see Appendix A). This search
string was developed iteratively to ensure its suitability. To be more specific, we started

https://www.vosviewer.com/


Sustainability 2022, 14, 14105 5 of 19

with an initial search string and checked the retrieved documents to add other potentially
relevant terms to the string. This was repeated until adding new terms did not result
in retrieving new relevant documents. The initial search was done in March 2021 and
returned 1153 articles. After screening the titles and abstracts of these articles to check
their relevance to the study objectives, 420 articles were selected for final inclusion in the
term co-occurrence analysis. The search was updated in July 2022 so that the analysis
could include the most up-to-date literature, and an additional 1043 documents were
included in the study. VOSviewer can be used to conduct various types of bibliometric
analyses, including co-citation analysis, bibliographic coupling, and term co-occurrence
analysis. As we intended to understand major thematic areas related to the impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic on routines of higher education institutions, we only used the term
co-occurrence analysis in this study. For this purpose, we downloaded the ‘Full Record
and Cited References’ of the selected documents to be used as input data in the software.
Results of term co-occurrence analysis in VOSviewer are presented as a network of nodes
and links (see Figure 1). Each node represents a frequently used term and node size is
proportional to the term’s frequency of occurrence. Closely linked terms are clustered
together by the software and the link width is proportional to the strength of the connection
between two words [37]. The clusters are shown in different colors and can be used to
identify topics that have received more attention. Familiarity with the field is necessary to
interpret the outputs of the term co-occurrence analysis. In addition to that, we relied on
papers included in our database to interpret the results. More specifically, we read selected
papers that included the key terms in the titles and abstracts to provide a more accurate
interpretation of the term maps.

2.2. Case Studies

The case studies were collected in a set of partner universities of the Inter-University
Sustainable Development Research Programme (IUSDRP) in developed and developing
countries: Australia, Brazil, Fiji, Germany, Hong Kong (SAR/PRC), India, Italy, Malaysia,
Mexico, South Africa, and the USA. In total, eleven universities or higher education
providers, one from each country, participated in this research. Representatives of these
institutions—professors at the HEIs—received the following questions that guided this
component of the study and submitted their responses for analysis:

1. How did the COVID-19 lockdown impact university activities?
2. How have academic staff coped with the changes? (e.g., general challenges, impacts

on motivation, students’ assessment)
3. Has the university offered training opportunities or other supporting mechanisms to

teaching staff?

The universities were chosen by purposive and convenience sampling—for including
different developing and developed countries and one institution per country, and for
selecting universities where the representatives would have access to the information
needed in data collection, respectively.
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3. Results
3.1. Bibliometric Analysis

Results of the term co-occurrence analysis (Figure 1) show that the literature is mainly
focused on issues related to distance learning and its challenges (red cluster), digital
technologies and their adoption for education and research during the pandemic (green
cluster), and impacts of the pandemic on the health conditions of the academic staff
(yellow cluster).

The red cluster is focused on the widespread use of distance learning during the
pandemic and its associated challenges. The pandemic had major disruptive impacts
on teaching patterns across the world. In response, there was a sudden shift to online
teaching, enabled by web-based platforms [5]. This replacement of physical presence-based
classes, however, has caused difficulties, as not all academic staff had the competency to
effectively use web-based platforms, and training for this purpose required additional time
and effort by universities and faculty members [5,38]. Online teaching has also caused
other problems, such as difficulties in making personal communications and connections
with the students and/or engaging them in class activities [39,40]. In addition, performance
assessment via online platforms has been challenging for many teachers [5,41]. Lack of
access to digital equipment and a stable internet connection has intensified these problems
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in some contexts [39]. As training and physical presence-based teaching is more essential
in some disciplines such as medicine or engineering, they have faced more challenges.

