
CASE STUDY

IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC ON HIGHER EDUCATION 

IN EUROPE

Nina Tomaževič, Lan Umek, Dejan Ravšelj, Aleksander Aristovnik

Ljubljana,
December 2020

/zavod14

@stirinajstZavod 14, zavod za sožitje in napredek
Cankarjeva 4 • 1000 Ljubljana



Supported by Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom

Nina Tomaževič, PhD, is an Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Public Administration, University of 
Ljubljana, Slovenia. She teaches Human Resources Management, Theory of Organization, Management 
in Public Sector, Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development. Her research interests encompass 
management, human resources management, social responsibility and business excellence. She is an 
author of numerous scientific and professional articles, monographs and parts of monographs and has 
actively participated in international and domestic conferences. She is a member of different project 
teams and professional and scientific associations.

Dejan Ravšelj, PhD is a researcher at the Chair of Economics and Public Sector Management, Faculty of 
Public Administration, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia. His research areas are mainly associated with 
Business Economics, with a focus on the state-to-business relationship and consideration of economic 
and accounting issues. He is regularly involved in various domestic and international research projects 
that cover different research areas. He publishes professional and scientific articles and presents them at 
a range of domestic and international professional and scientific conferences.

Lan Umek is assistant professor at Chair of Economics and Public Sector Management where he holds 
practical classes in Basic of statistics, Statistics and Quantitative methods. He obtained Bsc degree in 
applied Mathematics (2005) and PhD degree in Statistics (2011), both from University of Ljubljana. During 
his doctoral studies he worked as a researcher at the Faculty of computer and information sciences. 
His research focusses on development of new algorithms for data mining, subgroup discovery and the 
analysis of dataset with multiple response variables.

Aleksander Aristovnik, PhD, is an executive director of Zavod 14 and a Full Professor at the Department of 
Economics and Public Sector Management at the Faculty of Public Administration, University of Ljubljana, 
Slovenia. His research interests primarily encompass public sector economics and management, public 
finance, macroeconomics and economics of the EU. He has actively participated in around seventy 
international conferences and recently participated as the head or a member of numerous research 
projects financed by the Slovenian Research Agency (SRA).He has also published and reviewed many 
professional and scientific articles in domestic and international (ISI-cited) journals. He recently became 
a member of various international associations and organizations (e.g. EEA, INFER etc.) and served as a 
member of the Slovenian Officials’ Council.

Nina TOMAŽEVIČ

Dejan RAVŠELJ

Lan UMEK

Aleksander ARISTOVNIK



CASE STUDY 3
Table of contents

 1  Introduction

 2  Covid-19 Pandemic in Europe - Spring 2020 
  2.1  About Covid-19 
  2.2  Key changes in European society during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic

 3  Higher Education Systems in Europe During the Covid-19 Pandemic 
  3.1  From onsite to online 
  3.2  Changes in students’ lives due to the pandemic
  3.3  Students’ support during the pandemic
 
 4  Case Studies of Selected Countries
  4.1  Germany
  4.2  Italy
  4.3  Portugal

 5  Higher Education Systems in Europe After the First Wave of the Covid-19 Pandemic
  5.1  Negative consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic
  5.2  Positive consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic
  5.3  What did we learn for Autumn 2020 and later?
  5.4  Higher education in Autumn 2020: three pandemic scenarios

 6  Policy Implications for European Union Member States in Higher Education 
  Sphere During and After the Covid-19 Pandemic

 7  Conclusion

  References

 4

 6
6
7

11
12
15
17

19
19
23
25

29
29
30
31
32

35

38

39



1. Introduction

T he higher education system 
is an important pillar of each 
society’s development. It is 
an optional stage of formal 
learning that occurs after 

completion of secondary education and 
is delivered at universities, academies, 
colleges, seminaries, conservatories, 
institutes of technology, and through 
certain college-level institutions, including 
vocational schools, trade schools, and 
other career colleges that award degrees 
(Wikipedia, 2020). The same is true for 
European continent both in educational 
and research context. The European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) represents 
international collaboration of higher 
education institutions, resulting from the 
political will of 48 countries with different 
political, cultural and academic traditions. 
During the last twenty years these countries 
built an area implementing a common set of 
commitments: structural reforms and shared 
tools while they agreed to and adopted the 
reforms on higher education on the basis 
of common key values, e.g. freedom of 
expression, academic freedom, autonomy 
for institutions, independent student unions, 
free movement of students and staff etc. 
Through this process, countries, institutions 
and other stakeholders of the European area 
continuously adapt their higher education 
systems making them more compatible and 
strengthening their quality. For all these 
countries, the main goal is to increase 
students’ and staff mobility and to facilitate 
employability (EHEA, 2020).

In February 2020 the European higher 
education system was faced with an 
unexpected challenge – a Covid-19 
pandemic. In a period of just a few months, 
the Covid-19 pandemic, caused by the 
novel coronavirus radically changed the 
lives of masses of people, including higher 
education students. Apart from the 
devastating health consequences for those 
directly affected by the virus, the Covid-19 
pandemic holds major implications for the 
way higher education students live and 
work, affecting their physical and mental 
well-being in profound ways (CovidSocLab, 
2020). 

In Europe, the first wave began to spread 
in Spring 2020, and the second in the 
Autumn 2020. At the time of preparation of 
this study, the students of the majority of 
European higher education institutions were 
(again) studying online. In the beginning 
of the Autumn semester there were some 
attempts to introduce a hybrid system of 
teaching and learning, but the intensity of 
the pandemic required the European higher 
education institutions to go online and the 
dorms to close down, except for the most 
vulnerable groups of student and for those, 
working in the healthcare institutions. 
However, at the same time some countries 
conducted the onsite lectures for all 
lower levels of education (e.g. primary and 
secondary schools), some only for primary 
schools and some went completely online 
for all levels of education.
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In order to understand the situation and 
to propose the recommendations for 
improvements in case the situation will be 
similar in the following year or two, the 
main objective of the study is to provide 
the insight into the situation in the following 
areas:

• Definition of Covid-19 and key changes 
in European society during the first wave 
of the Covid-19 pandemic;

• Analysis of the higher education systems 
in Europe during the Covid-19 pandemic;

• Case studies of selected countries;

• Lessons learned after the first wave of 
the Covid-19 pandemic;

• Policy Implications for European Union 
member states in higher education 
sphere.

The main purpose of the study in which the 
state-of-the-art sources in the field of higher 
education in the Covid-19 crisis situation 
in the European Union are examined, is to 
detect best practices and the opportunities 
to improve the abovementioned situation 
in the coming years/semesters. The 
findings of this study are interesting from 
the academic (research and debate) as 
well as from the practical (suggestions for 
improvements) perspective. The research 
is carried out on literature review and 
analysis of the secondary data by different 
stakeholders, e.g. European Commission, 
other international organisations (e.g. WHO, 
UN), governments’ institutions, networks, 
research and educational institutions and 
others.
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2. Covid-19 Pandemic  
in Europe - Spring 2020

2.1	About	Covid-19

Coronavirus disease (Covid-19) is an 
infectious disease caused by a newly 
discovered coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 which 
emerge in China in December 2019. Most 
people infected with that virus experience 
mild to moderate respiratory illness and 
recover without requiring special treatment. 
Older people, and those with underlying 
medical problems like cardiovascular 
disease, diabetes, chronic respiratory 
disease, and cancer are more likely to 
develop serious illness. The coronavirus 
spreads primarily through droplets of 
saliva or discharge from the nose when an 
infected person coughs or sneezes, so it’s 
important that you also practice respiratory 
etiquette (for example, by coughing into 
a flexed elbow). The best way to prevent 
and slow down the transmission is to be 
well informed about the virus, the disease 
it causes and how it spreads. The best 
protection from infection are keeping the 
physical distance, wearing a mask, not 
touching the face, washing the hands and 
using disinfectants (WHO, 2020). 

The Covid-19 symptoms include cough, 
fever or chills, shortness of breath or 
difficulty breathing, muscle or body aches, 
sore throat, chest pain, new loss of taste 
or smell, diarrhea, headache, new fatigue, 
nausea or vomiting and congestion or runny 
nose. Symptoms may appear two to 14 days 
after exposure. Covid-19 can be severe, and 

some cases have caused death. The new 
coronavirus can be spread from person to 
person. It is diagnosed with a laboratory 
test. There is no coronavirus vaccine yet and 
therefore the best way is to prevent it by the 
measures mentioned above (Hopkins, 2020, 
Mayo Clinic, 2020).

