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1. Introduction
The spread of COVID-19 during the first quarter of 
2020 led to a multiphase lockdown in India1. Most of 
the Higher Educational Institutions (HEI) and their 
academic programs either got cancelled or deferred. As 
a result, it hampered the learning of over 320 million 
students in India2,3. It led to an impasse of delayed 
academic processes. Many institutions were on the verge 
of completing their academic processes. In the midst of all 
this, the outbreak of COVID-19 steered the acceleration 
of digital transformation worldwide4,5. Hence an option 
to mitigate the uncertainty of a prolonged stagnation 
was to adopt the digital mode for teaching and learning, 
examination, academic events, governance, and day to 
day administration6,7,8.

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, very few HEIs 
adopted the digital mode for academic or administrative 
purposes. There has been digital initiatives by the 
Government of India like Study Webs of Active Learning 
for Young Aspiring Minds (SWAYAM)a) Massive Open 

Online Courses (MOOC) for students and researchers 
(Swayam Central, 2021)9, b) National Digital Library 
of India (National Digital Library of India, 2021)10, c) 
Shodhganga (electronic repository of thesis), a digital 
initiative for enabling research scholars in India to deposit 
their thesis and also open access to the whole scholarly 
body (Shodhganga : A Reservoir of Indian Theses @ 
INFLIBNET, 2021)11, d) e-GyanKosh (eGyanKosh, 
2021)12, e) Gyandarshan, (Gyandarshan, 2021)13, and f) 
e-Adhyayan (E-PGPathshala, 2021)14. Moreover, a flexible 
education system through open universities has also 
emerged. The Indira Gandhi National Open University 
(IGNOU) and many open universities cater to the broader 
range of learners. Another interesting variant is satellite-
based education offered by management schools like the 
Indian Institute of Management (IIM).  

However, these digital initiatives face constraints like 
course’s quality, insufficient technological infrastructure, 
lack of funds, and geographical factors15. Additionally, 
sudden shift from blackboard to the digital mode on 
a mass scale was abrupt and without proper planning, 
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which created confusion among the students16. There 
was a discernable degree of confusion like, ‘how to teach’, 
‘what to teach’ and ‘when to teach’, among the academia17.

The COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdown has 
impacted the functioning of HEIs in India to a great extent. 
Although a literature review reveals that the mass of HEIs 
faced severe difficulties, particularly in rural areas, a few 
responded to this crisis swiftly in the urban areas, mainly 
through the adoption of digital and online modes18,19,20.
Majority of students in the rural areas, particularly those 
from lower socio-economic strata, faced problems like 
poor network connections, non-availability of laptops/
smartphones, and erratic supply of electricity21,22. These 
concerns are the primary causes of social distress and the 
digital divide in Indian HEIs.

The anxiety due to the pandemic has not only slowed 
the pace of students trying to pursue their careers but 
has also infused a significant level of stress and mental 
disorder among students23,24,25,26. A rise in mental health 
distress has been witnessed among students across HEIs 
in India27,28. The long break that COVID-19 brought along 
with it has led to considerable hindrance for student’s 
academic growth and accomplishments, resulting in low 
self-esteem29,30. The indefinite lockdown has generated 
massive anxiety among students, particularly among 
females31,32. For example, i) there could be a breach of 
privacy, parents could easily snoop into the academic 
involvement at home ii) it is possible that female students 
are victims of domestic violence and sexual harassment 
attacks, and iii) due to the  social distancing, many students 
were not able to travel to their native places or visit their 
relatives at the time of crisis,thereby being compelled to 
face loneliness. Along with loneliness, stress and pressure, 
students have also had to face lack of human touch and 
emotional support because of excessive dependence 
on online learning, thus amplifying their mental health 
breakdown (Hassan, 2020)33, iv) high financial constraints 
faced by low-income families (UNESCO IESALC, 2020). 
Loss of jobs has led individuals to close businesses  
consequently hindering them from providing for their 
children’s college admission fees, suitable electronic 
gadgets for online study etc., adding to their anxiety 
levels. A few cases have resulted in children attempting 
suicide and becoming victims of either child marriage 
or joining their parents venture instead of pursuing their 
education34. The families who were drastically affected by 
the coronavirus,lost their dear ones, leaving behind their 
children had to face the trauma. Consequently, children 

had to drop out or leave their education in the middle 
to support their families, resulting in traumatic grief 
and upheavals in their academic lives. In addition to the 
students, faculty and staff have also had to face high levels 
of stress, which have resulted in anxiety, depression and 
other health-related issues35,36,37.

The digital divide, accompanied with new pedagogy 
challenges and related infrastructure requirements need 
top priority in the HEIs, since the COVID-19 may stay 
for some more time38. Digital technologies are apt to 
substitute the physical environment of classrooms, 
conferences, meetings and the library. The NEP 2020 has 
strongly argued for adapting digital and online systems 
in HEIs National Education Policy 2020 (MHRD, Govt. 
of India, 2020)39. Before COVID-19, HEIs were reluctant 
to use digital alternatives. However, the prevailing 
pandemic circumstances have pushed them from nascent 
to developing stages of digitalisation40. Some HEIs have 
moved to the system of malleable/open distance learning 
education, and it has brought new systems of governance 
in HEIs. Digital-oriented learning processes have emerged 
in HEIs at a considerable scale (Strielkowski, 2020)41. 
Post COVID-19, higher education is likely to orient itself 
towards digital modes of learning, coordination and 
governance.