As a result, adaptive measures such as curriculum restructuring have been taken [42,43].
Despite these challenges, as terms in the green cluster show, in some contexts and depending
on the level of preparation and the availability of administrative and technical support, the
pandemic has provided opportunities to develop innovative solutions [44]. These include
online teaching and assessment methods that have led to improved digital literacy, and
enhanced performance and satisfaction of teachers and students [45–48]. Research is a key
term that, although not dominant, is highlighted in the term co-occurrence map. Several
studies have argued that the pandemic has caused challenges in conducting research. This is
particularly the case for those fields that require a physical presence in laboratories. There is
evidence suggesting that in instances where group-based experimental activities are needed
the pandemic has disrupted normal patterns of conducting research and has even resulted
in the suspension of routine research methods and activities [49,50]. As a result, the research
productivity of some groups has been affected [51]. However, efforts have been made to also
use digital technologies to overcome some of these issues and ensure research continuity [52].
Additionally, funding restrictions caused by the pandemic have also made it difficult to
conduct research in some contexts [18].

The term co-occurrence analysis also indicates that the various groups in academia
have faced health problems due to the pandemic (the yellow cluster). Various terms related
to health and well-being (e.g., stress, anxiety, and mental health) are observed in Figure 1.
This indicates that disruptions in normal teaching and research practices have affected
the health and well-being of academic staff due to various reasons such as suddenly
increased family responsibilities and an increase in workload to adapt to the changing
conditions [14,53]. Such pressures have, however, varied depending on the availability of
support mechanisms and various other factors such as age, gender, and the need to care
for young children [51,54]. Also, the availability of support and counselling services and
flexible work policies that allow working from home have been effective in mitigating the
health impacts of the pandemic on academic staff [53,54].

More insights on how stress, anxiety, and mental health are linked to other terms
can be obtained from Figure 2. In addition to their interconnection and relation with
terms such as distance learning, behaviour, depression, and resilience, in all cases, some
differences can be observed. Anxiety has fewer connections outside the yellow cluster
and has a closer connection with gender, as studies have investigated differences across
profiles and the higher impact felt by the female group [55,56]. Academic performance
is also particularly connected with anxiety, as an additional factor that not only students
are worried about, but also teaching staff in terms of the effectiveness of distance learning.
Anxiety is also reported to be the most influential predictor of teachers’ negative emotional
states [57]. Stress was a term with more connections and was closely associated with
resilience and burnout [58,59]. The term has also several connections with the red cluster
(distance learning and associated challenges), as the stress levels were usually reported
as high in the educational sector, especially during the period of online lectures and due
to the changes in the work conditions [60]. Mental health is a slightly more central term
in the co-occurrence analysis and among clusters and has a special connection with the
term public health. In addition to dealing with their own challenges, teaching staff had also
to support students impacted by mental health issues [61]. Depending on the context of
the study, contrasting views can be observed. When compared to students, teaching staff
can be reported as having fewer difficulties with the distance learning approach and the
confinement [62]. On the other hand, they might also have suffered more from stress in
association with deadlines, workloads, and concerns with their families and work [63].
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3.2. Case Studies

As observed in Table 1, the emergence of the new COVID-19 pandemic caused severe
disruptions to the universities participating in this study, including cancellations of face-
to-face instruction, research projects and activities, final exams, seminars, congress and
graduation ceremonies, student mobility, and athletic competitions. The damage from
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these disruptions is incommensurable, yet, whatever the damage is, it was expected that
the pandemic’s outcome would impair human capital development [64]. In trying to
prevent further negative effects, the higher education institutions in this study focused
on implementing innovative online strategies to maintain the substantive functions and
administrative tasks. Without regard to geographical location, universities relied on digital
platforms, Zoom and Microsoft Teams, and other ICT tools to engage in synchronous
and asynchronous online learning, virtual meetings, and practices in labs, among other
activities. Still, the study did not identify a one-size-fits-all response to succeed in shifting
to distance education. In addition to digital instruction, the mental health of university
students was considered a critical factor in building resilience because some of them
experienced multiple daily stressors that might cause emotional distress. Consequently,
universities offered psychological counseling to support and encourage their students to
adapt to the new normal. In general, responses from the participants in this study were in
line with several measures suggested by the UNESCO International Institute for Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean to reestablish academic life during and after
the COVID-19 era [65].