Data has shown that the virus that causes 
coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) mainly 
spreads from person to person among those 
in close contact (within about 6 feet, or 2 
meters). The virus spreads by respiratory 
droplets released when someone infected 
with the virus coughs, sneezes or talks. 
These droplets can be inhaled or land in 
the mouth or nose of a person nearby. 
Sometimes the COVID-19 virus can spread 
when a person is exposed to small droplets 
that stay in the air for several minutes or 
hours — called airborne transmission. It’s 
not yet known how common it is for the 
virus to spread this way. It can also spread if 
a person touches a surface with the virus on 
it and then touches his or her mouth, nose 
or eyes, but this isn’t a main way it spreads 
Mayo Clinic, 2020).

In case a person develops symptoms or 
has been exposed to the COVID-19 virus, 
he/she should contact his/her doctor for 
medical advice. If there is a need to go to 
the doctor or hospital, one should call ahead 
so health care providers can take steps to 
ensure that others aren’t exposed. The 
following precautions to avoid spreading 
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the COVID-19 virus are suggested (Mayo 
Clinic, 2020):

• Stay home from work, school and public 
areas, except to get medical care.

• Avoid public transportation, taxis and 
ride-sharing if possible.

• Wear a cloth face mask around other 
people.

• Isolate yourself as much as possible from 
others in your home.

• Use a separate bedroom and bathroom if 
possible.

• Avoid sharing dishes, glasses, bedding 
and other household items.

2.2.	Key	changes	in	European	society	
during	 the	 first	 wave	 of	 the	
Covid-19	pandemic

As of 26 November 2020, 12 530 862 cases 
and 307 125 deaths have been reported in 
the EU/EEA and the UK (ECDC, 2020). The 
EU member states were heavily hit by the 
novel coronavirus in both waves (Spring 

2020 and Autumn 2020 as seen from 
Figure 1). In March and April, the Covid-19 
experience was the worst in France, Spain, 
United Kingdom, and Italy. Part of the 
reason for the second wave in Autumn, 
as experts say, is because the current 
spike in Europe seems to be driven by a 
uniquely European factor: August holidays. 
With new Covid-19 cases ebbing, many 
European nations started reopening their 
borders in mid-June. Travelers began to fly 
south for vacation like they would on any 
nonpandemic-ravaged year. But outbreaks 
bloomed in summer holiday destinations, 
such as the French Riviera, Greece, and 
Croatia. And then those travellers flew 
back to their home countries, where the 
outbreaks had been relatively contained. 
In August, Italian officials said 30 % of new 
cases were due to people who contracted 
the virus abroad. In Germany, officials 
put the figure at nearly 40 %. There were 
numerous reports from destinations like 
the French Riviera and Croatia about 
crowded parties with minimal use of face 
masks (Berger, 2020).

Figure	1: COVID-19 case notification rate per 100 000 in the EU

Source: ECDC, 2020
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At the end of October 2020 Europe was 
definitely in the grip of a second wave of 
the coronavirus pandemic. In the past week, 
countries throughout Europe—including 
Belgium, Croatia, the Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Poland, 
Portugal, Slovakia, UK and Ukraine—have 
all recorded their highest daily caseloads 
since the pandemic started. But two of 
these stood out. As of Oct. 25, Belgium 
and the Czech Republic were reporting 
about 146 and 115 new daily cases per 
100,000 people, respectively, according to 
TIME’s coronavirus tracker, which compiles 
data from Johns Hopkins University. That’s 
dramatically higher than the EU average of 
33 per 100,000. Experts couldn’t point to 
anything specific that has made the Czech 
Republic or Belgium unique among EU 
states in their handling of the pandemic, 
instead attributing the rise in cases to a 
combination of factors, and the relatively 
arbitrary nature by which a virus spreads 
through populations. One of the potential 
factors for the situations in Belgium and 
the Czech Republic is their relatively high 
population densities. “You have to look at 
Belgium as one big city,” says Ranst. “That’s 
why in Brussels, where the population 
density is particularly high, the problem is 
acute.” For every square kilometer of land in 
Belgium there are 377 people; in the Czech 
Republic that number is 137. Compare 
those to the EU average of 112. Pierre Van 
Damme, an epidemiologist in Belgium, said 
the reopening of universities at the end of 
September, in particular, has been a driver 
of transmission in the country. As students 
typically go home on the weekend, “they 
then expose the infection to their parents, 
driving transmissions among the 40 to 
60 plus age group. These are the people 
entering the hospitals,” he said. Jan Pačes, 
a virologist from the Czech Academy of 
Sciences, noted that cases in the Czech 
Republic began to soar shortly after schools 

were reopened on Sept. 1. The rise in new 
infections in September were reported 
mostly among young people, and later it 
has reached higher ages. Within the first 
two weeks of reopening, 144 out of the 
country’s approximately 11,000 schools 
(kindergartens, elementary, secondary, and 
higher vocational schools) reported cases 
of coronavirus, according to official data 
cited in Kafkadesk. An estimated 30 % of 
new infections were caught from people 
mixing in their homes (Roache, 2020).

Experts also say the governments did not 
heed advice from public health officials 
about the need to reintroduce restrictions 
when the number of cases were rising at 
the end of summer and in early autumn. 
Olga Loblova, a Prague-based sociology 
research associate at the University of 
Cambridge, said the Czech government 
dismissed advice from public health 
experts at the end of summer, a move “that 
is now proving inadequate.” At the end of 
August, as new infections began to rise, 
Prime Minister Andrej Babis overruled a 
decision by then-Czech Health Minister 
Adam Vojtech that would have made the 
wearing of face masks mandatory in public 
places and schools. Babis later admitted 
that ignoring the advice may have been a 
mistake, during a press conference on Sept. 
21; the country recorded 1,474 new cases 
that day. In Belgium, some public health 
experts opposed the government’s decision 
to ease coronavirus prevention measures, 
including no longer mandating masks in 
most outdoor places from Sept. 23, when 
the country reported 1,661 new confirmed 
cases. “The most surprising” decision, 
says Van Damme, “offered everyone the 
possibility to have close contact with five 
other people, and these five can change 
every other month. That was really the 
wrong relaxation.” In addition, on Oct. 1, 
the government reduced the period of time 
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people were required to quarantine if they 
were potentially exposed to the virus or 
have tested positive from two weeks to 
one (Roache, 2020).

Implementing adequate testing and tracing 
systems before lifting restrictions was crucial 
to helping stop the spread of coronavirus. 
“That’s basically the answer. But only a few 
countries have done this, like Finland, Taiwan 
and South Korea,” says Martin McKee, a 
professor of European public health at the 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine. Creating an effective test and 
trace system has been a struggle for some 
countries in Europe, including Belgium and 
the Czech Republic (Roache, 2020).

Like many other European countries, 
both Belgium and the Czech Republic 
are now taking restrictive measures to 
stem the spread of the virus and prevent 
their healthcare systems from being 
overwhelmed. In addition to closing 
bars, cafes and restaurants, and banning 

cultural events in some areas, Belgium has 
suspended all non-urgent surgeries for 
a month to free up hospital capacity for 
coronavirus patients. Most schools moved 
to remote learning from Oct. 14, and is 
closing non-essential stores from Oct. 22. 
The country is building capacity to care 
for a massive rise in Covid-19 patients; 
hospitals are cutting other types of care, 
while the government has started building 
a makeshift hospital in the capital Prague 
and has made preliminary agreements with 
bordering Germany that their hospitals 
will take Czech patients. The government 
said that it might impose a full lockdown 
in two weeks depending on the results of 
the current restrictions. However, it may 
be too late to avoid a catastrophic second 
wave. Lockdowns at this stage are, says 
McKee, an “indication of policy failure, 
of not having driven the numbers down 
enough in the first wave and not putting 
in place a well-functioning test and trace 
system” (Roache, 2020).
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In the end of November in majority of the 
EU countries the situation is similar to the 
Belgian and Czech. The EU is mobilising 
all resources available to help member 
states coordinate their national responses, 
and this includes providing objective 
information about the spread of the virus, 
the effective efforts to contain it and 
measures taken to repair the economic and 
social damage brought by the pandemic 
(EU, 2020).