The literature also indicates that COVID-19 has 
generated various governance challenges for HEIs (Times 
Higher Education, 2021)42. The COVID-19 crisis has 
created an opportunity for leaders and management to take 
swift and vital decisions to ensure the smooth functioning 
of HEIs (Salmi, 2020)43. For instance, safeguarding the 
campus community from the risk of disease spread was 
one of the core challenges. Other significant concerns 
include: a) ensuring the continuation of learning 
through the digital mode, b) dealing with examinations, 
evaluations and submissions of Masters and PhD theses, 
c) counselling needs of the students, d) medical support, 
e) providing remote solutions to the students, and f) 
support to students with teaching material44,45,46.

Given that most of HEIs are residential, they have had 
the additional challenge of taking care of their employees, 
particularly their well-being (Gressman & Peck 2020)47. 
The statutory bodies of HEIs, such as the governing board, 
academic council, finance committee, etc., were held on 
a virtual platform. Several HEIs organised convocations 
on a digital platform for the outgoing graduate students.
Arranging these events required HEIs to work out new 
strategies to coordinate diverse activities and collective 
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action by faculty, staff, students and other institutional 
stakeholders. For example, to ensure uninterrupted IT 
systems, IT staff had to envisage new service delivery 
models (Maqsood et al., 2021)48. During pandemic times, 
regular working hours were substituted by work from home 
that was not subject to any particular time limit. While 
many employees adapted to the change in work hours, 
others tried to learn techniques to cope with this change. 

Babu and Ramaswamy (2021) discuss the issues related 
to higher education going online, particularly in the 
Indian context. They highlight the COVID-19 challenges 
and the digital divide faced by a majority of the HEIs in 
India. They argue that given the diversity of HEIs in, India 
the education system has given a heterogenous response 
to the pandemic. The results reflect the contrast in rural 
versus urban infrastructure. The authors highlight key 
recommendations of the New Education Policy (2020) 
which could benefit online/digital education through 
pilot studies for online education, augmenting digital 
infrastructure, online teaching platforms and tools, 
addressing digital divide, virtual labs, pedagogy and 
evaluation, and blended models of learning. According 
to Chakraborty et al., (2021)49 students were better in 
the physical classrooms than the learning through digital 
modes. It reveals that a majority of students expressed 
their dissatisfaction with online teaching, although some 
were happy with the Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOC) learning system. The authors do highlight that 
students somehow have expressed satisfaction with the 
efforts towards digital learning. The paper argues that 
digital divide has created anxiety among the students. The 
students felt that they learn better in physical classrooms 
(65.9%) and by attending MOOCs (39.9%) than through 
online education. The students, however, felt that the 
professors have improved their online teaching skills 
since the beginning of the pandemic (68.1%) and online 
education is useful right now (77.9%). The students 
appreciated the software and online study materials being 
used to support online education. However, the students 
felt that online education is stressful and affecting their 
health and social life. 

Hassan (2020) finds that digital learning has emerged 
as a key tool to extend online learning to students. HEIs 
across the world including India, have moved to digital 
learning. Due to poor technological infrastructure and 
other constraints, the online mode has brought a major 
part of the country into a digital divide, more so in the 
rural areas, resulting in frustration, confusion and stress 

among students and parents. Providing online access 
to students at all levels has also been a huge challenge 
for educational institutions and regulators. The author 
argues that going forward, it is extremely important to 
understand the priorities of students and the challenges 
that they are confronting. According to Bordoloi et al., 
(2021), the concept of “one-size-fits-all” may not work in 
a country like India, where the challenges are humongous.  
Although developed countries may find it possible to 
impart online learning through the digital mode, the 
same may have many limitations in the Indian context 
where the digital divide between the rich and the poor, 
urban and the rural cannot be ignored.  

Garg (2020) argues that the COVID-19 has had serious 
impacts on the HEIs in the country50. To begin with, it 
was a challenge for all concerned to understand how to 
proceed with the sudden online learning programme, in 
the absence of requisite digital infrastructure and related 
systems, which was the case in a majority of educational 
institutions in the country. Based on field studies in 
Ehiopia and India, Kummitha et al., (2020)51 report that 
most of HEIs are not equipped to provide digital teaching 
and learning activities to the students. The digital divide 
has been a major source of concern among institutions, 
the academia and students. 