Table 1. Assessed case studies.

University, City, Country
Main Impacts of the
COVID-19 Lockdowns on
University Activities

General Coping Mechanisms
at the University

Training or Other
Supporting Mechanisms
Offered to Teaching Staff

HAW Hamburg,
Hamburg, Germany

Suspension of physical teaching
led to reductions in graduates
and increases in mental
health-related problems, such as
depression, absenteeism, lack of
motivation to attend lectures,
and some cases of
alcohol abuse.

Switch to exams online,
fieldwork changed to
virtual excursions.

Weekly briefings to staff,
intensification of staff training
programmes (e.g., online
teaching, coping with stress,
physical well-being).

College of Charleston,
Charleston, South
Carolina, USA

Cancellation of spring break,
in-person graduation
ceremonies, all campus events,
all study away courses for
spring and summer, and all
classes transitioned to online
platforms, including labs.

The institution’s upper
administration held bi-weekly
virtual town halls for faculty
where questions were able to be
asked. Challenges include
learning online communication
tools and how to deliver
interactive content, teaching
labs online, teaching art-based
classes online, and the inability
to travel to academic
conferences to network.

Virtual town halls offered
updates and faculty and staff
were able to ask upper
administration about
COVID-19 responses and
plans; consistent emails from
IT and Online Learning staff
to faculty on training and
troubleshooting. The
university also invested a
significant amount of financial
and human labour resources
into making the campus
COVID-safe (e.g., cameras in
every class so faculty could do
hybrid courses if needed).

CHC Brisbane,
Brisbane, Australia

Students’ special circumstances
raised the need to identify and
implement tailored adjustments
for many students to allow
them to continue their studies
(e.g., long-term assessment
extensions, adjustments, study
support, etc.).

Practicum placements (certain
human services subjects) were
put on hold by extraneous
organisations, which delayed
the progress of some students.
Attendance requirements in
other subjects were relaxed (in
some instances industry-wide
codes were changed completely)
so that virtual attendance could
legitimately count in lieu of
physical attendance.

Blended learning approaches
were accelerated and the
overall ‘richness’ of online
content significantly
benefitted remote/distance
(online-only) students. Better
distribution of staff workloads
needs to be considered for
long-term sustainability.
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Table 1. Cont.

University, City, Country
Main Impacts of the
COVID-19 Lockdowns on
University Activities

General Coping Mechanisms
at the University

Training or Other
Supporting Mechanisms
Offered to Teaching Staff

University of Sonora
Mexico, Hermosillo,
Sonora, Mexico

As with most national
universities, education moved
from face-to-face to online
courses. The move was as fast
as possible because the
university had in place the
information technology
hardware and software to
support professors and students.
Traditional commencement
ceremonies were canceled, but
they were celebrated online.
Outreach and partnership were
the most affected activities as
the use of online resources has
not been successful.

Classes were changed to an
online platform and outlines
were changed to weight exams
and assignments higher than
other activities. Practices in labs
were changed to theoretical
approaches, but some were
moved for the following
semesters. Professors are more
assertive about the social
conditions of students and
honour the system’s option to
not fail students if they claim to
be affected by COVID-19.

There is a program for
professors and staff that
request help using the online
platform. Online training
related to Microsoft Teams,
Zoom, and other platforms.
There is also a funding
program for professors that
cannot afford to buy
a computer.

The University of Fiji,
Lautoka, Fiji

Staff and students were directed
towards online teaching and
learning. A new online platform
called Top Hat was introduced
to assist in interactive learning
and teaching. All physical
activities such as seminars and
conferences were shifted to
virtual mode. Students faced a
lot of issues with the online
mode of learning due to a lack
of appropriate devices and
internet connectivity and
affordability issues. The
economic effects caused by
COVID-19 adversely affected
families and negatively affected
student learning due to reduced
access to lectures, restriction of
communications with teaching
staff, and reduced motivation
among some students.