The coronavirus Covid-19 pandemic is an 
unprecedented challenge in today’s fast 
changing world, and we are facing it as a 
global society. Like climate change, it is 
testing our resilience in all sectors of the 
economy and all areas of development—
from public health, social protection and 
governance, to information sharing and 
economic policies. And just as with climate 
change, it will take the efforts of everyone 
working together. The consequences of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, and its threat 
to people and economies, are yet to be 
fully assessed and understood. It will be 
wide-reaching, and our response will need 
complex answers, especially for vulnerable 
communities and social groups; countries 

with fragile economies and underdeveloped 
healthcare systems; communities affect-
ed by conflicts; women, elderly and 
marginalized groups already suffering from 
social stigma. But it also presents us with 
the unprecedented opportunity to rethink 
the development trends that are holding 
us back, improve social and economic eco-
system and harness the best opportunities 
provided by technology and innovation 
(UNDP, 2020).

As COVID-19 continues to spread around 
the world, governments in the EU are facing 
new challenges to keep their communities 
safe. The measures they take to control 
the spread of the virus and protect their 
citizens could have wider economic 
impacts. Faced with a global crisis, it is now 
more important than ever for governments 
and international institutions to work 
together. Throughout the EU, countries 
are facing the same challenges: protecting 
the health and safety of citizens, and 
mitigating the impact on the workforce 
and the economy. Governments need to 
collaborate to exchange best practices and 
help keep the region resilient in the face of 
this unprecedented challenge (PWC, 2020).
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3. Higher Education      
 Systems in Europe 
 During the Covid-19 
 Pandemic 

D ue to their youth students 
are generally not in any of 
the specific groups at risk 
of coronavirus infection. 
However, during the first 

wave of the Covid-19 pandemic students 
experienced dramatic effects and therefore 
huge changes to their everyday lives and, 
perhaps even more alarmingly, to their 

prospects for their immediate and distant 
future. Most countries affected by the 
pandemic were able to slow down the 
spread of the coronavirus with varying 
degrees of success, including by imposing 
drastic measures like banning public events 
and gatherings, workplace closures, stay-at-
home restrictions, restrictions on domestic 
and international transport, testing and 

Figure	2: School closures during the Covid-19 pandemic, 26 November 2020

Source: Our Word in Data, 2020
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content and create more engaging learning 
experiences for students (Ethink, 2020), but 
the situation regarding the novel coronavirus 
has astounded and shocked many experts in 
this field. In the first wave of the Covid-19 
pandemic the European higher education 
institutions, although many of them pretty 
unprepared, went from onsite to online 
completely and almost immediately (in 
March 2020). During the Summer 2020 
the preparations and guidelines for the 
new study year were in some countries 
directed towards completely onsite learning 
or, in case of the further spread of the 
coronavirus, into hybrid learning. But again, 
already in October 2020, the majority of the 
universities went online again. 
 
As reported by the researchers from the 
CovidSocLab (Aristovnik et al., 2020), during 
the first wave of the Covid -19 pandemic 
in Europe, in order to reduce the spread of 
the novel coronavirus, universities around 
the world moved rapidly to transfer various 
courses from onsite to online, with online 

contact tracing, and shutting educational 
institutions down. Physically closing 
educational institutions (schools, universities 
– see Figure 2) proved to be an efficient way 
of minimising the spread of the virus, yet it 
has led to many challenges for both students 
and teachers, but also their families, friends, 
employers, and thus society and the global 
economy. The norms that guide many parts 
of our lives will need to be reformulated in 
detail in the following waves of the pandemic 
and also in the post-pandemic context 
and are likely to result in drastic changes 
to the way in which the future workforce 
is educated (Aristovnik et al., 2020). 
 
 
3.1	From	onsite	to	online

The technological boom that has happened 
across all sectors within the last half-century 
enhanced the development of digital learning 
and training solutions for every phase of 
life. Many education processes were able 
to harness technologies to customize 

Figure	3: From onsite to online lectures in the time of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020
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learning (e-learning) thereby becoming a 
mandatory teaching and learning process 
of educational institutions. In Europe, 86 % 
of students reported that the onsite were 
cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
whereby the most dominant form online 
lectures were videoconferences (see Figure 
3). 

As far as the students’ academic life is 
concerned, the researchers were interested 
in: (1) The availability of different kinds of 
home infrastructure needed to ensure 
efficient study; and (2) the students’ self-
reported computer skills (see Figure 4). 
The results show that 86 % of students 
from Europe had the access to electronic 
equipment, which put Europe alongside 
other developed economies, namely 
North America (94 %) and Oceania (96 %). 
Moreover, a good internet connection as a 
prerequisite for online learning was reported 
by 68 % students from Europe, which was 
similar to North America (71 %) and Oceania 
(70 %). On the other hand, students reported 

that they did not have regular access to 
printers and study materials. Additionally, 
students were asked about their confidence 
in their computer skills. In this context, 53 
% of European students reported that they 
felt confident in using online teaching/
collaboration platforms, which was similar 
to students from South America (49 %) and 
Asia (45 %). Although Africa (25 %) reached 
its lowest level in this respect, however, 
Europe lagged significantly behind North 
America (74 %) and Oceania (82 %).

As regards students’ satisfaction with 
support of teaching and support staff (see 
Figure 5), the results revealed that the 
students, regardless of the continent, were 
the most satisfied with the support of the 
teaching staff; overall, 58 % of students 
were satisfied or very satisfied. The highest 
satisfaction was observed for Oceania (80 
%) and North America (68 %), followed 
by Europe (58 %), South America (56 %) 
and Asia (52 %). On the other hand, the 
lowest satisfaction was observed in Africa 

Figure	4: Academic life in the time of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020
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(33 %). Finally, the students were also 
asked to compare their workload before 
the onsite classes were cancelled with the 
new circumstances after the lockdown. The 
comparison revealed the biggest increases 
in workload in Europe (58 %) and Oceania 
(60 %) and the smallest in Asia (37 %) and 
Africa (35 %) (Aristovnik et al., 2020).

In order to reduce the spread of the novel 
coronavirus, universities around the world 
moved rapidly to transfer various courses 
from onsite to online, with online learning 
(e-learning) thereby becoming a mandatory 
teaching and learning process of educational 
institutions. Teaching online is not simply 
putting learning materials online. Lecturers 
must organise the content and learning 
methods according to the new mode of 
delivery so that students do not feel isolated 
and alone in the learning process. Therefore, 
appropriate knowledge and skills of lecturers 
as well as ICT equipment must be ensured, 
as pointed out by the authors of studies 
in countries where online learning was 

Figure	5: Academic work in the time of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020

still not widespread before the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the abovementioned survey, 
the students were asked about their attitudes 
to different online forms of teaching and 
learning, including their satisfaction with 
the organisation and support of their 
institutions after the cancellation of onsite 
classes due to the physical closure of their 
higher education institution (Aristovnik et 
al., 2020).

On the global level, 86.7 % of students 
reported that the onsite classes had been 
cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Consequently, several different forms of 
online lectures were established. The most 
dominant forms of online lectures were real-
time video conferences (59.4 %), followed by 
asynchronous forms: Sending presentations 
to students (15.2 %), video recording (11.6 
%), and written communication using 
forums and chats (9.1 %). The rarest form 
was audio recording (4.7 %), which is not 
surprising since learning platforms and 
videoconference systems (e.g., Moodle, 
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Zoom, MS Teams, BigBlueButton, etc.) 
are widespread and have been freely 
available for quite some time. On the 
global level, the students were the most 
satisfied with real-time video conferences 
(3.30), followed by video recording (3.26), 
sending presentations (3.10), and written 
communication (3.14), while they were the 
least satisfied with audio recording (2.98). 
The greatest satisfaction with all of the 
presented forms was found in Oceania, 
North America, and Europe (e.g., Malta), 
followed by Asia and South America, while 
students from Africa (e.g., Egypt and South 
Africa) appeared to be the least satisfied 
with the forms of their online lectures 
(except written communication), which 
might be due to the unequally developed 
ICT infrastructure across the continent 
where many higher education institutions 
were unable to deliver lectures online and 
simultaneously many students had limited 
access to the internet (Aristovnik et al., 
2020; European Students’ Union, 2020)

3.2	Changes	in	students’	lives	due	to	
the	pandemic

The above-mentioned quick and radical 
changes in teaching and learning processes 
have produced significant consequences for 
students’ mental health, i.e., feeling specific 
emotions and worries. The analysis of the 
emotions felt by the students showed they 
were frequently feeling bored, anxious, 
and frustrated, but also hopeful and joyful 
(see Figure 6). The highest levels of anxiety 
were detected in South America (Brazil) 
and Oceania. The higher level of anxiety of 
students from the southern hemisphere, e.g., 
from New Zealand and Australia (the same in 
South America, e.g., Argentina, Brazil), may 
be attributed to the fact that the start of 
the pandemic coincided with the beginning 
of the 2020 academic year, whereas in the 
northern hemisphere the academic year 
was nearing its end, i.e., students from the 
southern hemisphere were probably more 
worried about the curriculum delivery and 

Figure	6: Emotional wellbeing in the time of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020
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assessment for the entire study year, not 
only its finish. A similar ranking of continents 
as for anxiety was found for frustration as 
the second-most devastating emotion. On 
the other hand, when analysing positive 
emotions, North America appeared to be 
the continent with the most joyful students 
and Asia with the most hopeful students. In 
order to protect students’ mental health as 
effectively as possible, governments, health 
professionals, higher education institutions, 
student organisations, and NGOs should all 
collaborate intensively on the process of 
designing timely and efficient psychological 
and financial support services for students 
(Aristovnik et al., 2020).