Rashid & Yadav, (2020) discuss the impact of Covid-
19 on higher education, particularly the sudden closure of 
campuses and the adaptation of online systems to deliver 
classes52. The move has seriously affected students in terms 
of affordability and accessibility alongwith requiring 
educators’ training in digital technology. E-learning 
platforms and the role of the virtual environment in the 
current scenario may just become an integral part of 
the post-pandemic world’s higher education system. In 
a similar vein, Strielkowski (2020) points out how the 
digital revolution in academia has taken centre stage 
owing to Covid-19. Otherwise, it would have taken many 
years for HEIs to implement and adopt such technology 
bases teaching-learning practices. Mittal (2020) highlights 
the impact of Covid-19 on the Indian higher education 
system in terms of admissions, classes, and placements. 
The paper shows evidence of a marked digital divide. 
The digital divide has created discrimination between 
urban and rural students, while  there are few instances of 
HEIs setting examples of adapting to the situation. Their 
adaptation to the crisis reflects in their adoption of digital 
modes of learning and delivery systems (Jena, 2020)53. 
Aristovnik et al., (2020)54 discusses the impact of COVID-
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19 on aspects of students’ lives globally pertaining to the 
beginning phase of 2020. The study argues that most 
students have been satisfied with the support provided by 
teaching staff and their universities during the worldwide 
lockdown as well as the transition to online learning. 
However, the students espressed concerned about issues 
pertaining to their future professional careers and studies 
as well as said that they experienced boredom, anxiety, 
and frustration. 

According to Pandit (2021)55, the hybrid model would 
be there in higher education institutions as we progress. 
Indeed the online programs cannot replace physical 
campuses. “Students learn from teachers, learn from their 
batchmates and seniors through actual interaction. They 
also learn from students from other subjects by being 
present in the library, cafeteria, etc. So, while virtual 
teaching may extend the reach of only one source of 
learning, it compromises on the advantages of physical 
campus”. Other extracurricular activities also play an 
essential role in the overall development of students. 
Full-time digital learning may be seen as an interim 
arrangement to mitigate the loss due to COVID-19 rather 
than an ideal system.

There are total 1043 university equivalent Institutions 
in India, including 48 Central Universities, 386 State 
Public Universities, 327 State Private Universities, 126 
Deemed to be Universities, and 14 Open Universities 
(AISHE 2019-20)56. Universities include a) Central 
University: established by an Act in the Parliament of 
India  b) State University: established by an Act in the 
State Legislature c) Deemed to be University: HEIs 
accorded the status of a university. They are authorised 
to award their own degrees, and d) Institutes of National 
Importance: reputable HEIs established by the Act of 
Parliament of India (Ministry of Education, 2021).

The Distance Education System began in India in 
1962. There is one Central Open University, fourteen 
Open State Universities, and 1 State Private Open 
University. There are 110 Dual-mode Universities, which 
offer campus and distance education (AISHE, 2019-20)56. 
In 1991, the Distance Education Council (DEC) was 
established to coordinate and promote India’s open and 
distance learning system. The open and distance education 
system’s regulatory aspect is with the University Grants 
Commission (UGC). The UGC is the apex regulatory and 
funding body for the Universities in India.

In this context, we conducted in-depth interviews with 
the core stakeholders of diverse sets of higher education 

institutions of India to understand a) the management of 
the overall functioning of HEI during the COVID-19 crisis 
and, b) the transformation of HEI from a conventional 
system to digital systems. As it was impossible to meet 
the individuals personally due to the ongoing pandemic, 
in-depth web interviews were conducted during 
September–December, 2020. Previous studies have not 
focused on the perception of the principal stakeholders of 
the HEIs regarding the impact of the COVID-19, which 
makes the study stand out.

2. Methodology
Qualitative research methods were used to study how 
HEIs have dealt with India’s COVID-19 challenges and 
the valuable role digital systems have played. Qualitative 
research is a means for exploring and understanding 
individuals or groups ascribed to a social or human 
problem. The research process involves emerging 
questions and procedures, data typically collected in the 
participant’s setting, data analysis inductively building 
from particulars to general themes, and the researcher 
making interpretations of the meaning of data. The 
qualitative research method was more suitable for the 
study as the data was collected in the natural setting 
(Creswell, 2017)57. The researchers had used thematic 
analysis to analyse the data. Thematic analysis is one of 
the most common forms of analysis within qualitative 
research. It emphasises identifying, analysing and 
interpreting patterns of meaning (or “themes”) within 
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006)58. The thematic 
analysis is defined as - ‘analysis based on identifying 
themes in qualitative material’ (Seale, 2004)59. Thematic 
analysis is an excellent approach to research where one 
is trying to find out something about people’s views, 
opinions, knowledge, experiences or values from a set of 
qualitative data.

Given the pandemic situation and countrywide 
lockdown, it was challenging to collect the data in person. 
It was not possible to interview students and other 
stakeholders due to COVID-19 constraints hence we 
relied on the literature to understand concerns of multiple 
stakeholders, particularly learners. We collected the data 
through semi-structured interviews over the online 
platform from key stakeholders of HEIs. This allowed  the 
participants to share their voices that the researcher used 
and interpreted. The key research questions asked during 
the web-based interviews are provided in Appendix 1.  
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Figure 1 depicts the structure of the data analysis. We 
went through the video interviews several times. The 
transcript was prepared for each interview by using the 
Otter software. We cross-checked the videos and the 
transcript produced by the software and corrected the 
anomalies in the transcript.

