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Higher education in the post-pandemic world: 
prospects for revival and risks for oblivion 

Abstract. Contemporary educational discourse is marked by versatility and inconsistency of viewpoints on the 
post-pandemic future of the higher school. The most widespread are the two approaches to the comprehension 
of the prospects of its development tentatively outlined in the presented article as radically pessimistic and 
unjustifiably optimistic. The proponents of the first approach speak of the «demise» of the neoclassical model 
of university and emergence of the new digital format of lifelong learning based upon mastering the utilitarian 
knowledge by means of local educational courses; the proponents of the second approach are confident in the 
utility of the «natural selection» among the universities and further existence of the institution of higher education 
as a small number of technologically well-equipped and innovation-oriented educational establishments. 
«Veritas in medio est», - state those who criticize both approaches, implying a post-digital hybrid model of the 
higher school which would preserve a culture-generating Concept of the university and simultaneously would 
have fundamentally new institutional characteristics and funding schemes. 
Fragmentation of society and culture, revolutionary changes in the methods of production and information 
transfer, acquisition by social networks of a leading role in the formation of the social consciousness - all this 
combined with the diktat of the developed consumer society and consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which proved to be destructive to the world economy, demands a new educational paradigm free of illusions 
and unreasonable expectations. Whether the institution of the higher education would become an archaism 
and would depart into oblivion or it will be reborn in a variety of novel forms, including the hybrid ones, of 
a university «without walls» and time restrictions? The search for an answer to this question has become 
determinative for the authors of the presented research.
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Вища освіта у постпандемійному світі: перспективи відродження та ризики забуття
Анотація. Сучасний освітній дискурс відзначається різноманітністю і суперечливістю поглядів на 
постпандемійне майбутнє вищої школи. Найбільш поширеними є два підходи до розуміння перспектив 
її розвитку, умовно визначені у цій статті як радикально песимістичний і невиправдано оптимістичний. 
Прибічники першого підходу говорять про «смерть» університету неокласичного зразка і появу нового 
цифрового формату освіти впродовж життя, в основу якої буде покладено освоєння утилітарних знань 
засобами локальних освітніх курсів; другого – упевнені в корисності «природного відбору» серед 
університетів і подальшому існуванні інституту вищої освіти як нечисельної мережі технологічно 
оснащених й інноваційно орієнтованих закладів освіти. «Veritas in medio est», – стверджують критики 
обох підходів, маючи на увазі постцифрову гібридну модель вищої школи, що збереже культуротворчу 
Ідею університету і водночас матиме принципово нові інституціональні характеристики й схеми 
фінансування. 
Фрагментація суспільства й культури, революційні зміни в способах виробництва й трансляції 
інформації, набуття соціальними мережами провідної ролі в формуванні суспільної свідомості – усе 
це в поєднанні з диктатом розвиненого суспільства споживання й нищівними для світової економіки 
наслідками пандемії COVID-19 вимагає нової освітньої парадигми, позбавленої ілюзій і необґрунтованих 
сподівань. Чи перетвориться інститут вищої освіти на архаїзм і піде в небуття, чи відродиться в 
різноманітті новітніх, у тому числі гібридних форм університету «без стін» і часових обмежень? Пошук 
відповіді на це питання став для авторів дослідження визначальним.
Ключові слова: вища освіта; пандемія COVID-19; ідея університету; цифрова нерівність; віртуалізація 
освіти; фінансування вищої школи; суспільство споживання.
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Высшее образование в постпандемийном мире: перспективы возрождения и риски забвения
Аннотация. Современный образовательный дискурс отличается разнообразием и 
противоречивостью взглядов на постпандемийное будущее высшей школы. Наиболее 
распространены два подхода к пониманию перспектив ее развития, условно определяемые в 
этой статье как радикально пессимистический и неоправданно оптимистический. Сторонники 
первого подхода говорят о «смерти» университета неоклассического образца и появлении нового 
цифрового формата образования в течении всей жизни. В его основу будет положен принцип 
освоения утилитарных знаний посредством локальных образовательных курсов. Приверженцы 
второго подхода обосновывают необходимость «естественного отбора» среди университетов 
и дальнейшее существование института высшего образования как немногочисленной сети 
технологически оснащенных, инновационных заведений. «Veritas in medio est», – утверждают 
критики обоих подходов, имея в виду пост-цифровую гибридную модель высшей школы, 
призванную сохранить культуротворческую Идею университета и одновременно воплотить в 
себе принципиально новые институциональные характеристики и схемы финансирования.
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Фрагментация общества и культуры, революционные изменения в способах производства и 
трансляции информации, приобретение социальными сетями ведущей роли в формировании 
общественного сознания – все это, в сочетании с диктатом развитого общества потребления и 
сокрушительными для мировой экономики последствиями пандемии COVID-19, требует новой 
образовательной парадигмы, лишенной иллюзий и необоснованных надежд. Превратится ли 
институт высшего образования в архаизм и уйдет в небытие или возродится в многообразии новых, 
в том числе гибридных форм университета «без стен» и временных ограничений? Поиск ответа на 
этот вопрос стал для авторов исследования определяющим.
Ключевые слова: высшее образование; пандемия COVID-19; идея университета; цифровое 
неравенство; виртуализация образования; финансирование высшей школы; общество потребления. 