While studying at home, many not only 
being under a lockdown but also in 
isolation or even in quarantine, students 
were (on the global level) ‘most of the time’ 
or ‘all of the time’ worrying about their 

professional career in the future and study 
issues, e.g., lectures, seminars, practical 
work (see Figure 7). They were least 
concerned about traveling abroad and their 
own physical health, which is expected 
for this group of the population. The most 
concerned appeared to be South American 
and African students, while their colleagues 
from Oceania and Europe seemed to lag 
behind (they are more concerned about 
study issues and leisure activities). The 
findings suggest that many challenges 
lie ahead of the current generations of 
students. This means the support measures 
taken by the responsible stakeholders must 
be implemented as soon as possible and 
be as systematic, holistic, and sustainable 
as possible in order to ensure a physically, 
psychologically, and economically safe 
future for young generations (Aristovnik et 
al., 2020).

Figure	7: Personal circumstances in the times of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020
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Students’ mental health during the physical 
cessation of public life depended heavily 
on the level of change in their usual daily 
routine and the social support they were 
receiving during that challenging period 
in time (see Figure 8). During the months 
of closure, students lived in very diverse 
environments and had to run their social 
life differently to before. The survey 
results reveal that students across the 
globe communicated online at least once 
a day with their close family members 
(mainly Asian and European students), 
someone they live with, e.g., a roommate 
(mainly students from Oceania and North 
America), or relied on social networks 
(mainly students from South and North 
America). By maintaining their social 
contacts, students were helping others 
and themselves to maintain their mental 
health in the unprecedented period of 
the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Aristovnik et al., 2020).

3.3	Students’	 support	 during	 the	
pandemic

Post-millennials, or GenZ, have been 
described as the first true digital natives, 
growing up without memory of a time 
before smart phones or social media. So 
when Europe moved into lockdown in 
March 2020, and life moved online, you 
might expect this generation to be the most 
prepared to handle the change. However, 
the ASPIRES research (Watson, 2020) 
suggests that this generation feel they are 
missing out on the “best years” of their 
lives, having been told to stay inside, losing 
access to university campuses, their social 
lives, and job opportunities. In the survey 
many interviewees reported about the 
financial difficulties they were experiencing. 
For instance, university students who 
depended on paid work during holidays or 
term-time to support their living costs had 
been particularly hard hit. Many of them 

Figure	8: Social life in the time of Covid-19

Source: CovidSocLab, 2020
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didn’t have any help from their parents and 
they had heavily relied on having a job and 
working pretty much full time over [holidays] 
to be able to afford to pay for university, like 
just living costs (Watson, 2020). During the 
Summer 2020 some of students were again 
able to undertake retail and/or catering 
industry work, but the second wave in 
Autumn 2020 again brought about to 
closing the bars, shops etc. and thus caused 
losing the employment of many students. 

The ASPIRES study also reports that 
universities and degree subject courses were 
able to support their students to different 
extents. Some students already had access 
to online lecture recordings before the 
moved to remote learning. Some universities 
were flexible to adapt to students’ needs, 
while other, especially those with Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities or mental 
illness, felt the pressure of deadlines and 

changing exam schedules was not handled 
well. Students also felt that it is important 
that universities consider ways to support 
students’ emotional and social wellbeing 
by putting in place measures for key rites of 
passage, such as graduation, to be moved 
online (Watson, 2020).

The above facts call for a holistic and 
systematic support of students in all areas of 
their academic and private life – regarding the 
infrastructure needed to study effectively 
and efficiently (internet, hardware and other 
ICT equipment, platforms, training on the 
use of these platforms), the finances to 
pay housing and other costs of living, and 
the mental health during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Different institutions should 
systematically start to address this issue at 
all levels in order to protect this generation, 
especially its vulnerable groups on a short 
and long run. 
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4. Case Studies of 
 Selected Countries  

E uropean Union member states 
responded similarly to the new 
situation, differing in the timings 
of the measures taken for their 
universities, campuses and other 

aspects of higher education students’ lives. 
The chapter presents the situation in three 
selected EU countries. 

4.1	Germany

As the novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 began 
to spread in the EU, in mid-March 2020, the 
German federal states, in consultation with the 
federal government and universities, imposed 
or recommended numerous requirements 
and regulations aimed at preventing the 
further spread of the coronavirus in order 
to support the nationwide measures taken 
against the current Covid-19 pandemic. The 
fundamental measure was to immediately 
suspend ongoing lectures or postpone 
upcoming lectures in the form of face-to-face 
teaching in the 2020 Summer semester until 
at least after Easter (i.e. until 20 April 2020 
in most federal states; until 4 May 2020 in 
Saarland, Saxony and Thuringia); later on, 
face-to-face teaching was suspended for the 
whole Summer semester and replaced by 
digital, online formats (HRK, 2020).

In March, the students of the 18,000-
odd academic programs in Germany could 
suddenly no longer physically attend 

lectures or go to their university libraries. 
Everything went online. Though there 
was little enthusiasm for the abrupt digital 
switch, “nobody refused outright,” said 
Bernhard Kempen, the president of the 
German Association of University Professors 
and Lecturers. He said academics who had 
struggled with the technology had been 
offered support. Kempen said the priority 
became ensuring that all students would be 
able to continue their studies successfully. 
Initial proposals to “cancel” the semester 
were promptly dismissed, as that could also 
have delayed the beginning of careers for 
many students (DW, 2020).  

On 2 April 2020, the federal states agreed 
on the following key points at a meeting 
of the leaders of the Standing Conference 
of the Ministers of Education and Cultural 
Affairs of the Länder (KMK) (HRK, 2020):

• The dates of the 2020 Summer semester 
will not be postponed,

• The lecture timetables for the 2020 
Summer semester can be arranged 
flexibly,

• The deadlines for the application and 
admission procedure for undergraduate 
degree programmes will be adjusted for 
the 2020/2021 Winter semester,

• The lectures at universities and 
universities of applied sciences are to 
begin uniformly on 1 November 2020 in 
the 2020/2021 winter semester.
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Moreover, it was agreed on that the 2020 
Summer semester would “be an unusual 
semester, but it will not be lost”. The 
objective was to create the necessary 
framework conditions for universities 
so that teaching and research can run as 
smoothly as possible in the 2020 Summer 
semester (HRK, 2020).

On 15 April 2020, the Prime Ministers 
of the Federal States, together with the 
Federal Chancellor and members of the 
federal government, decided on the initial 
easing of the previously applicable contact 
restrictions. The following was agreed for 
the universities (HRK, 2020):

• “In university teaching, practice-oriented 
events requiring special laboratories 
or working areas at universities can be 
resumed in compliance with special 
hygiene and protective measures, 
in addition to the organisation of 
examinations. Libraries and archives may 
be opened subject to requirements to 
maintain hygiene, manage access and 
prevent queues.” 

• Major events played a significant role in 
the spread of the infection, “which is why 
they remained prohibited until at least 31 
August 2020”. 

When going online, not all students adjusted 
well. “I don’t have good internet reception” 
was one complaint compiled by the Federal 
Union of International Students and the 
Free Federation of Student Unions (FZS). 
“I don’t have a decent computer,” “The 
accommodation center isn’t calm enough” 
and “I can’t do everything alone — I need 
contact with other students,” were others 
(DW, 2020).