Further, we coded the voices of participants which 
includes the process of organising the material into 
chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning 
to information (Rossman & Rallis 1998)60. The coding 
process was used to generate a description of the setting 
or people as well as categories or themes for analysis. Two 
themes emerged from the analysis: Response to COVID-
19 crises and Importance of digital systems during 
COVID-19.

3. Population and Sample
The population of the study includes all the principal 
stakeholders of Higher Education Institutions. Principal 
stakeholders include the Vice-Chancellor/Director 
(Principal Executive Officer), Dean (Functional Head of 
the Academic Affairs), Registrar (Chief Administrative 
Officer) and Faculty members (Teachers) of Selected 
Higher Education Institutions in India. Nineteen HEIs 
were selected by using purposive sampling, covering 22 
participants (Appendix 2). The sampling’s objective was to 
have a representative mix of HEIs, absorbing prominent 
heterogeneities like ownership, size, location and age. The 
saturation in identifying new categories from the voices 
emerged by the 20th interview. However,  we interviewed 
two more participants to explore more voices. The sample 
appears to represent every stratum of HEIs in India, as 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1.  Sample Size of the Higher Education 
Institution

S. No. Higher Education Institutes  Nos.
1 Central University 3
2 State University 5
3 Institute of National Importance 5
4 State Private University 3
5 Deemed University 3

Total 19
Source: AISHE, 2019-20

4. Findings
We started the study with the questions listed in Appendix 
1. Interviews generated two broader themes: a) Response 
to COVID-19 crisis and b) Digital solutions for i) teaching 
ii) examination & evaluation and (iii) administration 
during the COVID-19 crisis. 

Theme 1: Response to Covid-19 crisis
Most of the participants shared experiences about how 
they coped with the COVID-19 crisis through flexible 
governance and institutional systems.  

After the Government announced the nationwide 
lockdown, academic activities in HEIs either got cancelled 
or postponed. HEIs began organising some academic 
activities online as transitioning to the digital mode was 
inevitable. The biggest challenge was to ensure that the 
students, faculty and staff had adequate connectivity and 
digital equipment. It also involved intense coordination 
with the students, faculty and staff. There were some 
instances of letting students continue on the campus 
given travel various constraints. However, a few HEIs 
found it complex to deal with the COVID-19 crisis due to 
their having had lesser engagement with  digital systems 
for academic and administrative processes (Joshi et al., 
2020)61.  

A Vice-Chancellor narrates (VC-1 of a small-size 
HEI):

‘We sent student’s home. We took that initiative 
because it was essential. We also appointed a COVID-19 
Committee based on UGC guidelines. The COVID-19 
Committee had to meet frequently and took decisions on  
on-campus community-related issues’.

The voice reveals that the HEI took quick decisions to 
send students home, which helped students as well as the 
campus community to minimise the spread of the virus 
infection’on the campus. To tackle such an unprecedented 
situation, a majority of HEIs appointed internal COVID-
19/Task Force Committees. Such a Task Force Committee 
assisted the HEIs to take care of campus pandemic related 
issues. HEIs having residential campuses have had to face 
several challenges including provisioning of essential 
services. Such planning helped the HEIs to maintain the 
work force on the campus.

The HEIs had to face several other constraints, such as 
the enforcement of government and municipal orders. A 
participant (VC-2 of a medium-size HEI) said: 
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Familiarising with the collected data

Generating initial codes

Categorising codes

Searching for themes

Reviewing themes

Defining and naming themes

Writing up

Transcribing the data

Initial response, Committee formation, New guidelines, Challenges, Online teaching, Collaboration with the State govt. Resource distribution, Swift response, Digital teaching, 
Remote access, Non-stop cooperation, Resource utilisation, Multi-taskingUsage of social media, Lack of technological awareness, Unlock phase, Awareness generation, 
Engaging in social welfare activities, Alternate teaching pedagogy, New evaluation methods, Challenges in a new pedagogy, Further initiative, Lack of infrastructure, lack 
of technological advancements, Lack of computer literacy, Lack of motivation for digitisation.Increase in efficiency through digitisation, Constrains of digitisation, Pros of 
digitisation’s, Quick access, Swift management Smart classrooms- better exposure, New mode of teaching, Cost effective.

COVID-19 Challenges and Responses:
Initial response, Committee formation, New guidelinesChallenges, Collaboration 
with the State govt. Resource distribution, Swift response, Remote accessNon-stop 
cooperation, Resource utilisation, Multi-taskingUsage of social media, Lack of 
technological awareness, Unlock phase, Awareness generation, Engaging in social 
welfare activities, Alternate teaching pedagogy, New evaluation methods, Challenges 
in a new pedagogy, Further initiative

Digitalisation and Online Resources
Lack of infrastructure, lack of technological advancements, Lack of computer 
literacy, Lack of motivation for digitisation, digital teaching, Increase in efficiency 
through digitisation, Constrains of digitisation, Pros of digitisation’s, Quick access, 
Swift management Smart classrooms- better exposure, New mode of teaching, Cost 
effective, digital examination. 