1. Introduction
With a rapid spread of the COVID-19 pandemic across the world, the mankind has found it-

self to be living in an already new, altered reality. Personal, social and professional life of people 
has undergone transformations that fundamentally altered the common lifestyle patterns. The 
impact of this global scourge will be felt in its entirety in the next 5-10 years and this affects not 
only the global economy. Concerns arise in relation to transformations in the «subtle worlds» of 
a human being - in his world-view and self-awareness, conceptual and value orientations. Effi-
ciency of  authoritarian regimes and methods to combat the COVID-19 has once again brought 
to the forefront the issue of interrelation between liberal and communitarian directions of social 
development. What is important: the values of an individual or those of a society? Are the human 
rights genuinely indefeasible? Where are the limits to the intervention of the state into personal 
life of an individual? These and other similar issues acquired new meaning in the conditions of 
the pandemic.

According to the theory by the French philosopher Guy Debord (1992) presented in his trea-
tise «The Society of the Spectacle» (French: La Société du Spectacle), to maintain its status the 
capitalism requires only «contented» masses which are ready to turn a blind eye to the chaos 
around them or to become a part of this chaos. «Diffuse spectacle» represents the model of ca-
pitalism, «Concentrated spectacle» - the model of socialism, nonetheless the core of both ideo-
logies is the control over the masses mediated through particular images. Separate individuals 
that are discontented and capable of critical thinking pose a threat to the system which is unable 
to bring them under its control. Fear and powerlessness of a human in the face of the pandemic 
have brought about the actualization of two dominant archetypes of the «collective unconscious», 
substantiated by Debord as far back as in the early 1990s, - the panic one and the skeptical one 
(Debord, 1992). Furthermore, the pandemic has become a trigger for the formation of the new in-
tegrated archetype that combined within itself the bureaucratic and poliсe regulation with the dik-
tat of a developed consumer society.

The education sector, in particular its highest tier, has sustained perhaps the most massive 
blow in this pandemic maelstrom which affected social foundations, relations and patterns of ac-
tivity. According to the data of the international periodical online publication University World News 
in April 2020, when the pandemic had in fact spread across the entire globe, over 3.4 billion peo-
ple in more than 80 countries ended up in isolation, which constituted 43% of the world’s popula-
tion. Higher education institutions during this period were closed down in 170 countries. As a con-
sequence, 90% of the entire number of students in the world (which amounted to 1.7 billion peo-
ple) could not attend universities and other higher education institutions (Nicol & Preece, 2021). 
Measures taken for the social isolation all across the world led to upheavals which the higher edu-
cation system has not experienced since the times of the Second World War.

Currently, higher education institutions attempt to devise optimal patterns for their continued 
functioning. In accordance with two archetypes of the «collective unconscious» referenced above 
two approaches to the understanding of prospects of higher education have taken shape: radi-
cal pessimistic and unjustifiable optimistic. The first entails full «rebooting» of the higher education 
system which would not ever return to its previous mode of operation. Thence the ideologeme of 
the relentless demolition of the old foundations with its meaning best manifested in «The Interna-
tionale» - «we will destroy the whole world of violence to the ground and then…». At the same time, 
even the experts have a relatively vague idea about this «new world» of an entirely digital edu-
cation. The problem is being aggravated by striking disparity between countries in terms of their 
technological and communication capabilities. The proponents of the second viewpoint reiterate 
with optimism the usefulness of the crisis situation with the pandemic which would  consequently 
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cause the «natural selection» to occur and only those universities that would have the most re-
sources for survival - financial, personnel, information and technological - would continue to exist. 
They would eventually become the «key figures» on the global «chess board» of higher education 
as a matter of fact monopolizing the market of educational services. In either case, the public dis-
course with regard to this range of problems represents a certain type of social construction which 
would allow to develop specific «scenarios» of the future of higher education. 

It is suggested within the scope of this article to consider the arguments for and against these 
two approaches and, based upon the available analytical data and common sense, to clarify the 
real condition of the higher education system after a year-long quarantine «submersion» as well 
as to substantiate possible strategies of its further development. 

2. Brief Literature Review
With the onset of the pandemic the demand for the revision and further reformatting of the 

 higher education has increased substantially which found its reflection in numerous research 
studies and public debates. 

For instance, the arguments for the transition of higher education into the digital form and 
transforming it into the network of interconnected virtual educational centers is proposed in their 
studies by Salmi (2020), Taparia (2020). German researcher Dorothea Rüland in her article «Inter-
nationalization, Digitalization, and COVID: A German Perspective» proves that the digitalization of 
the education makes people more independent and flexible while digital changes consist not only 
in the development of technologies but also comprise organizational and systemic development. 
In her appeal to the universities for combining efforts in the development of education programs 
there is a trend towards merging of educational institutions as standalone entities into a unified in-
ternational virtual network. 

Useful for understanding of the second approach, tentatively entitled as unjustifiably optimistic, 
are the works by Metz (2020), Schrager (2020). Of a particular interest for our research was the 
article by Johnstone (2015) «Financing higher education: Worldwide perspectives and policy op-
tions». Even before the pandemic the author emphasized rapidly growing problems of the higher 
school and unstable revenues from state budgets as well as the institutional economy related to it, 
which exerted negatived impact upon the potential of the universities.