Although many universities lent laptops 
to students to assist with the transition to 

digital learning, the bigger problem is money, 
FZS board member Amanda Steinmaus said. 
Only about 12 % of students in Germany 
receive state grants to fund their education 
— meaning that most have to work while 
they are in school. “The biggest problem 
is that many students lost their jobs in 
restaurants and cafes or at trade fairs,” 
said Steinmaus, who is studying English 
and history at the University of Duisburg-
Essen. Furthermore, not all students have 
access to the €500 ($590) per month that 
the government has offered to tide students 
over during the pandemic. “It is sometimes 
really complicated,” Steinmaus said, for 
students to prove that they need the funds 
(DW, 2020).

Some students have wondered whether it 
even makes sense to try to complete their 
studies during the pandemic. Exams, for 
one, have become very complicated. For 
doctoral students, they often take place via 
video link. Others are in-person, with a big 
amount of space between the examinee 
and the examiner. Some students have 
taken written tests at home — leading some 
lecturers to speculate that they might cheat. 
Kempen rejected this. “The students are 
not being lazy,” he said. “They’re studying 
seriously. They are astonishingly disciplined 
— which we can see from the amount of 
people applying to attend lectures online.” 
He said the universities had been able to 
carry out exams in a fair and sensible manner 
because state-level education ministries 
had reacted appropriately to the special 
circumstances (DW, 2020). 

For the period ahead, the principle guiding 
the actions of the federal and state 
governments is to protect everyone in 
Germany from infection as far as possible. 
“This is why infection prevention and 
hygiene measures are a priority everywhere 
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and particularly in places where contact 
is necessary, such as in certain work 
environments.” Therefore, it was agreed on 
that lectures at German universities will 
predominantly be held in a digital, online 
format in the 2020 Summer semester until 
further notice. The lecture period could be 
extended into August; the Summer semester 
was stated to end on 30 September, as usual. 
Following the easing of pandemic-related 
contact restrictions initiated by the federal 
and state governments at the beginning of 
May 2020, regulations for examinations and 
lectures requiring the physical attendance 
of participants were drawn up at the federal 
state level or within the framework of 
university autonomy. They could take place 
in accordance with the special hygiene 
requirements and infection prevention 
guidelines; universities developed suitable 
concepts for this. Nevertheless, lectures and 
most seminar in class teaching continued to 
be held digitally during the entire summer 
semester (HRK, 2020).

In late May 2020, the application and 
admission procedure through the Stiftung für 
Hochschulzulassung (SfH) (Trust for Higher 
Education Admissions) has been facilitated 
for the 2020/21 Wwinter semester thanks 
to the joint efforts of the universities, the 
Stiftung für Hochschulzulassung (SfH) and 
the federal states (HRK, 2020). 

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused 
turbulence in the way the world used to 
operate. As the rate of infection continues 
to be relatively significant in Autumn 2020, 
protective measures against the virus 
proceed. Although numerous sectors were 
allowed to reopen as part of the revaluations 
concerning contact restrictions, many 
German universities decided to proceed 
with their teaching on an online basis 
(Studying in Germany, 2020). In view of the 

rules of physical distancing and the hygiene 
regulations that still apply in Autumn and 
Winter, courses in the 2020/21 Winter 
semester – again – only take place to a 
limited extent as physical meetings at 
the universities. The German states and 
universities prepared for a mixture of digital 
and classroom teaching; with a clear priority 
on digital, online teaching. This has been 
done by taking into account the specific 
needs of the universities, of the subjects 
and the respective teaching and learning 
formats, while respecting the priorities 
of health protection (HRK, 2020). Freie 
Universität Berlin (FU), for example, has 
announced that the majority of classes 
will be conducted online. All public events 
at universities have been postponed, 
while universities are taking the necessary 
steps to ensure that regularly occurring 
dates and deadlines will be postponed to 
upcoming semesters. Teaching will also take 
place digitally in universities like Technical 
University of Munich, Heidelberg University, 
and Humboldt University among others 
(Studying in Germany, 2020).

Universities around Germany have been 
digitalized, and this is largely a result of 
Covid-19. When face-to-face teaching 
was suspended in mid-March, the higher 
education sector set itself to developing 
its online teaching system and strategies, 
in order to avoid disruption in education 
and learning. Both teachers and students 
had to deal with something almost new to 
them, an experience which no one was sure 
would show satisfactory results (Studying in 
Germany, 2020).

Although online mechanisms need more 
time to be perfected in order to be efficient, 
especially during practice-based classes, 
there are numerous platforms which 
ensure instructors can deliver their lectures 
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adequately. An advantage of online learning 
is that it allows more students to engage 
during lectures and ask questions. This is 
due to the fact that the online platforms 
used today, allow students and teachers to 
use the microphone as well as type, which 
is positive news to students who tend to be 
shyer and more hesitant when it comes to 
talking in front of others. It is important to 
remember that digital classes provide both 
students and teachers with the necessary 
flexibility to proceed with education even 
when outside circumstances prevent it. 
The new university reality is happening 
during a time when people least expected 
it to happen. Traditional classrooms were a 
norm, and for most people, they continue 
to be so. Many have controversial thoughts 
when it comes to digital classes. However, 
societies should get used to the fact that in 
the post-coronavirus future, online learning 
will likely bring many benefits to German 
higher education (Studying in Germany, 
2020).

Despite the “overnight” digitalization of the 
higher education sector in Germany, there 
are things that cannot be accomplished 
on an online platform, at least not yet. 
Examinations and practical classes are one 
of the main issues of distance learning and 
online classes. This is something that still 
remains to be achieved in the future, as for 
the present, many German universities have 
allowed such events to take place on a face-
to-face basis, with the necessary measures 
being taken into account. Classes that need 
special laboratories or work areas have 
already begun welcoming students in the 
traditional way (Studying in Germany, 2020).

Universities and colleges in Germany were 
already offering distance learning courses 
before the pandemic. Some of them were 
simply certificating courses, while others 

lead to a Master’s degree. But the whole 
concept of distance education has been a 
bit foreign to people, although it has been 
circulating around for a while. As numerous 
countries have now been exposed to online 
classes, students (as well as teachers) have 
slowly begun getting accustomed to how 
online learning works and the fact that it can 
be effective, something that can benefit the 
future of higher education sector further on 
(Studying in Germany, 2020).

Though the transition to digital has been 
particularly difficult for students in their 
early semesters — who may have been 
acclimating new towns and often living 
away from their families for the first time — 
older students also said they had struggled 
with the lack of contact with their peers and 
lecturers. The University of Bonn launched 
the “Signs of Life” project to confront such 
issues and to maintain dialogue. Professors 
and students were called upon to write 
about their concerns. Most indicated that 
they would prefer for study not to be 
online permanently — and the decision 
was made to open labs to small groups of 
students studying hard sciences such as 
physics and chemistry starting in the winter 
semester. In-person teaching will remain the 
exception. “As long as there is no vaccine,” 
one professor said, “university will be mainly 
online.” “Universities cannot afford to 
become COVID-19 hotspots,” another said 
(DW, 2020). 

More than 5,900 German college and 
university teachers have signed an open 
letter calling for a return to in-person 
instruction — arguing that universities are 
places of “encounter” and university life 
is a “collective phase” for students, during 
which important friendships and networks 
are forged. The signatories wrote that 
university teaching is founded on “critical, 
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cooperative and trustworthy exchange 
between mature people” and added that this 
requires a physical presence. They wrote 
that the “digital leap forward” precipitated 
by the pandemic has threatened these 
aspects of university life. Some academics 
have raised their fears that politicians want 
to save on teaching costs by ushering in 
more digital technology. “This is nonsense,” 
Kempen said. “We will not stick to concepts 
that are centuries old,” he added. “In-person 
teaching will be supplemented — but never 
replaced — by digital courses.” (DW, 2020).

As far as the research is concerned, 
universities and other educational 
institutions in Germany remain in reduced 
operation and use virtual formats to comply 
with the current rules of social distancing. 
However, they remain a welcoming 
destination for talented students and 
researchers from around the world. Travel 
restrictions within and to the EU are 
slowly being lifted. Yet, the dynamics of 
the pandemic are unpredictable. A great 
number of researchers at German higher 
education and research institutions work 
around the clock to develop treatments 
and vaccines against the virus. The Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF) plays a major part in this by making 
innovative coronavirus-related research a 
priority (Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research, 2020).