Higher Education Institutions and COVID -19 Digital Systems and initiativesa) digital teaching b) digital examination and (c) digital 
administration during the COVID-19 crisis. 

Response to COVID-19 crisis Importance of digital systems during COVID-19

Figure 1.  Structure of Thematic Analysis.
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‘We had to comply with government guidelines on 
necessary precautions’.

The voice reveals that the HEI ensured the fulfillment 
of all government and local municipal guidelines. 

Another critical concern for HEIs has been about 
testing and providing quarantine facilities for their 
internal campus community as well as the general public, 
while complying with mandates of the state. A participant 
(Registrar-2 of a large-size HEI) has shared:

‘We had to share our facilities, such as hostels, vehicles 
and laboratory’. 

Although the literature reveals that a majority of 
the HEIs and students faced problems particularly in 
rural areas, including a digital divide, there have also 
been a few instances of HEIs who could manage the 
smooth transition during the COVID-19 crisis. The 
key stakeholders, particularly that of the HEIs having a 
national presence or located in the metropolitan cities, 
viewed that they took quick decisions to adapt to diverse 
stakeholders’ needs on the campus (Crawford, 2020). 
Therefore, they could oversee the coordination between 
institutional resources and desired outcomes. They also 
had flexible governance, automation, and digital systems, 
which became very convenient during crisis times. One 
participant (VC-3 of a large-size HEI) stated:

‘We moved without losing a single day to online 
classes. There is no dilly-dallying about anything. So, we 
moved the library, clubs and societies online’.

Another participant (VC-4 of a large-size HEI) said:
‘We have never suffered loss of teaching hours and 

everything went on smoothly’.
The participant further elaborated on how  

s/he managed multiple tasks in one go with flexible 
management systems. The participant commented:

‘All the online forms were developed internally by our 
computer centre staff ’.

What matters is leadership, training, support and 
motivation of the employees. Even in a crisis, leadership, 
humility and the willingness to help, plays a major role 
(UNDP, 2020)62. 

Vice Chancellor-5 of a medium-size HEI commented:
‘The moment students reached home, we immediately 

provided them with remote access, particularly to the 
library. Teachers were in regular contact with the students 
through emails and WhatsApp. We provided learning 
material online and coordinated the projects and viva-
voice online’. 

Another participant (VC-6 of a small-size HEI) 
viewed:

‘We have accepted COVID-19 challenges, and could 
handle them well. Initially, total closure was there, but 
then we started online classes gradually. The students 
objected to it. Some students found it expensive to use 
the internet. We assured them that we would meet the 
expenses’. 

The voice reveals that the HEI had challenges 
initially but gradually they were able to overcome all 
the challenges and started moving towards the online 
method of teaching and learning. The literature studied 
clearly reveals that, a majority of HEIs had to face such 
initial challenges to motivate their students and faculty 
to use digital tools. Indeed, there was no time for HEIs 
to provide proper training to their faculty and students.
The participant then shared his/her experience regarding 
the problems in social distancing normson campus. For 
example, the participant highlighted that initially, nobody 
had planned such systems and structures for maintaining 
social distancing norms.  

Another participant (Dean-1 of another large-sized 
HEI) said they had about 5400 (out of 8000) students 
on the campus before the lockdown. It was a massive 
challenge for them to take care of such a large group 
specially the need for human resources to support such 
a large gathering. It was also very difficult to motivate 
the staff to stay back and help. There was some resistance 
initially but with concerted efforts the staff was convinced. 
The participant remarked:

‘We realised that some incentive scheme must be 
there to motivate the employees. So, we contacted our 
alumni for funds. We then provided financial support to 
the needy and also provided additional financial support 
to the faculty and staff ’.

Generous support from the alumni and employees 
helped the HEI to manage and tide over the crisis. 
The voices reveal the complications faced by the HEI. 
The participant further narrated that the HEI had put 
sanitisation equipment all around the campus at various 
places and also ensured social distancing on the campus.

Registrar-3 of a medium-size HEI remarked: 
‘We took the swift decision to send all student’s home. 

We did not delay for even a minute. By the time the 
lockdown happened, our students had safely returned 
home. The next thing was to enforce detailed protocols 
supported by a COVID-19 Task Force’. 
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The voice reveals the swift action taken by the HEI to 
ensure smooth functioning. View of another participant 
(Dean-2 of a large-size HEI):

‘The moment the lockdown was announced, we 
started teaching online. Frankly, we were not prepared. 
Some faculty members could do it effectively, while 
others could not cope with that. They could not make it 
interactive. Some senior faculty found it difficult in the 
beginning’. 

Even though the HEI started online teaching, the 
voice reveals the various complications that the HEI had 
to face. While a few faculty members could manage the 
transition to the digital mode, several others could not 
because of lack of knowledge and training in managing 
digital tools. In particular, the senior faculty found it 
extremely difficult to manage online teaching.  The same 
is true for the students. As a result, such members of the 
faculty and students were forced to adapt to the online 
teaching/learning process under pressure. 

Registrar-4 of a large-size HEI, sounded very confident 
about how HEI dealt with the situation.  