A pessimistic outlook on the future of universities in their conventional sense is manifested in 
the studies by Smith (2016); Adams & Hall (2020); Spano (2020); Kroger (2020); Levine & Pelt 
(2021). Specifically, their works dwell upon a significant decrease in the numbers of those willing 
to study in the traditional format. For instance, in 2020 in the US the number of students dwindled 
by 600 thousand as compared to the previous year (Schroeder, 2021). Downsizing of higher edu-
cation institutions with a simultaneous increase of tuition fees at remaining functioning institutions 
has become a general educational trend (Drozdowski, 2020).

An in-depth analysis of the state and prospects of funding of the higher school in the con-
ditions of the pandemic was provided by Arnhold, Ziegele, & Kivistö (2020). New approa-
ches to the improvement of financial health of the system on the whole were provided in the 
works of  Leshanych, Miahkykh, & Shkoda (2018); Marcero (2020); Salmon (2020); Purcell & 
 Lumbreras (2021);  Zimpher (2021). Issues of the quality of education within the context of the 
«inversed» transformation of western and eastern models of the higher education in the contem-
porary globalized world have been studied by Marchenko & Sydorenko (2019).

Overall, within scientific and media discourses of the pandemic period there have formed 
2 conceptual approaches toward the prospects of the classic university education. 

On the one part, due to the impact of economic factors, the higher education sector is down-
sizing which may be most evidently observed in USA. There, since 2016 over 50 higher educa-
tion institutions have ceased to exist or have undergone the merging with other similar insti-
tutions. The cost of education is increasing twice as fast as the overall inflation rate, by 8% on 
ave rage. Alternately stated, the tuition fee is doubled every nine years (Drozdowski, 2021). The 
opinion poll, held by Gallup back in 2017, reaffirms the view of Americans about an excessively 
high cost of the classic higher education which does not guarantee successful employment in 
the contemporary market (Newport & Busteed, 2017). Results of another survey conducted in 
2021 in USA entitled Strada-Gallup Education Survey attest that a considerable share of adults 
gives favorable consideration to studying with online programs without obtaining higher edu-
cation. As an instance, 46% of Americans graduated from the college, while 40%  completed 
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the program  without  obtaining the Bachelor’s degree (Renfrow, 2021). Hence, the traditio-
nal  higher education is ceding its dominance to more affordable and less time-consuming on-
line programs. Educational platforms, which are being actively developed by Udacity, Google, 
 Amazon, Microsoft, IBM and LinkedIn, continue to amass participants who study in such online 
programs (Schroeder, 2021).

On the other part, countries with an established social institution of higher education which 
goes back several centuries - Great Britain, France, Germany and some of other developed 
Euro pean countries - are making herculean effort in order preserve a classic yet a technologi-
cally upgraded university. For this purpose, they introduced flexible national grants and loans 
systems, involving among others the foreign students (Bond, 2018; Louis, 2020). Universities, 
in their turn, establish cooperation within scientific and research domains with leading compa-
nies and corporations which enables them to obtain additional financial inflows. At the same 
time, the luxury of maintaining the system of higher education exceptionally (or mainly) at the 
state’s expense presently cannot be afforded even by the wealthiest of the countries (Arnhold, 
Ziegele, & Kivistö, 2020).

In her research article «The pandemic university is not the hybrid model we need» 
Nørgård, R. T. (2021) reveals the content of the notion «hybrid university» which, in author’s 
opinion, spans a multiplicity of technologies, systems and cultures, thus creating a networked 
ecosystem with no vel hybrid modes of thinking, activity and existence. 

In the course of analysis of the research groundwork in relation to the scope of problems pre-
sented in our study it has been ascertained that in the majority of cases the conceptual content 
and the quintessence of the study are reduced to the constatation of changes in the system and 
the presentation of relatively abstract conclusions in relation to the future of the higher school. 
Therefore, the presented article would comprise an attempt to summarize the disparate views 
by the leading experts in the field of higher education from various countries and to substan-
tiate, upon this foundation, the major trends for its further development.

3. Purpose
To analyze the state and the prospects of the higher education system during and after the 

COVID-19 pandemic, to substantiate the best-case «scenario» for its further development. 

4. Results 

4.1. The first approach. New «digital» life of the classic higher education: utopia or 
the only possible path of development?
Long before the onset of the pandemic the globalization forced the system of higher education 

into upgrading. Virtualization of the educational process was stipulated by the exponential growth 
over the past half of a century of the body of knowledge in the world and facilitation of access to 
this knowledge by means of the Internet. A significant role was also played by growing mobility of 
a modern individual who is confined by no boundaries in his desire for acquiring new knowledge. 
Correspondingly, the higher education in its classic «image» which was based on the concept of 
direct learning and presence of students and professors in the same space-time continuum has 
begun to lose its relevance giving way to the so-called «blended» (in-person and online, in diffe-
rent correlations) learning. However, such transformation has been occurring gradually and pre-
dominantly in wealthy countries, taking into account the necessity for considerable financial in-
vestments into technical and software provisions to ensure educational process in the new format. 
The online education costs significantly higher than its offline counterpart hence not many coun-
tries could afford it, even when partially implemented.