4.2	Italy	

In Italy, the first Covid-19 cases were 
discovered at the end of January 2020. It 
was another month before the spread of the 
virus forced the educational institutions to 
suspend face-to-face lessons. The Italian 
government has adopted progressive 
measures leading, on 4 March 2020, to 

the resolution of interrupting in-presence 
didactic in all educational institutions, 
including higher education, in order to 
decrease the spread of Covid-19. On 5 March 
2020, teachers, in lockdown at home, began 
distance teaching, while administrative, 
technical and cleaning staff still had to go to 
education facilities (Benedetti, 2020).

Italy was the first country to be heavily 
hit in Europe by Covid-19. Italian higher 
education institutions had to quickly 
respond to the emergency with multifaceted 
interventions to protect all the people on 
campus while guaranteeing the continuity 
of research and teaching activities. The 
country’s response to the epidemics has led 
to the lockdown of the country on 9 March 
2020. Higher education institutions (HEIs, 
i.e. Universities, University colleges, and 
research centres) have been progressively 
affected with both direct regulation on 
teaching (e.g. suspension of in-class 
lecturing and activation of distance learning) 
and restrictions to working activities (e.g. 
social distancing and promotion of remote 
working). Research, however, has not 
been suspended and college campuses 
have not been closed. Remote teaching 
and working platforms were offered to 
students and researchers. Online archives 
of recorded teaching materials were made 
available for free. The access to laboratories 
was guaranteed only for the activities 
that couldn’t be postponed, such as the 
maintenance of cell cultures and laboratory 
plants or animals, providing workers with 
protective personal equipment. All research 
activities and collaboration to face the 
epidemic have been listed and made public 
for interested stakeholders (Quattrone et 
al., 2020).

The Italian Ministry of Education has put in 
place several specific measures to deal with 
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the Covid-19 emergency. All the measures 
and initiatives are described in the specific 
section of the Ministry of education and 
Ministry of University and Research web 
site dedicated to the coronavirus, where 
there are different sections dedicated to 
Online open sources, FAQs, legislative 
acts, useful links. University exams and 
final dissertations have been coordinated 
online since 4 March 2020, while the final 
exams for the conclusion of the academic 
year 2018/2019, usually held within 
the spring session of the following year, 
have been postponed until 15 June 2020 
(Decreto-Legge 17 marzo 2020, n. 18, art. 
101). All higher education institutions have 
established appropriate modalities in order 
to assure the regular deployment of exams 
and final degrees, according to their statutes, 
and within the substantial autonomy granted 
by law to their activities. As far as Erasmus+ 
mobility is concerned, Italian institutions 
were following up with their students 
according to the specific guidelines issued 
by the relevant national agency (INDIRE). 
These were updated weekly following 
the publication of new regulations by the 
European Commission. The urgent need 
for doctors, nurses and paramedical staff 
in Italian hospitals has led to a temporary 
change in the recognition of professional 
qualifications in this particular regulated 
sector. Medical staff with the professional 
licence to practise in the countries of origin 
could apply for professional recognition of 
licences obtained abroad to Regions. This 
was a temporary and exceptional procedure 
related to the Covid-19 spread (article 13 of 
the Decree Law of March 17, 7202 nr. 18). 
At the same time, the master level degree in 
“Medicina e chirurgia”, degree class LM/41, 
gave the professional right to practise (article 
102 of the Decree Law of March 17, 202 nr. 
18). Regarding the need for medical staff, the 
Council of Europe together with UNCHR, 

made a joint statement on supporting 
member states in bringing refugee health 
workers into the fight against Covid-19. The 
Council of Europe was also coordinating 
the European Qualification Passport for 
Refugees project, supported by the Italian 
Ministry of University and Research and 
with the participation of CIMEA as the 
Italian NARIC centre (CIMEA, 2020). 

In the future, when reopening, due to the 
transversal impact of the present emergency, 
HEIs irrespective of the field of activity will 
be key assets for the recovery after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For these reasons, 
plans to restart activities in safety should 
be made timely. These plans should include 
promotion of universal use of facemasks in 
the campus, social distancing, the set-up, 
of checkpoint to test body temperature at 
entrance and clear procedure for workers 
and students to report their health status 
in case of symptoms. Some institution will 
be organizing a seroprevalence surveys for 
workers and students reentering on campus 
and quick access to nasopharyngeal swab in 
case of suspect symptoms in agreement with 
local hospitals. The period of emergency can 
be an opportunity for HEI to reaffirm their 
commitment in building a more resilient, 
sustainable and inclusive global system. 
Ensuring the safety of all people on campus 
is the first step to achieve this ambitious 
goal (Quattrone et al., 2020).

4.3	Portugal

Due to the identification of the first case 
of COVID-19, face-to-face teaching was 
cancelled on 7 March 2020. The decision 
to suspend all activities was announced 
through the Rectoral Order (RT-23 2020), 
including missions, libraries, teaching and 
educational services, events and sports, 
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seminars and conferences. On 13 March 
2020, the Ministry of Science, Technology 
and Higher Education has announced the 
decision to close down all institutions of 
higher education and has defined issues 
related to remote working, meetings, 
etc. Thus, all activities which include the 
presence of students were suspended on 
16 March 2020. Furthermore, the same 
communication stipulated that ‘efforts 
should be done to promote online teaching 
and learning, keeping the activities through 
teacher and student interaction via digital 
tools’. It further announced that ‘wherever 
possible institutions should guarantee 
remote working, mainly for vulnerable and 
at risk groups’ (Assunção Flores and Gago, 
2020). Remote work was developed in terms 
of teaching and management as well as other 
activities. Online teaching was promoted 
through the platform, e.g. Blackboard which 
allows a number of functions such as chats, 
forums, sharing of materials, assessment and 
synchronous sessions.

Later, the decision to keep online teaching 
for the duration of semester two including 
assessment was announced. The same 
Rectoral Order stipulated that semester 
two was extended until 27 June in order 
to ‘enable a more flexible management of 
the development of curriculum units’. It 
was also recommended that ‘teachers, in 
articulation with programme coordinators 
and pedagogical councils, would (Assunção 
Flores and Gago, 2020):
 
• Adjust teaching and learning strategies 

in the light of the context of remote 
learning; 

• Make educational resources available for 
students to undertake learning activities 
in a diversity of timetables; 

• To provide students with regular feedback 
about their progress in terms of learning; 

• To register all activities in a form of 
summary; 

• To take notes about the participation of 
the students in the activities’; and, as far 
as assessment is concerned, ‘to adjust 
the strategies and, whenever necessary, 
the assessment tools in the light of the 
context of online teaching’. 

The transition from face-to-face to online 
teaching has entailed some pedagogical 
challenges, not only in terms of teaching 
methods but also with regard to 
assessment strategies and tools. The need 
to plan and adapt pedagogy and resources 
to online teaching environments was a 
process marked by an ongoing search for 
the best solutions to meet students’ needs 
as well as the goals of each curriculum 
unit (Assunção Flores and Gago, 2020).

In order to support teachers in this transition, 
the universities developed a number of 
actions in order to disseminate tips and 
suggestions on how to teach online, how 
to moderate activities online, etc. Lecturers 
as well as students and other stakeholders 
also had the possibility to participate in 
the informal online sessions to share their 
experiences (Assunção Flores and Gago, 
2020).

Following the decisions of the Council 
of Ministers published on 16 July 2020, 
including new measures mitigating the 
pandemic associated with Covid-19, and the 
Directorate General of Health’s guidelines 
on teaching and non-teaching activities in 
the 2020/2021 academic year, the Ministry 
of Science, Technology and Higher Education 
issued a recommendation to scientific and 
higher education institutions on 4 August 
2020. This recommendation defines 3 
guiding principles for the 2020/2021 
academic year (EURYDICE, 2020):
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• A guarantee of face-to-face activities; 
• The adoption of realistic procedures; and 
• Encouragement of innovation and 

pedagogical modernisation.

In operational terms, higher education 
institutions were recommended to 
(EURYDICE, 2020):

• Plan teaching and non-teaching activities, 
as well as assessment, on a face-to-face 
basis.

• Guarantee the presence of teachers at 
institutions.

• Pay special attention to common areas.
• Adjust the duration of each class and 

student evaluation.
• Encourage experimentation and 

dissemination of innovative teaching and 
learning practices.