Academic staff switched to
online teaching mode and used
various online tools to assist
students. Practical classes were
conducted using virtual
platforms, e.g., Beyond Labz. A
blended mode of learning was
applied when activities
returned to the university. Staff
provided flexibility in terms of
assignment deadlines and
attendance requirements.
Special time slots were
provided for online
consultations. The University
established IT centres in some
towns for underprivileged
students to access computers
and internet services.
Counseling services increased.

The University conducted
face-to-face workshops for
staff to support online
teaching and IT services were
upgraded. Staff was provided
with adequate support from
heads of departments and
senior management teams.

University of South Africa,
Pretoria, South Africa

The university struggled for a
few months to get a large
percentage of staff suitably
equipped to be able to work
effectively from home. In terms
of teaching and learning the
most notable impact was the
transferal of the venue-based
exams conducted at a large
number of venues right across
South Africa to online exams
and buy-in from staff and
students. The university had to
arrange the provision of
sponsored data at very
short notice.

Being an OdeL institution, most
academic staff already worked
in a semi- to fully online mode.
The lockdown had the effect of
accelerating the move toward
teaching fully online since there
was no other option. Staff
shared options and tended to
help each other in this regard,
with the more experienced
online practitioners assisting
and advising newcomers and
less-experienced staff to get on
board. Academics generally feel
that they are working much
harder than before, especially in
terms of an increased
administrative workload, and in
some cases struggle to separate
their work and private lives.

Training opportunities are
provided on an ongoing basis
in several aspects of online
learning, for which staff can
enroll without any cost. Many
teaching staff, however, are
well-versed in the practice of
online learning, and rather
focus on self-styled learning
of new techniques/matters
which they are really
interested in and with which
they want to experiment and
therefore do not wait for or
even attend the official
training sessions, which they
feel are too general in scope.
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Table 1. Cont.

University, City, Country
Main Impacts of the
COVID-19 Lockdowns on
University Activities

General Coping Mechanisms
at the University

Training or Other
Supporting Mechanisms
Offered to Teaching Staff

Universiti Sains Malaysia,
Penang, Malaysia

Teaching/learning and
academic meetings were
conducted online. Physical
classes and practicals were put
to a halt. Students were not
allowed to enter the laboratory
without prior consent. Only
essential services i.e., university
clinic, maintenance services,
and cleaning services were
allowed to operate. All campus
events including conferences,
workshops, sports, and other
programmes were canceled.

All classes had to be conducted
online and all practical classes
were canceled. It posed a great
challenge to the teaching staff
since most of them were not
familiar with online teaching
and learning. Students were
burdened with too many
assignments due to the changes
in the teaching plan. On the
other hand, they were given
some flexibility in handing over
their assignments and online
tests/exams. Internet
connection posed a challenge to
most of the students who were
not on campus and to the
non-essential staff who were
instructed to work from home.

The university conducted
several online courses to
support teaching staff with
online teaching tools. All
academicians and
administrative staff
activated personal teach-
ing/online platforms.

The Hong Kong Institute
of Education for
Sustainable Development,
Hong Kong SAR, PRC

The impact was not constant
and depended on the pandemic
situation in the city. Overall, a
decline in international student
enrolments and in Hong
Kong-based international
conference attendance due to
travel restrictions was observed.
Flexible class, lab, and fieldwork
arrangements (face-to-face,
online, and hybrid) were
applied. The university built
new, and upgraded/retrofitted
old campus structures to meet
strict hygiene and social
distancing standards. Campus
access control measures
were enhanced.

The pandemic affected
individual academics, with
cases at the university ranging
from unique to extreme coping
instances. General coping
mechanisms included
compulsory preventive
measures and compliance with
social distancing rules.