Therefore, when due to the pandemic the only possible way of continuing the educational pro-
cess turned out to be the transition to the distance mode of learning, the problem of underfunding 
of the education sector once again came to the forefront. Even in some of the developed coun-
tries there occurred breakdowns in studies due to technical issues. For instance, according to the 
Council of Europe as of March 2020, at the University of Strasbourg, France 160 students were 
identified as lacking computers and / or having no possibility to connect to the Internet. To help 
solve this issue an Emergency Fund was set up and in under one month EUR 61 000 was raised 
which gave opportunity to purchase computers and distribute them to students in need (Council 
of Europe, 2020). 
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In countries with weak economy, particularly such as Ukraine, the absence of an adequate fun-
ding for educational sector has led to a matter-of-fact downfall of the study process in the higher 
school with the onset of the pandemic. Weak Internet connection or its complete absence, espe-
cially in rural regions situated far from megalopolises, outdated computer equipment, software is-
sues, lack of quality online learning courses - all of this represents a logical outcome of years-long 
disregard for problems of the educational sector by the state. 

Another vulnerability of the system manifested itself in the digital divide in the capacities 
of educational institutions, professors and students both within the country and between dif-
ferent countries. Similarly, the digital competences of many professors and students were in-
sufficiently developed for a full-scale integration into the new information-driven educational 
space. According to Bloomberg Businessweek, even in the American higher educational sec-
tor, which ranks among the most technologically advanced in the world and furthermore pos-
sesses a painful experience of «emergency education» due to the Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 
70% of over 1,5 million educators had never delivered online courses before the onset of the 
pandemic (Hechinger & Lorin, 2020). 

Overall, as the students themselves point out, studying has become far more complicated. 
Apart from financial and technical issues the students faced the difficulties of a psychological na-
ture due to the adaptation to distance learning. According to the European Higher Education Area 
(Student life in the EHEA during the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020) the academic performance de-
creased with those students who did not in their disposal a comfortable place for studying, ade-
quate access to on-line educational materials and the Internet as well as those who did not receive 
any social support after the problems with their mental well-being emerged. Universities began 
establishing special services for psychological assistance which helped students and professors 
to organize their «remote» living space properly. 

The indicated study by EHEA involved the participation of 17116 respondents from 41 coun-
tries among which the largest coverage was reached in Portugal (6652), Romania (3110) and 
Croatia (2029). The majority of respondents - full-time students (92.6%) with only 7.4% repre-
sented by part-time students. Of most concern are the following results of the study: 55.4% of 
the students pointed to difficulties encountered in paying for education and other related ex-
penses; problems in conducting practical classes and seminars were emphasized by 20.23% 
and 15% accordingly (small group discussions, cooperative assignments, discussion panels - all 
of those have become considerably more complicated or even impossible in the online mode); 
the majority of students (89.3%) own a personal computer however only 41% informed that they 
had quality Internet connection; 28.9% of students who work were laid off temporarily, while 
12.2% lost their jobs permanently (this category of respondents expressed doubts about being 
able to continue their edu cation). Over a quarter of the surveyed noted the violation of balance 
between their studies and their leisure due to constant online presence and a virtually round-
the-clock work at the computer which might negatively affect their health. 

Due to glaring evidence of these problems, related to underfunding, level of equipment as well 
as unformed digital competences among students and professors, the barriers of mental nature, 
which have emerged in the professional activity of educators, have been left «out of the picture». 
With the change of the study format, the role of the educator in the educational process under-
goes fundamental changes. It requires a novel thought pattern and organization of activities, an 
entirely new strategy and tactics of interaction with students. Internal resistance to new develop-
ments is a natural phenomenon for education which is considered to be one of the most conser-
vative spheres of human activity. However, the major cause of inertness among the educators, re-
gardless of their national identity and working experience lies, according to authors’ observations, 
not with the necessity to reformat the learning courses from offline to online mode (despite this 
 being a relatively complex technological process) or to master digital skills but with the psycho-
logical barrier of «loss of their own significance» when professors realize the possibility of a com-
plete replaceability of their work with innovative educational technologies. This barrier is related to 
life prospects of educators, that is to say it has a global meaning for them within the framework of 
their own life strategies and plans, their transcendental story. 

Another barrier, this time of a local scale, which prevents the educators from transferring into 
the online mode of work is the fear of loss of control over the situation when due to insufficient 
technical skills they are not able to properly organize a habitual and comfortable classroom at-
mosphere for themselves where they are used to be the key players. 
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The stated barriers were revealed by the authors as a result of observations of the educatio-
nal process of Ukrainian higher education institutions in the conditions of quarantine restrictions. 

Equally important for the classic educational process has always been an emotional contact 
of the professor with students, exchange of «energies» possible only in direct communication. 
Such feedback is vitally important to the educator, it gives the educator not only the informa-
tion about the level of knowledge of students and their internal alignment to be «in tune» with 
the professor but also self-confidence, inspiration, euphoria from the transcendental act of the 
joint search for truth. 

From the standpoint of culturology, processes of communication represent not only a mere 
transfer of information but they stipulate the transmission of energy flows in the form of emotio-
nal warmth, cordial impulse of live and friendship. A peculiarity of cultural communication consists 
in the necessity to establish a well-wishing personal contact and only then to transfer a certain 
amount of information. Only in such sequence an exchange of cultural senses becomes possible. 
Transmitting a certain amount of energy (love, emotional warmth, etc.), we communicate certain 
human essences. In this case love does not only impart warmth, it also teaches. With the loss of 
direct communication between the educator and students in the conditions of distance learning 
during the pandemic the educational process, figuratively speaking, lost its «heart». 