• Whenever possible, ensure planning of 
free space.

• Encourage coordination between 
courses and departments for the purpose 
of splitting timetables and the expansion 
of support structures.

• Continue to provide and encourage 
clinical teaching and clinical internships.

• Organise viral testing campaigns, as 
well as immunological studies based 
on periodic and continuous serological 
screenings over time.

• Publicise and encourage the use of the 
STAYAWAY COVID digital system by the 
academic community.

When developing students’ skills, higher 
education institutions should consider 
the different age strata (EURYDICE, 
2020):

• The youngest (18-23 years old), where 
it is important to continue the increased 
social reach of higher education, which 
this year includes the opening of special 

applications for vocational areas, and the 
fight against school dropout and failure;

• Younger adults (23-35 years old), who 
may have greater difficulty entering or 
re-entering the job market in the current 
social and economic climate;

• The population between 35-55 years old 
with reasons to invest in upgrading their 
skills or rejigging their career.

Some of the recommendations include 
the following (EURYDICE, 2020):

• Developing strategies to guarantee 
provision of adult education and lifelong 
learning processes, while ensuring that 
the proportion of 20-year-olds studying 
in higher education increases from the 
current 50 % to 60 % by 2030.

• Providing up-skilling and re-skilling 
activities, considering that recent events 
have encouraged new teaching/learning 
practices and approaches.

In the beginning of November 2020 
Portuguese authorities have announced that 
a partial lockdown would be implemented 
in several regions, including Lisbon and 
Porto, from Wednesday, November 4, 
following an increase in coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) cases. Approximately 
70 % of Portugal’s population will now 
be affected by the restrictions. As part of 
the restrictions, people must remain at 
home except to leave for shopping, work, 
education, or exercise, and companies must 
switch to remote working if possible. Shops 
must close by 22:00 (local time), with the 
exception of pharmacies, clinics, veterinary 
surgeries, funeral agents, car rental 
agencies, and service stations. All markets 
and fairs are banned, and the visiting of 
care homes is suspended. The restrictions 
are to be reviewed every 15 days. Face 
masks remain obligatory in all indoor public 
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spaces and outdoor public spaces where it 
is not possible to maintain a social distance 
of at least two meters; masks are also 
mandatory on public transport (News Alert, 
2020).

One of the Portugese universities posted 
the following information on its website 
which reflects the situation in November 
2020 (University of Porto, 2020):

1. Students, teaching staff, researchers 
and employees are not subject to travel 
restrictions when travelling to their place 
of work or study.

2. No changes will need to be made to 
any of the face-to-face lessons or 
assessments that have been scheduled 
for the academic year. These activities 
were arranged in accordance with the 
health safety standards currently in place 
(these have not changed).

3. Work meetings or academic, scientific or 
cultural events can go ahead as planned, 
subject to strict compliance with the 
standards and recommendations outlined 
by the health authorities. Given that 
remote work has been made mandatory, 
however, some of these events may take 
place virtually.

4. Open spaces will be closely monitored, 
especially corridors, canteens and food 
halls, as well as common areas in student 
residences. This supervision is due to the 
increased risk of infection in groups of 
people in enclosed spaces. 

5. Remote work is mandatory for all 
activities that can be performed outside 
the workplace and through the use 
of information and communication 
technologies. The following is considered 

incompatible with remote work:
• In-person classes and assessments and 

support for these activities;
• Work that must be conducted on site, 

for instance the helpdesk and essential 
services;

• Technical and administrative support for 
executive staff and employees working 
on site, unless specified otherwise by the 
most senior manager of the respective 
department;

• All duties needed to ensure that services 
function as normal and that essential 
duties and responsibilities are met, 
such as processing the payment of 
workers, fulfilling financial obligations, IT 
assistance and maintenance, laboratory 
assistance and other forms of support 
essential to workers who are working 
remotely;

• Work that requires the consultation 
of databases or other applications 
considered sensitive and that should not 
and cannot be accessed remotely, or the 
consultation, analysis or treatment of 
restricted or confidential information, in 
cases where this would be considered a 
violation of security rules by the director 
of the institution.

6. Workers may only be granted “at-risk 
status” by occupational health services. 
In the case of a COVID-19 diagnosis, the 
public health authorities will implement 
the measures to be followed by students 
and employees.

7. Students who are self-isolating (after 
testing positive for COVID-19 or having 
come in contact with someone who has 
tested positive), are eligible to access 
classes through remote digital channels, 
wherever possible, without prejudice to 
their assessments.
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The available data on COVID-19 within 
the academic community have shown that 
the measures taken to reduce the risk 
of infection in the educational and work 
settings have proved highly effective. It is 
therefore necessary that these measures 
continue to be strictly adhered to, by both the 
institution and the individual. In particular, 
any student or employee that displays even 
mild symptoms that may be caused by 
COVID-19 must not travel to the university 
and must contact the helpline. Additionally, 
the StayAway COVID application is strongly 
recommended: the app is a completely 
anonymous and effective automatic contact 
tracing tool that alerts the user to their risk 
of infection (University of Porto, 2020).

A number of studies on the Covid-19 impact 
on international higher education can be 
found at: 
https : //www.daad .de/en/ informat ion-
services-for-higher-education-institutions/
centre-of-competence/covid-19-impact-
on-international-higher-education-studies-
and-forecasts/#Global%20and%20cross-
national%20analyses.
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5. Higher Education 
 Systems in Europe 
 After the First Wave 
 of the Covid-19 
 Pandemic  

T he first wave of the Covid-19 
pandemic strongly influenced the 
higher education systems and 
institutions in the EU member 
states. There is no one answer for 

what the coming study year will look like, but 
it won’t resemble the fall of 2019. Wherever 
classrooms are open, there will likely be some 
form of social distancing and other hygiene 
measures in place that challenge traditional 
teaching and learning. Future outbreaks will 
make for unpredictable waves of closures. 
Virtual learning will continue.

5.1	Negative	 consequences	 of	 the	
Covid-19	pandemic

The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the 
way students live and learn. Universities 
moved classes online which caused many 
short- and long-term negative consequences 
for higher education students both regarding 
their academic as well as their private life, 
such as (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Hess, 2020):

• Closing the dorms and/or reducing the 
density of housing,

• Moving from physical textbooks to digital 
ones which causes different development 
of the brain,

• Due to coronavirus-related international 
travel restrictions the number of 
international students studying abroad 
will decrease,

• Schools will face additional financial 
pressures following the coronavirus 
pandemic. For many schools, even wealthy 
ones, these pressures may lead to layoffs,

• Many colleges and universities will 
close, in part due to dropping enrolment 
numbers because of an aging population 
(known as the enrolment crunch) as 
well as technological disruption – some 
universities will either merge with other 
institutions or close their doors altogether,

• Covid-19 pandemic will exacerbate 
existing inequalities among higher 
education students – wealthy college 
students will fare the best in the months 
and years ahead – wealthy students have 
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long had an upper hand in the university 
admissions process, many anticipate that 
it will get even easier for them. Students 
who do not need financial assistance 
have an easier time getting into schools 
that are not need-blind and that rely on 
tuition revenue. But now that universities 
are facing additional coronavirus-related 
costs and many of them are desperate to 
keep their enrolment numbers up, it will 
be even easier for well-off students to 
get into many universities. Furthermore, 
learning online is significantly easier 
for students that have strong academic 
backgrounds, reliable internet connections 
and sufficient technology – poor students 
and first-generation students often don’t 
do as well online,

• Because the nature of their education 
has so drastically changed, some students 
are suing their universities and asking for 
their money back, claiming that students 
have paid for services they’re no longer 
receiving, such as face-to-face interaction 
with professors, access to campus 
facilities and hands-on learning, as well 
as mandatory fees for activities, athletics 
and wellness programs that they will not 
be able to participate in,

• Some students developed bad habits of 
not doing sports, spending too much time 
on electronic gadgets,

• Many domestic environments do not 
offer emotional safety to students which 
leads to different psychological problems, 
resulting in depression, anxiety, and other 
mental disorders of students and their 
family members. 

All of the above negative consequences 
will not impact ‘only’ students’ short- and 
long-term future and therefore their study 
accomplishments and career prospects, but 
will heavily influence also wider society in the 
context of values in the society, economic 
development (labour market/unemployment, 

tax collection, digitalisation, etc.). Nothing 
will be same at it was. 