‘Two days back, we opened the Institute making sure 
that only 50% of the staff are present at a time either on 
alternate days or half-day morning half-day after, and 
it depends on people how they will come. We had very 
strong online systems through MOOCs earlier. So, it is 
not a significant difficulty for us. Our servers are very 
powerful’. 

Although very limited HEIs in the country have full-
fledged infrastructure facilities to tackle the COVID-19 
like crisis, there are a few examples particularly in the 
category of Institutions of National Importance like 
IITs who could manage the re-opening of the campuses 
to some extent efficiently. The voice suggested that the 
hybrid model (classroom and virtual) might stay for some 
more time.

Story shared by a participant (Dean-3 of a large-size 
HEI):

‘At the very beginning, in March, just around the time 
when the lockdown was happening, we called the meeting 
of faculty and staff. We organised an event to disseminate 
the information on safety, social distancing, and hygiene.  
The communication was through multiple languages, 
including English, Hindi, and vernacular. It adopted the 
hybrid model ofwork from home and office’. 

Theme 2: Importance of digital systems during 
COVID-19
The second theme that emerged from the in-depth 
interviews is the importance of digital systems during 
COVID-19 and it further brought forth three sub themes. 
i) digital teaching ii) digital examination and (iii) digital 
administration. All the participants expressed the need 
for digital systems and their significance in the future.

i) Digital teaching:
A participant (FM-1 from a large-size HEI) 

commented: 
‘Reforms can be brought out by digitisation. That 

is not happening. It can play a crucial role in reducing 
inefficiency. Now, during COVID-19, teaching will go 
online. We are uncertain about how it will evolve’.  

The above voice indicates that there are HEIs who 
remain unprepared to adapt to changes like digitalisation. 
Systemic changes emanating from competition or 
regulation may likely push them to these changes (Rashid 
& Yadav, 2020).

A participant (Reg-1 of a medium-size HEI) 
commented:

‘We completely stopped the physical teaching and 
resorted to online teaching and evaluation. Since we have 
students are from various regions, there were variety of 
issues while imparting online teaching. For example, some 
students did not have internet connections or laptops etc.’

The voice reveals that some HEIs have students from 
different regions in India. While some regions’ internet 
connectivity was good, it was a challenge in the other 
regions (Singh, 2021)63. The participant also highlighted 
that some of the students did not have gadgets like 
laptops. Indeed several regions, families and students 
were confronted with the digital divide issues. 

Another participant (Dean-3 of a large-size HEI) 
commented:

‘We had set up online learning. It happened a lot more 
effectively than I anticipated’. 

The voice seems to be satisfied with the digital learning 
initiative taken by the HEI.

The Vice Chancellor (VC-7) of a small-size HEI, 
mentioned that four activities formed the core of the work 
in his/her HEI, which included: a. Teaching, b. Research 
c. Research Projects d. Consultancy Projects. S/he further 
remarked:
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‘Of these activities, teaching has suffered the most 
significant setback. Lack of direct student to teacher 
contact has meant that the ‘silent majority’ has not been 
able to keep pace with the bright minority, which does not 
rely on the teacher as much. Also, examination standards 
had to be lowered’.

The participant further elaborated that research 
and research projects work suffered in the initial phase 
of the lockdown particularly from March 2020 to June 
2020 (IAU 2020). After that, research activity recovered 
largely because it was most often done in small teams or 
individually. Simultaneously, consultancy projectshave 
come to a standstill chiefly due to the steep recession.

A participant Vice-Chancellor (VC-9) of a large-size 
HEI commented:

‘Since every department of our University was 
already equipped with Digital and Smart Classrooms, the 
transition to an online mode was accessible. Moreover, 
every department is given the freedom to choose a 
licensed version of an online teaching platform to engage 
the classes online’. 

The voice reveals the preparedness of the HEI towards 
adapting digital systems and its efficient transition to an 
online mode (Mishra, 2021)64. 

Registrar (Reg-3) of a medium-size HEI indicated 
that the moment the students reached home, they realised 
that there is scope for online teaching and learning. 
So, they started online education within fifteen days, 
and completed the semester portions by May 31. The 
participant further commented: 

‘We are upgrading the learning infrastructure. Online 
teaching is possible from any of the classrooms. If faculty 
want to teach from their homes, we provide financial 
resources to buy software and equipment’.

Participant (Dean-4 of a large-size HEI) reflected that 
they realised they already had the IT systems in place, for 
example, they had Microsoft Teams already with them:

‘It was not very challenging for us to go online; I mean, 
platform wise, the challenge was with the pedagogy. What 
you had to do face to face, now you have to do online, 
sitting in a room. We worked hard on that, we provided 
tablets to faculty members and we conducted a week-long 
workshop on pedagogy’. 