Summarizing the results of our considerations with regard to the prospects of «rebooting» the 
higher education system and its transition to an entirely digital format, an assumption can be made 
about the possibility of ruination of the very institution of higher education. Herein, the problem 
lies not only in the existing disparity between countries in terms of technological and communi-
cation capabilities. It is commonly known that the concept of the classic university is based  upon 
the priority for an individual to acquire in the course of his education not only a certain profession 
but also a particular world-view and mindset. Correspondingly, its primary mission has always lain 
in mastering the advancements in culture, developing the intelligence and spirituality. This know-
ledge, in the view of J. H. Newman, confronts the useful or utilitarian knowledge which is «ex-
pressed in the scientific form leading to a trade or profession» (Newman, 1996). The contempo-
rary world is significantly more pragmatic than the world of the Middle Ages or the Early Modern 
period when the concept of the classic university had been crystallizing. At present, non-utilitarian 
knowledge is losing its value compared to the information that has a practical, utilitarian value and 
serves as the means for obtaining profit. 

«Western university is dead» - such radical statement of the British scholar Ronald Barnett 
grants best reflection of the actual state of things in the sphere of contemporary higher education. 
The business investing into higher education institutions, on the one part, helps them to rid of the 
government’s patronage while, on the other part, becomes the key «ordering party» for producing 
certain knowledge and forces the conditions of their existence upon the higher education institu-
tions. The matrix of «Order» has become determinant for functioning of the institution of the  higher 
education and, as a matter of fact, deprived it of its autonomy (Barnett, 2000а).

The situation with the pandemic has only hastened the «death» of the higher school. Due to the 
impossibility to directly attend the classes in the conditions of the quarantine the students turned 
to numerous online courses not immediately related to any specific educational institutions. As far 
as employers are concerned, at present they are actively taking over the functions of the higher 
school, educating the new staff «on-site» as it was common in the world before the onset of indus-
trialization. Back then an individual started his or her professional life from working as an appren-
tice and obtaining all the necessary skills alongside the mentor.

Hence, in the conditions of the forced virtualization of the education contemporary youth 
would link their future and pin their hopes for a successful career not on a notional Harvard but 
on latest online educational programs. They would most likely be less cost-intensive (than a 
full-fledged university education), broadly available and would be instrumental in forming par-
ticular skills which an employer demands right here and now. Online job-search service Su-
perjob has removed an «education» box from job opening entries clarifying that the absence 
of a certain level of education is no longer a hindrance to searching for a job. Any arguments 
against such an approach smash onto an imaginary «21st century Mount Rushmore» with the 
faces carved into it belonging not to presidents but to such business titans as M. Zuckerberg 
and B. Gates. Both of them dropped out of Harvard two years after entering it - one quit him-
self, another got expelled. Both, nonetheless, got their degrees much later after having already 
become billionaires. 
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Despite having obtained a full bachelor’s degree at the University of Pennsylvania, Elon Musk 
subsequently entered Stanford only for a few short days. Devoting himself to the development 
of the Internet startup he, figuratively speaking, obtained a rocket in the sky instead of a degree. 
Musk states categorically that «university is basically for fun» accepting people even without com-
pleted secondary education to work for Tesla. 

All this together, with consideration for a global economic crisis caused by the pandemic, casts 
doubt on the renaissance of the higher school in the new «digital» dimension.

4.2. The second approach. Crisis as a panacea for the higher education system.
The optimists suggest to regard the COVID-19 crisis as a catalyst for renovation of the  higher 

education system. It is true that the crisis enables to «push off the bottom» which the economy had 
hit, to make a «thrust» upwards and start a new phase in its development with account for mis-
takes made. For instance, the «Exxon Valdez» tanker oil spill in 1989 imparted a new vector of de-
velopment to the energy sector, the financial crisis of 2008 changed the operational principles of 
the banking sector. 

In the view of M. Khamitov, professor at Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, the 
 higher education is experiencing a similar process of transformation due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Experiments with the implementation of distance learning have already been conduc-
ted before, however its «adoption» was progressing very slowly which may be attributed to the 
intrinsic inertness of the educational sector. The pandemic forced the academic community to 
revise traditional organizational patterns of providing educational services since it was neces-
sary to ensure a continuity of the educational process in the conditions when the offline lear-
ning posed a threat to the lives of professors and students. In «peacetime» distance learning 
did not constitute the means for survival of the sector and it was predominantly promoted by 
enthusiasts. Correspondingly, such a mass transition to online study was at the time impossi-
ble (By Kaya, 2020). 

Presently, top-rated universities are actively promoting distance learning courses in such on-
line platforms as Coursera, Futurelearn, LinkedIn Learning where it is possible to find not only se-
parate modules from world-renowned professors but also to attend comprehensive classes with 
subsequently obtaining a Bachelor’s or a Master’s degree within a corresponding term. Top-tier 
educational institutions, same as before, are «keeping the bar high» in respect of requirements to 
prospective applicants who must fully comply with established standards. In 2020, American uni-
versities in their majority cancelled SAT and ACT tests and furthermore began to hold the English 
language exam in a new, more comfortable format. Overall, however, no concessions - neither fi-
nancial, nor academic - were introduced. 