The university offered
non-compulsory training at
the beginning of the
pandemic. Related
departments continued
offering teaching and research
webinars on different aspects
of the pandemic-related
themes and topics.

University of Passo Fundo,
Passo Fundo, Brazil

The university started with
synchronous activities online
and invested in training for
professors to deal with the new
teaching modality (e.g., the use
of technologies, and active
methodologies). New rules
were defined (e.g., regarding
students’ evaluation and
duration of classes) and specific
online tools were made
available to the
academic community.

The teaching staff had to be
more available to the students
using all social media and
online communication options
available. Professors are more
assertive about the social
conditions of students and
flexible in the learning process.

Before the beginning of each
semester, there is a one-week
training for all professors.
During the pandemic, the
university’s training focused
on online discipline planning,
communication and
interaction with students,
health and care during the
pandemic, content creation
and editing strategies,
learning evaluation, planning,
and organisation of online
teaching. The university also
offers a loan program for
professors and students that
do not have a computer.
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Table 1. Cont.

University, City, Country
Main Impacts of the
COVID-19 Lockdowns on
University Activities

General Coping Mechanisms
at the University

Training or Other
Supporting Mechanisms
Offered to Teaching Staff

Pondicherry University,
Union Territory of
Puducherry, India

Physical classes
were suspended,
extension/extra-curricular
activities and social events were
called off; lab, field, and
research works came to a halt;
and staff, teacher, and student
mobility was restricted.

The university enabled virtual
classes for students and
facilitated the use of groups in
an instant messaging app for
students and staff. Regular
updates and circular briefings
about the situation were issued
by the University. ICT-enabled
services were of great support.

Training was provided for
students, scholars, and staff.
Online events (webinars,
conferences, and lecturers)
and examinations
were encouraged.

Politecnico di Torino,
Turin, Italy

Suspension of most live
activities (teaching, laboratory
activity, events, workshops,
exams, administrative activities)

Mixed teaching method, virtual
rooms for reviewing student
work in small groups to support
students, common folders to
exchange documents on the
Campus website; chats on an
instant messaging app for
teachers and students for more
direct communication; online
exams and graduation;
academic community sharing
online teaching and learning
experience on social networks
using the same hashtag.

The university provided
guidelines, IT tools, platforms,
and devices to better manage
their own distance learning.
The Individual Counselling
Service went online to
continue the support to the
PoliTO community for
psychological distress.

Several examples of challenges associated with the move to online learning are re-
vealed by the cases in this study (Table 1), with parallels that can be observed in research
on this topic conducted worldwide (e.g., Russia—Alamazova et al. [66]; Oman—Slimi [67];
Malaysia—Kumaim et al. [68]; Australia—Ayling and Luetz [69]). With the implementa-
tion of online learning, combined with the speed at which it has been conducted during
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the relationship between the readiness of lecturers
to work in this way, and the challenges and opportunities perceived by students in this
regard, becomes evident. For the cases reported in this study, these challenges included
unfamiliarity of staff with online teaching (Universiti Sains Malay-sia, Malaysia), online
communication tools and delivery of interactive content which first had to be mastered
(College of Charleston, USA), reduction or replacement of practical sessions (the University
of Fiji, Fiji; University of Sonora, Mexico; Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia), and an
increased workload and longer time spent on work, including various forms of contact
with students (the University of Passo Fundo, Brazil; University of South Africa, South
Africa). The analyses of the cases reveal several responses to the challenges experienced
with the move to online learning. Many of these are related to providing staff with training
to teach online, although a variety of interventions in this regard can be distinguished.
Some examples include online courses to support staff with the use of online teaching tools
(Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia; University of South Africa, South Africa; University
of Fiji, Fiji), online counseling services for psychological stress (Politecnico di Torino, Italy;
HAW, Germany; CHC Brisbane, Australia), and the provision of ICT resources, or funding
to obtain such (University of Passo Fundo, Brazil; University of Sonora, Mexico).