Some of their students continued to stay in the 
hostel, while the HEI created a plan to get students back 
to campus if they wanted. They launched a survey to 
determine whether the students had access to the internet 
and space to work. 

ii) Digital examinations & evaluation:
The digital evaluation system is being practiced in a 
majority of the HEIs in the country particularly during 
COVID-19 (Kapasia et al., 2020)65. The advantages of 
online examination could be its accuracy and the capacity 
of delivering fast results. On the other hand, HEIs are 
facing several complications to manage the online 
examination and its feasibility. They are taking enormous 
efforts to detect and stop cheating possibilities by the 
students during the online examinations (Gamage et al., 
2020)66. To this effect, some HEIs have used the online 
proctored examination (OPE) tool to conduct admission 
tests, evaluations and final examinations during the 
lockdown (Raman et al., 2021)67. OPE facilitates the 
proctor to monitor the examination remotely and view 
the student distantly live (Nie et al., 2020)68. The UGC 
had also issued guidelines from time to time for the 
completion of courses, conducting of examinations etc., 
(UGC, 2020)69. 

A participant (FM-1 of a large-size HEI) from HEI 
mentioned that they experimented with new and flexible 
ideas to for evaluation of the students. The participant 
voiced:

‘Some exams happened in the examination hall, and 
some exams were held online. And it is again hybrid model 
that will be adopted for the final exam. They will be taking 
exams from their homes, and it will be a pen and paper 
exam. Then, they will submit answers online. However, 
the online mode may be still possible in metro cities and 
urban areas, but I am concerned about the rural areas’. 

The voice reveals the practice of the hybrid model for 
online teaching as well as internal and final examinations 
of the students in the higher education sector. The 
participant also expressed anguish about the digital 
divide, particularly in remote rural areas. It calls for a 
proactive approach from the government and institutions 
to provide internet connectivity to needy students (Roy & 
Roy, 2021; UNESCO IESALC, 2020)70,3. 

Another participant (Dean-8 of a medium-size HEI) 
remarked:

‘Digitisation has already started with COVID-19. 
We are into online. We conduct classes and assessment 
through the digital mode’.

The participant further elaborated that the HEI could 
conduct doctoral viva voce’s online. The examiner sits 
say at place A, while the candidate is at position B, and 
the guide is at place C. All others attend from different 
locations. 
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iii) Digital administration 
During the pandemic, HEIs have been using blended 

working systems in the administrative functions of 
universities (Anane et al., 2020)71. In some Government-
funded HEIs, there are no vigorous initiatives to 
implement the automation system and the use of ICT 
services. It is possibly due to various constraints, including 
the university employees’ lack of motivation to go digital.  

As stated by a participant (VC-8 from a large-
size HEI) that HEIs are yet to use digital technologies 
appropriately. Some HEIs lag in it. They still rely on paper 
and pen processes. It delays processes. What should have 
been over in a day takes many more days. S/he further 
commented: 

‘Considering COVID-19 and the pandemic situation, 
now we have to become digital as early as possible. And 
that will bring more transparency. Even some people hardly 
know computer operations in my organisation. Many feel 
they are about to retire after one or two or three years. They 
are reluctant to go for the training and feel (अब्बीक्याकरनाहै) 
what we have to do now, and I am going to retire now’.  

The participant highlights the importance of digital 
systems (Jha et al., 2020)72. More importantly, the HEIs 
need to motivate their employees to use existing digital 
systems.

Another participant (Dean-6 from a large-size public 
HEI) stated:

‘Most staff members are not well-versed with digital 
systems. These employees insist on paperwork. It becomes 
another major hindrance’. 

It demonstrates the existence of resistance in 
organisations against the use of digital systems. When 
employees cannot manage the digital systems, it 
becomes challenging for them to work faster to deal 
with challenging times like COVID-19. While HEIs have 
managed without digital systems pre COVID-19 to some 
extent, however there is no choice left for them but to use 
digital systems for education during and post COVID-19. 
Adaptation to digital systems has become a necessity and 
digital tools like Enterprise Resource Planning  (ERP), 
Microsoft Teams, Google Class rooms, Moodle, Zoom, 
Webex, MS teams, Google; Office 365 (word, excel, power 
point, forms, one drive etc., a part and parcel of the 
academia. 

However, a few HEIs have demonstrated their 
ability and efficiency. They have effectively managed the 
COVID-19 situation and embraced the use of digital 
systems efficiently.

A participant (Dean-4 of a large-size private HEI) 
believes that the digital system is going to stay. It may 
work with physical and social spaces. S/he said: 

‘But at the end of the day, you know, COVID-19 will 
go away, and yes, we will reclaim the physical space. For 
example, if things are digitised, people will find an easier 
way to communicate’. 

Such a statement underlines the importance of digital 
systems in HEIs even in the post COVID-19 scenario. 
Moreover, the voice points to a likely fusion of virtual and 
face to face environments in campuses. 

Another participant (Dean-7 of a medium-size HEI) 
described that his/her campus was already a digitally 
governed one. They use an innovative card system to 
run the canteen. This has reduced the turn around time 
significantly. The participant gave some more instances of 
digitalisation. S/he observed:

‘It was routine for about 50 years, and no one even 
thought about it. But now you just flash your card, and you 
don’t have to worry about any currency or coin.  Another 
case, our entrance exams used to be graded by hand and 
proctored in person. People used to go to 26 centres all 
over India, carry heavy boxes of exam papers, sit down in 
a particular University for three hours to wait to bring it 
back on a flight. Now, these things are outsourced to TCS 
(Tata Consultancy Services)to do it electronically’. 