Same as in the previous year, in 2021 the Great Britain has cancelled standardized school tests: 
final scores are given on the basis of the current academic performance. University World News 
emphasizes that such scores came out far higher than the results of exams and 167 thousand pro-
spective students who applied through the UCAS (the Universities and Colleges Admissions Ser-
vice) demonstrated considerably better results than their predecessors in the past years. Conse-
quently, the student admission increased by 5% which confirms the growing competition both for 
local and foreign youth (Nicol & Preece, 2021).

According to the data by CNBC, the number of admission applications to Harvard University in 
2020 reached an all-time record, having increased by 57%. Same applies to Yale University where 
the similar indicator grew by 38%. 

It is known that crisis impacts the weakest elements of the system. In this case they are repre-
sented by small universities with the majority of them being private. Even in the pre-pandemic pe-
riod they were in fact operating without a «safety cushion», without adequate technological equip-
ment support and with complete dependence on the tuition fees coming primarily from foreign 
students. The hardest «hit» by the pandemic was experienced by low-income students, higher 
edu cation institutions of developing countries and the poorest countries where material and tech-
nical as well as methodological and training resources were unsuited or poorly prepared for tran-
sition to the online mode of functioning. It is only natural that all countries without exception raised 
the question at the state level with regard to the financial capacity of higher education institutions 
as well as the scope of affordability of such «luxury» as the higher education. 

It may be assumed that the «natural selection» among the universities, when the least self-
sustainable of them cease to exist, would be of benefit to the entire system. That is to say, only 
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those universities that wield powerful material and technical facilities as well as strong human 
resource capacities would remain intact. Namely they would become the worldwide mainstays 
of quality educational services. Taking into account the positioning of the «centers of power» of 
the economic development in the world, these mainstays will be located in USA, China, Japan, 
Great Britain and several wealthy EU countries. Correspondingly, the developing countries and 
least developed countries, in view of the lack of appropriate resource provisions and quality In-
ternet connection, will be unable to provide their citizens with a full-scale access to the  higher 
education. Table 1 incorporates data with regard to the correlation between the indicators of 
the population size, the number of higher educational institutions and availability of the Internet 
connection in the households across the countries (Group 1) with a developed market econo-
my (high income level: > USD 12535); countries with an economy in transition (upper-middle 
income level: USD 4046 - USD 12535) - Group 2; developing countries (lower-middle income 
level: USD 1036 - USD 4045) - Group 3; least developed countries (low income: < USD 1036) - 
Group 4. 

In his article «10 Predictions for Higher Education’s Future», Kroger (2020) points to a high 
probability of the market of educational services to fragment into two segments. A significantly re-
duced network of higher education institutions, which would preserve to a considerable extent the 
features of the classic university, will offer traditional residential education to wealthy or gifted stu-
dents, who will benefit personally and professionally from the obtained educational experience. 
The rest will be studying full- or part-time in online programs and the quality of education there 
will be lower. Graduates of traditional universities will have a major leg up in employment markets, 
which would result in an increased social inequality. Simultaneously, massive competition in the 
market of educational online services is anticipated. In the next 5 years, in Kroger’s view, there will 
emerge no more than 50 major online universities which would be powered by partnerships with 
major Fortune 500 corporations. The others would manage to keep afloat if they are able to carve 
out a specialized niche or possess a strong and enduring brand. Apart from that, there exists a 
risk of cheap educational content to destroy the traditional professoriate just as the cheap content 
once destroyed traditional journalism (Kroger, 2020).

4.3. Financial losses of the higher education due to the pandemic and prospects 
of its recovery from the financial crisis
Transition to online studies enabled universities to avoid the discontinuity of studies and, 

as a matter of fact, their complete standstill. Simultaneously, it did not solve the issue of equi-
valence of the quality of educational services offered in the new, distance mode and the costs 
which the students or their donors / contributors had to pay for the tuition, in the same way as 
before. For instance, in the spring of 2020 over 260 000 students signed a petition to the  British 

Table 1: 
Correlation between the indicators of the population size, availability of the Internet connection 
in the households and the number of higher educational institutions (HEIs) in the dynamic trend 
of 2019/2021 (according to the level of the economic development)

Source: Total number of HEIs: IAU WHED: https://www.whed.net/home.php
Internet access at home: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=ICT_HH2

https://www.whed.net/home.php
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=ICT_HH2
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 government in a claim to refund a part of their tuition fees. They affirmed that the proposed 
distance education does not match the level of tuition fees established for a regular mode of 
study - GBP 9 250 (USD 11 500). Similar situation developed in South Korea where annual fees 
are far higher than in the leading US universities. As an example, students who were forced to 
pay a USD 60 000 annual fee despite in-class learning having been suspended also called for 
a refund of the part of their fees (UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education, 2020). 
According to the survey conducted that same spring among the MBA students (Master of Busi-
ness Administration) from 20 most prestigious business schools of the country, 43% of those 
surveyed are convinced that with the transition to online classes they are entitled to a refund of 
at least a one-third of the paid tuition fees. They argued that studying in MBA programs tradi-
tionally provides for hands-on sharing of knowledge and projects between the participants with 
the purpose of subsequently developing a professional network. A significant role was also at-
tributed to internships in companies as a practical component of studies (Byrne, 2020). 