4. Discussion
4.1. Overview

It is clear that COVID-19 has significantly impacted higher education since the disease
started spreading. In this case, there is clearly a pre-pandemic “business as usual” approach
to operations in higher education and the delivery of content, and a post-pandemic “every-
thing has changed” aspect to higher education. This article does not focus on long-term
trends post-COVID-19, so those will not be addressed in this discussion section. Rather,
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what the research undertaken in this article has found is that there was significant disruption
in the basic operations of higher education, aligned with previous investigations [24,26,27].

One key area, and it could be argued, the key area, as higher education is based on
educating students, was the interaction of faculty with their students. Virtually every
university that went into lockdown had to rapidly transition to online learning. This
required new skill sets for many faculty, especially those who had never taught online
before. This also required the information technology departments/offices of many colleges
and universities to have to procure hardware to assist faculty in teaching remotely, and for
centres of teacher education to offer training to faculty on how to effectively teach online.

COVID-19 brought with it significant emotional, psychological, and mental stress,
with these stresses impacting students, faculty, and staff alike. Many grappled with losing
part-time jobs that paid tuition, or losing hours as a staff member, thus compromising the
ability to pay bills, and a lack of confidence that the 2020–2021 school year would even be
able to run. Many institutions rightfully feared major financial collapse and shutting of
their doors if there would be no incoming freshmen class of 2020–2021 to populate both
residence halls and classrooms. Meanwhile, many graduating seniors had to switch to
online graduation ceremonies, forego internships and study away requirements that were
relaxed to allow them to graduate, and navigate a murky job market as many businesses
froze hiring when COVID-19 first began.

New ways of organising and sharing experiences emerged, where for some faculty
COVID-19 created a context of renewed solidarity. This solidarity was in support of
colleagues dealing with children at home, the mental challenges of navigating online
teaching, lack of confidence in higher administration’s ability to navigate COVID-19’s
impact on the fiscal and physical health of the campus, and foregoing travel for research
and conferences. Tenure and promotion protocols were also often put on hold until
new bylaws could be created that recognised the impact of COVID-19 on research and
teaching evaluations.

Irrefutably, universities upgraded their ICT structure to accommodate online learning
and teaching. Although there were several teething problems, it seems that generally, ICT
has transformed the learning and teaching environment to the extent that ICT literacy
has become an integral part of tertiary teaching and formal qualifications. The level of
interaction between teachers and students also often increased as a result of a sudden shift
in the mode of teaching. But, technological issues, internet connectivity, and lack of proper
devices caused major disruptions to learning and teaching during the initial stages.

4.2. Coping at the Institutional Level

The readiness of universities to change to a partly or completely online modality
was achieved throughout the eleven universities investigated in the case studies. The
effectiveness of this migration had varying degrees of success within the various institutions,
and this seemed to mainly depend on i. the availability of the necessary infrastructure and
ii. the lecturers’ disposition and capacity to quickly adapt.

A framework infrastructure was seemingly present in most institutions, and this
facilitated the migration to the online platform; however, the inadequacy of the current
pedagogical online models in properly tackling the more hands-on aspects of teaching,
including laboratory activity, events, and fieldwork activities, resulted in a disparity of
success between the different disciplines.

The compulsory migration to online classes also brought changes to pedagogical
approaches in teaching and learning. The way professors were obliged to impart education,
evaluate their students, and engage them in the learning process had to adapt to the new
circumstances. The practice classes in labs were canceled, moved to subsequent semesters,
or changed to theoretical approaches. The exams switched to online and the weight of
exams and assignments changed. Some of the support activities for student learning, such
as seminars and conferences, were either canceled or shifted to virtual mode. Finally, the
interactions between professors and students were expanded, with additional mixed teach-
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ing methods, modalities, and tools. All these aspects were highlighted by the universities.
In assessing advantages and challenges, studies pointed out the preference of both teaching
staff and students towards regular classes in a post-pandemic context [25,70,71], which
indicates a need for further investigating how the observed challenges can be overcome to
support online education.