Digital systems have also increased productivity and 
managed scheduling efficiently. Vice Chancellor-1, of a 
small-size HEI) commented:

‘Digital technology has improved efficiency. For 
example, I don’t have to travel much. It has also increased 
productivity. You can simultaneously attend three-four 
conferences a day’.

The voice reveals the benefits of organising and 
attending academic events through the online mode. 
Although organising physical events like conferences, 
workshops etc. has its own benefits, but this has its 
own challenges too which include ensuring physical 
attendance, hassles of the organisation, time and financial 
constraints etc. While organising such academic events 
digitally or online has several benefitsincluding a) one 
could attend multiple events during a day b) save the 
time and hassles of travel c) it encourage much more 
participants and also the quality of participants since 
people can attend from distant places as well as other 
parts of the world d) requires less funding to organise the 
events (Pandit, 2021)55. 
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5. Conclusion
In this research study, we have analysed the voices 
of various significant stakeholders belonging to a 
heterogeneous set of Indian HEIs delving into how they 
use digital systems to cope with the problems that have 
emerged during the COVID-19. The data generated two 
broad themes for study: HEIs response to COVID-19 
and the importance of digital systems during COVID-19. 
The study delineates multiple dimensions of institutional 
responses to the challenges that have arisen in the course 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. It discusses the nature of 
adopting digital systems by HEIs, and narrates diversities 
in practices.‘The pandemic showed us how important it is 
to ensure digital connectivity for all in order to be even a 
basically functional society. Those who could shop online 
could ensure basic needs. Children who could log onto 
the internet studied, while the remaining missed an entire 
year’s education’ (Parikh, 2021)73. Interpreting the voices 
that we have collected as our research effort to contribute 
to the understanding on the subject, we see a clear 
prospect of them supporting and augmenting the usage of 
digital systems in academic and administrative processes. 
However, not all of higher education institutions are 
equally adept at embracing this change. Some are at a 
nascent stage of adaptation, while some are more evolved 
users. A few institutions are at the forefront, thanks to 
their early adoption of digital systems in day-to-day 
functioning. Some institutions that are new to the system 
are likely to progress to the next level of adoption. In a 
country like India, where enrolment in higher education 
is still lower than the desirable level, a creative policy 
that promotes digitalisation could very well emerge as a 
catalyst in facilitating and overcoming constraints like 
distance and affordability. 

The flexible governance systems in HEIs have played 
a significant role during the pandemic crisis, enabling 
them to make quick decisions for smooth functioning. 
Our study and analysis demonstrates that online and 
digital systems have played a crucial role in mitigating 
the damage caused due to the pandemic. While all 
participants in the study narrated experiences regarding 
the different types of digital techniques adopted by various 
HEIs, the converging aspect is the need for up-grading 
digital infrastructure in the future. For example, COVID-
19 has pushed all of them to go wholly digital and operate 
as an Open Distance Learning System. However, some 
narratives refute that theory that the online system can 

ever replace physical campuses. Further, voices converge 
on the possibility of HEIs adapting themselves to a hybrid 
model that consists of both digital and physical systems 
(Muthuprasad et al., 2021)74.  

The voices reported and discussed in this paper reflect 
how academic leadership responds to a crisis. However, 
it does not resonate with the thoughts on resuming 
social and intellectual spaces, which have vanished due 
to pandemic, in the campuses. From the point of view 
of operationality, the digital model got the academic 
systems up and running. The efficiencies emanating 
from it elude some critical questions on the digital divide 
and its ensuing inequalities. While the mode remains a 
technical aspect of operation, whether it substitutes the 
advantages of a socio-physical system of campus teaching 
and learning is doubtful.
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9. Appendix 2. Details of the participants
Participant 
Voice S. no

Code Participant 
Designation

Type of HEI

1 VC-1 Vice-Chancellor Deemed University
2 VC-2 Vice-Chancellor Central University
3 Reg-2 Registrar State University
4 VC-3 Vice-Chancellor State Private University
5 VC-4 Vice-Chancellor Central University
6 VC-5 Vice-Chancellor State University
7 VC-6 Vice-Chancellor State University
8 Dean-1 Dean Institute of National Importance
9 Reg-3 Registrar Institute of National Importance

10 Dean-2 Dean State Private University
11 Reg-4 Registrar Institute of National Importance
12 Dean-3 Dean State Private University
13 FM-1 Faculty Member Central University
14 Reg-1 Registrar Institute of National Importance
15 Dean-3 Dean State Private University
16 VC-7 Vice-Chancellor Deemed University
17 VC-9 Vice-Chancellor State University
18 Reg-3 Registrar Institute of National Importance
19 Dean-4 Dean State Private University
20 FM-1 Faculty Member Central University
21 Dean-8 Dean  Institute of National Importance
22 VC-8 Vice-Chancellor State University
23 Dean-6 Dean State University
24 Dean-4 Dean State Private University
25 Dean-7 Dean Deemed University
26 VC-1 Vice-Chancellor Deemed University
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