In the spring of 2020, the strikes against transition to online learning in higher education took 
place in the Philippines. The key demand of protesters - termination of the contract and refund of 
tuition fees accounting for that the distance education does not represent an equivalent substitute 
for traditional forms of study as well as due to the absence of the needed equipment and access 
to the Internet. In the African continent there occurred similar protest movements initiated by stu-
dent councils. For instance, in Tunisia a student council appealed against the decision of the go-
vernment to introduce online education during the pandemic alleging such actions to be discrimi-
natory and calling for boycott of online education platforms. 

The situation is further aggravated by the fact that large numbers of students have education 
loans which they are forced to continue to repay similarly to rent payments for dormitory accom-
modations regardless of whether they reside in those or not. In individual cases, particularly in 
Great Britain, higher education institutions have rendered a decision to carry forward the already 
paid but in fact unused tuition fees to cover subsequent periods of study. Howe ver, such practice 
is sporadic and no countries around the world have implemented moratorium or officially autho-
rized the suspension of tuition fee payments. Various funds and governmental organizations are 
attempting to secure financial support for students. For instance, in Germany during the summer 
and the winter semesters the Federal Ministry of Education and Research paid EUR 500 monthly 
to all students who encountered financial problems. French students whose income decreased 
due to the pandemic received a one-time payment of EUR 200 from the government. The Insti-
tute of International Education has created the Emergency Student Fund (ESF) to support  foreign 
students: they were able to receive USD 1500 to cover their education-related costs and costs of 
accommodation. Some of higher education institutions of USA and Great Britain reduced tuition 
fees for the period of the pandemic. Similarly, 52 Thai universities and a number of higher schools 
in the UAE cut down their fees for education.  Taking into consideration the  overall economic slow-
down and growing numbers of student petitions, the higher education institutions would increa-
singly resort to such measures. They will be forced to offer scholarships, fix or even reduce tuition 
fees in order to «keep afloat». This proves to be positive from the viewpoint of meritocracy and so-
cial justice however at the same time  inevitably raising the issue of additio nal funding for universi-
ties on the part of the state. Go vernments of Australia, the United Kingdom and USA have already 
committed substantial funds to support their universities. 

However, a general trend for the majority of countries in the world in recent years has become a 
reduction of costs for education, in particular for its highest tier, on the part of the state.

All this has brought about a logical outcome of a deteriorating financial situation among 
 teaching and administrative staff as well as support staff. A significant share of them has lost 
their jobs. Such situation is unlikely to change to the better in the nearest times due to decline in 
the incomes of main donors of the universities - the students, or more precisely the indivi duals 
who provided for the tuition fees (parents, supervisory boards, special charitable funds as well 
as various governmental and non-governmental institutions funded from local budgets). 

Universities are demonstrating diverse levels of viability. The majority of elite universities would 
most likely overcome the crisis without serious consequences owing to substantial financial re-
serves and possibilities to obtain loans on favorable terms. The most alarmingly dangerous si-
tuation will occur with those higher education institutions that remain in the middle to low positions 
in the ranking of top higher schools of the world, specifically those institutions which  traditionally 
 focus primarily on foreign students. According to the Institute for Fiscal Studies, 13 British 
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 universities ended up in the category of the highest risk of bankruptcy - among those are the insti-
tutions which have been manifesting a precarious financial situation since before the onset of the 
pandemic (Waltmann, IFS, 2020). 

In consequence of the pandemic there has occurred a destruction of the global architecture of 
higher education constructed upon the principles of academic mobility and embodied in the net-
work of interrelated international projects which enabled the educational institutions to educate 
young people from all across the world. As a result, even the universities which proved to be the 
most attractive for foreign student applicants, let alone the higher schools of the «second» and 
the «third» tier, have lost the lion’s share of their revenues. For foreign students the situation fur-
ther exacerbated due to the forced return to their home countries for the period of the quaran-
tine which implied additional costs and the loss of direct connection with the providers of educa-
tional services. 

Continuing quarantine measures are already resulting in the unsustainable financial burden for 
a large number of students which, in the conditions of a depressed labor market and an overall de-
crease in the level of incomes, calls into question the possibility of further studies for a conside-
rable share of the student community in general (Sanz, Sáinz, & Capilla, 2020).

Hence, the issue of financial «famine» of the universities caused by the COVID-19 pande mic 
has not been resolved as of yet. The system is forced to change primarily due to the transition 
 into online mode. However, this transition requires significant financial investments to ensure 
high quality of the Internet connection, upgrades of computer hardware and software (the prob-
lem which is particularly acute in the countries with an economy in transition and least deve-
loped countries). Tuition fee for full-time on-campus education established before the pande-
mic apparently does not correlate with the quality and the capabilities of the distance education 
which itself is in the state of testing and evaluation. Numerous legal claims concerning the revi-
sion of tuition fees due to the novel format of study are coming to courts all around the world. For 
instance, after the end of the spring semester of 2020 such claims were received by 50 higher 
schools in the US alone. Among them are Harvard University, Drexel University in Philadelphia, 
Columbia University in New York, the UC Berkeley, the University of Colorado and others. The 
claimants assert that they had no possibility for an adequate study process in isolation and claim 
for compensation. Thus, higher education institutions, with the exception of the most presti-
gious ones, are forced to make concessions and seek compromise in developing their business 
models, for instance the «revenue share» system according to which the student pays his tuition 
after employment, allocating a certain percentage of his salary in the course of several years. 
On the other hand, an online student generates less profit for an educational institution that the 
full-time one. As an instance, the housing on the campus at Harvard university costs USD 17 682 
per year and despite the fact that not all of its 36000 students reside there, the losses along this 
revenue item are quite substantial. Simultaneously, tuition fees for online education (bachelor’s 
and master’s degree studies) presently proposed by many higher schools to the students as an 
alternative to on-campus studying is not lower and sometimes even higher than that stipulated 
for the traditional form of study.