Lecturers were often targeted with courses and training to help them cope with
the migration to online teaching and learning. Nonetheless, an often-overlooked issue
was the provision of training to students, with only Pondicherry University in India
specifically mentioning student training as a support mechanism. Several reasons may
account for this apparent lack of provision, including economic factors, prioritising teacher
and administrative staff training, and perhaps an erroneous belief that students can manage
the needed changes autonomously. The literature also seems to indicate to a larger extent
the need for training for educators, while for students the attention is directed towards
social/contextual disparities, access to technologies, and satisfaction and motivation with
online learning [72–74]. This may be an emerging trend and should be further researched
to understand possible links.

4.3. Coping at the Individual Level

The provision of training in software and online teaching and learning varied from
online webinars (Hong Kong Institute of Education for Sustainable Development) to whole-
week immersive training modules in online pedagogy and related technology (University of
Passo Fundo). Other institutions offered cyclical online courses (University of South Africa,
HAW Hamburg) to train and retrain staff at increasingly higher levels. The training was
mostly delivered to academic staff and to a lesser extent to students. Our case studies
corroborate the findings of Mishra et al. [3], who presented the institutional training offered
to teach staff, especially in terms of transitioning from face-to-face to online classes, and on
how to use the institution’s e-learning platform. While most training and the initiatives
mentioned by our case studies were applied in a context of urgency and a forced and
quick transition to the e-learning environment [28], it is important that these types of
training continue being offered. This would support teaching staff to keep active and up
to date in the technologies, and especially motivated for the digital transformation in the
education sector.

Although the online pedagogic side appears to have been well covered, the developing
mental health issues seemed to be less well provided for. In the majority of case studies,
there is no mention of extra provision and availability of psychologists or counsellors or an
increase in the marketing of such services that institutions provide. In fact, out of the 11 case
studies, only 3 directly mention the improved provision of psychological or counselling
services. The strengthening of such services during the pandemic was perhaps expected
as a reactive mechanism to counter increased psychological stress from the diminished
social interactions and the forced online pedagogic model. Nonetheless, it appears that the
provision of such services was not accorded the same prioritisation around the globe, with
universities from Italy, Germany, and Brazil seemingly ascribing such services the most
importance. These results are aligned with Melnyk et al. [20], which call for HEIs to build
wellness cultures and advance support in terms of mental health assistance for college
faculty and staff. In the context of students, Nurunnabi et al. (2020) [8] also reported that
many of the studied countries (G20) were not addressing issues of mental health in higher
education, and recommended the creation of dedicated units to cover this topic.

4.4. Limitations

This paper has some limitations. Firstly, the case studies presented were derived from
purposive convenience sampling and were prepared during the first half of 2021. They
feature eleven universities or private higher education providers based in Australia, Brazil,
Fiji, Germany, Hong Kong (SAR/PRC), India, Italy, Malaysia, Mexico, South Africa, and
the USA and did not cover other countries.
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Bibliometric analyses have known limitations, which our research design purposely
sought to overcome. The study is subject to associated limitations regarding time, space,
scale, and scope. More specifically, there is a possibility that not all relevant papers on
the topic were considered in our analysis. Studies show that bibliometric analyses are
most reliable after some time has elapsed following the publication of articles that are
to be included in the research, typically two to three years [75]. Given the novelty of
the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of data collection, it was pertinent to combine our
quantitative bibliometric analyses with purposely selected qualitative case studies. Our
approach follows the recommendation of Linnenluecke et al. [76], who suggest it as “a
possible solution to overcome this limitation” (p. 191). Moreover, bibliometric analyses are
most useful if undertaken in tandem with “qualitative methods of evaluation” (p. 191). By
including the selected case studies in our methodological design, our research describes a
diversity of rich and contextualised experiences in a single study.

Despite these limitations, the study provides a welcome addition to the literature,
shedding some light on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on academic activities.
Also, the analysis using WoS-indexed papers offered a profile of the literature available.
Finally, the inclusion of case studies with representation from six continents catered to a
wide range of perspectives.

5. Conclusions

This study explores the global impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the operations of
a sample of HEIs across various geographical regions and offers a rough profile of practices
and processes used during it. This section synthesises the study’s key findings and ends
with a set of forward-facing questions that arise from this global study.

The bibliometric analysis revealed that the literature is mainly focused on issues
related to online learning and the cascading impacts that virtual instruction has had on
the mental health and overall well-being of academic staff. The analysis further showed
that lockdowns and disruptions to teaching and research mainly affected academic staff
through diverse knock-on effects that arose from the need to adapt quickly to uncertain and
changing conditions, including unanticipated family responsibilities, and corresponding
increases in workloads. This comes in addition to the reported pressure of supporting and
motivating students.

In many cases, arising pressures were mitigated by the implementation of flexible
working-from-home policies, improved provisions for online learning, and the provision
of tailored support and online counselling services. There is evidence that despite posing
many challenges, the pandemic also opened opportunities to develop or enhance innovative
online teaching and assessment methods that fostered improved digital literacy, helping to
enhance the performance and satisfaction of both students and lecturers.

The analysis of case studies showed that the COVID-19 pandemic caused diverse
disruptions to the operations of universities via cancellations of face-to-face instruction,
research projects, final exams, graduation ceremonies, student mobility, athletic competi-
tions, and congress/seminars. The negative socioeconomic and psychological damages
caused by these disruptions were significant. In attempts to contain the fallout, universities
implemented a portfolio of responses to maintain routine operations while at the same
time mainstreaming synchronous and asynchronous online learning and virtual meetings.
Importantly, our study did not identify a one-size-fits-all response to manage the manifold
changes brought on HEIs by the COVID-19 pandemic. Selected arising priorities include
creating a culture of educational resilience through a container of complementary mea-
sures that may include (1) implementing counselling services to support and encourage
students and faculty; (2) familiarising and training students and staff to teach and learn
online; (3) expanding the rollout of ICT resources or funding to obtain such; (4) developing
web-based platforms and the competency to effectively operate them; (5) restructuring
curricula to harmonise with fluid contextual realities; (6) cultivating personal communica-
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tions and meaningful connections with and between students; and (7) implementing digital
equipment and infrastructure on the back of stable and reliable internet connectivity.

The impacts of the study are two-fold. Firstly, it provides some important information
on the extent to which the COVID-19 pandemic interfered with the routine of higher
education institutions. Secondly, it identified some weaknesses in teaching practices, which
should be addressed in cases where new virus mutations may make lockdowns needed
again, or in cases of other pandemics which may require social isolation.

Pertinent forward-facing questions include: Will it be a mistake to revert too quickly
to face-to-face instruction as the impacts of the pandemic wane and social distancing re-
quirements are progressively relaxed? Is it conceivable that universities could be missing
out on capitalising on this unique “moment in history” by returning to former pedagogies
without first having fully harnessed and consolidated into established higher education
practice the unprecedented power of online instruction and collaboration? Could univer-
sities be in danger of “squandering” an opportunity to solidify critically important shifts
toward online learning? Could it be a mistake to instinctively hasten back to the primacy
of traditional in-person pedagogy before having earmarked for retention many of the clear
and compelling advantages of virtual formats for generating transformational learning?
These are some of the questions that may be addressed in future studies.
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Appendix A

TS= ((“covid*” OR “coronavirus” OR “pandemic”) AND (“academi*” OR “univer-
sit*”OR “higher education institut*”) AND (“staff” OR “facult*” OR “professor*” OR
“teacher*” OR “lecturer*” OR “postdoc*” OR “scholar*” OR “educator*” OR “researcher*”OR
“research fellow*”) AND (“work” OR “works” OR “life” OR “living” OR “lives” OR “teach*”
OR “research*”)).
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