5. Conclusions 
The analysis of the contemporary state of the higher education after a year-long quarantine 

«submersion», represented in the article, provides grounds for the following summarizing.
Higher schools all across the world, even in developed wealthy countries, are suffering from the 

crisis predetermined by mounting contradictions at the profound, paradigmatic level of the social 
consciousness. The very idea of university is in complete discord with the cultural situation that 
has shaped up in the consumer society of the 21st century. Non-utilitarian knowledge and personal 
development that have always been of highest priority for the university education are losing their 
value compared to the information as the means for generating profit. As aptly remarked by Bill 
Readings in his book «The University in Ruins», instead of serving the national culture the universi-
ties are now servicing the corporate capitalism (Readings, 1996). 

Expectations that the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic would lead to the «natural se-
lection» among the universities and would be of benefit to the entire system proved to be vain. 
Higher education’s focus on the so-called «centers of power» - the strongest universities of the 
world - will restrict access to it on the part of the young people from least developed countries that 
don’t have appropriate resource provisions and quality Internet connection. 
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Due the pandemic the destruction of the global architecture of higher education, constructed 
upon the principles of academic mobility, has occurred. Foreign students have always provided for 
a lion’s share of university revenues across an entire world. For the majority of these students the 
quarantine measures have turned out to be an unsustainable financial burden which, in the con-
ditions of a depressed labor market and an overall decrease in the level of incomes, has rendered 
further studies altogether impossible. The measures for financial support of the part of the state 
for both universities and students directly have no systemic nature and are localized predominant-
ly in the developed countries. 

Hence, upon the analysis of the two approaches to the comprehension of the prospects of the 
higher school in the post-pandemic world, tentatively outlined by the authors as radically pessi-
mistic and unjustifiably optimistic, we deem the presented «scenarios» of its further development 
to be the most true-to-life. 

The model of the knowledge economy with its results-based focus will completely replace the 
process-based industrial-age model in the coming decade. Producers and distributors of a new 
educational content will keep on entering the market thus stimulating the competition and the de-
mand, simultaneously pushing the prices lower. They will rely on digital technologies rejecting the 
education with specified time and place; they will propose the educational experience based upon 
competencies and results that would mark its completion not by awarding a degree but by a cer-
tification. Such programs will be more cost-effective and flexible than traditional colleges and uni-
versities which, in their turn, will go through downsizing and closures. Growing demand for con-
tinuing professional education, stipulated by automation, will force producers and distributors of 
the new educational content to work closely together with the labor market and to propose micro-
courses that would be relevant «here and now». Among the instances of such alternative universi-
ties which actively promote the idea of global digitalized knowledge economy among the general 
public is Western Governors University (competency-based online education, absence of time re-
strictions, individual learning pace), Purdue University Global which calls to «save on college tui-
tion» and offers the affordability of higher education under the aegis of a renowned educational in-
stitution; University of the People establishes itself as an altogether free-of-charge online univer-
sity where students pay a symbolic amount for an application (USD 60) and attestation for each 
course (USD 120 - for Bachelor’s programs and USD 240 - for Master’s programs). 

The countries where the government policy and, accordingly, adequate financial flow would be 
directed for preservation and improvement of the institution of the higher education, first and fore-
most, as a culture-generating center of the society, a new model of the higher school of mixed type 
(offline and online) will eventually emerge. Its priorities will be the exchange of cultural implications 
between the subjects of education and development of a student as a Personality. The number of 
such higher school will, unfortunately, be insignificant due to limited demand for independently 
thinking individuals in the developed consumer society. Overall, however, the institution of higher 
education of a neoclassical model is doomed to oblivion. The situation with the pandemic has be-
come a particular trigger for its «demise». In the conditions of the forced virtualization of education 
its priorities will shift from general knowledge towards applied knowledge. The personal develop-
ment of the individual, in its transcendent meaning, will concede to mastering a bulk of useful skills 
required by an employer here and now. Such tasks can then be quite successfully performed by lo-
cal online educational platforms thus bringing a formerly key role of the Educator to naught. 

The education in the post-pandemic worlds will have no «walls», spatial or time restrictions, le-
vel scales and will be regulated in its professional dimension by the demands of the employer, 
while in its personal dimensions - only by the interests and needs of the personality itself which 
would make it maximally individualized. Thus, transfer of cultural implications and professionally 
relevant knowledge, which was formerly a prerogative of a restricted space- time continuum of the 
higher school, would become everyone’s privilege. The question of quality and social relevance of 
such education remains open. 
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