5.2	Positive	 consequences	 of	 the	
Covid-19	pandemic	

As described above, in 2020, due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, many problems/
challenges emerged tackling all segments 
of population, including the students. 
However, as every crisis brings also specific 
opportunities, the Covid-19 pandemic 
brought about some positive changes in 
habits and mindsets, like (Aristovnik et al., 
2020; European Parliament, 2020; Hess, 
2020; Studying in Germany, 2020):

• Paying greater attention to personal 
hygiene, 

• Taking care of one’s own health (quitting 
smoking, eating organic food sourced 
locally), 

• Taking care of one’s relatives, especially of 
those in risk groups,

• Spending more time to do sports,
• Working and studying online and thus 

driving and producing less and less polluting 
the air - during the strict quarantine 
measures implemented across Europe, 
air pollution has declined due to reduced 
traffic and other economic activities. 
Major European cities have registered 
major decreases in nitrogen dioxide (NO2) 
concentration, some by half. The closure 
of offices, shutdown of industry and huge 
decline in travel have cut CO2 emissions 
and demand for electricity, 

• Adult learners - many of whom have been 
recently laid off - looking to wait out the 
recession will use their time productively 
by skilling up, enrolling into certificate 
programs, educational programs to earn 
an advanced degree, such as a master’s 
degree, which was common during the 
2008 recession,
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• What used to be considered as a project 

for the future before the pandemic, has 
now become a reality. The digitalization 
of universities is good news amidst the 
coronavirus turmoil. Universities can use 
this digitalization to their advantage, not 
only during the coronavirus outbreak 
but also once the pandemic quiets 
down. Higher education institutions are 
currently offering thousands of events 
digitally. Thousands of participants are 
joining video conferences as they are 
becoming more and more used to the idea 
that quality events can take place even 
through online means.

5.3	What	 did	we	 learn	 for	 Autumn	
2020	and	later?		

After the complete closure of universities 
and dorms in Spring 2020 there was a hope 
that the situation would not repeat anymore 
and that at least hybrid/parallel education 
- partly onsite, partly online for each group 
of students will be feasible for the new 
study year. But in October and November 
2020, again, the universities around Europe 
were closed and students studying online, 
probably for the duration of the entire winter 
semester. 

Due to the severe epidemiological situation 
in almost all EU member states and due to the 
extreme unpredictability of the development 
of COvid-19 pandemic, in the end of 
November 2020 nobody can plan the steps 
for potential reopening of universities in the 
beginning of 2021 or later, in Spring 2021. 
But still, the higher education institutions 
will sooner or later start to reopen the doors 
for some forms of work and/or some groups 
of students.

The key precautions to protect staff and 
students in case of reopening the educational 

institutions are (The National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2020):

• Provide surgical masks for all teachers and 
staff. All students and staff should wear 
face masks,

• Provide hand washing stations or hand 
sanitizer for all people who enter the 
buildings, minimize contact with shared 
surfaces, and increase regular surface 
cleaning,

• Limit large gatherings of students, such 
as during assemblies, in the cafeteria, and 
overcrowding at entrances, possibly by 
staggering arrival times,

• Reorganize classrooms to enable physical 
distancing, such as by limiting class sizes 
or moving instruction to larger spaces,

• Prioritize cleaning, ventilation, and air 
filtration, while recognizing that these 
alone will not sufficiently lower the risk of 
Covid-19 transmission,

• Create a culture of health and safety 
in every institution, and enforce virus 
mitigation guidelines using positive 
approaches rather than by disciplining 
students.

Staffing is likely to be a major challenge if 
and when universities reopen. A significant 
portion of staff are in Covid-19 high-risk 
age groups, or are hesitant to return to work 
because of the health risks. Some Covid-19 
mitigation strategies, such as maintaining 
smaller class sizes, would require additional 
teaching staff (The National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2020).

When making the decisions to reopen (see 
Figure 9), higher education institutions’ heads 
should develop decision-making coalitions 
to allow for input from representatives of 
ministries (for health, education etc.), staff, 
health officials, and other community interests. 
These coalitions should decide educational 
priorities for reopening universities, be 
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explicit about financial, staffing, and facility 
constraints, and establish an ongoing plan 
for communicating about decisions and 
resources. The decision to reopen schools 
should be iterative, and universities should 
be prepared for future closures based on the 
progress of the pandemic. In the first stage 
at least the practical tutorials and exams 
should be allowed to be performed onsite. 

Public health officials develop a protocol for 
monitoring COVID-19 data to make decisions 
about changes to school virus mitigation 
strategies, and make judgments about future 
school closures in partnership with school 
districts. States should ensure that districts 
have access to ongoing support from public 
health officials. (The National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2020).

In April 2020 Alexander (2020) wrote a 
blog on three potential scenarios regarding 
the situation in higher education sphere in 
Autumn 2020. His primary target was the 
United States academia, but the reflection 
can be applied to most nations, with some 
tweaking depending on local circumstances.

The main three scenarios on how higher 
education might look like in each different 

5.4	Higher	education	in	Autumn	2020:	three	pandemic	scenarios		

Figure	9: Multiple phases of higher education response to Covid-19

Source: PhilOnEdTech, 2020

pandemic future are (Alexander, 2020):

1. The Post-Pandemic Campus,
2. Covid-19 Fall,
3. Toggle Term.

We can already claim that the first scenario 
(The Post-Pandemic Campus), predicting 
that in Autumn 2020 the great pandemic 
would largely pass, did, unfortunately, not 
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happen. Thus we will focus on the other two 
in order to try to understand what should we 
anticipate for the rest of the winter semester 
and the rest of the study year 2020/2021.

The scenario called ‘The Covid-19 Fall’ 
predicts that in Autumn 2020 COVID-19 
will still ravages nations. There is no sign 
of an efficient vaccine on the horizon. No 
effective therapy has been devised beyond 
keeping infected people as comfortable as 
possible while their body struggles. New 
outbreaks occur worldwide. The global 
economy is in a depression, even including 
nations relatively free from the pandemic. 
Nations and communities differ on how they 
are handling the pandemic politically, socially, 
and culturally. Some governments are heading 
towards collapse, unable to organize relief. 
Others are heading towards or have achieved 
authoritarian powers, conducting massive 
surveillance, and using both digital technologies 
and analog force to control their populations. 
Old and new religious movements have gained 
adherents, while science’s reputation sinks by 
the week (Alexander, 2020).

Higher education is entirely online in this 
scenario. Classes, student life, research, 
and service all occur digitally. Same as 
advising, counselling, internships, and career 
placement. Research is entirely online, with 
varied impacts depending on discipline and 
institutional type. Pedagogies vary across 
institutions, academic units, and instructors. 
One school of thought calls for choosing 
technology based on student inequalities, so 
advises using asynchronous, low-bandwidth 
tools, including email, texting, mailed CDs and 
DVDs, along with print materials. Opposed to 
them is a practice based on using technology 
to maximize interpersonal presence. These 
faculty and support staff prefer synchronous 
and rich media experiences: high definition 
video, videoconferencing, virtual and 
extended reality. Between these two poles 

stretch a wide range of practices (Alexander, 
2020).

The universities are starting to design new 
curriculum due under the influence of the 
pandemic situation, e.g. including medical, 
premed, allied health, and public health 
courses/programs, followed by economics 
and politics. Some teachers strive to partake 
of this shift, offering courses of graduate 
study that link their intellectual domains to 
Covid-19: pandemic studies, anthropology 
of plagues, plague literature, epidemics in 
history, plagues in Italy then and now, etc. In 
contrast, all other fields tend to shrink, partly 
due to students voting with their feet. Partly 
this is due to a powerful sense of national 
urgency, expressed through governments, 
activist trustees, and a range of funders: 
grant agencies, foundations, philanthropic 
individuals, the most influential alumni. A 
more powerful reason driving universities 
to rearrange their curricula is because they 
are suffering badly from financial stresses, 
e.g. higher costs from making the transition 
online, losses from lower enrolments, and 
possible tuition cuts. Some departments can 
experience personnel cuts, mergers with 
other departments, or being simply closed 
as this academic program prioritization 
proceeds. Universities try also other methods 
to raise funds. Given unused campus spaces, 
they may offer buildings for emergency 
purposes and for fees. Some may offer their 
digital capacities to help other schools or 
organizations. Research universities focus 
attention on their role in addressing the 
pandemic through R&D (Alexander, 2020).

In the second scenario, called ‘Toggle 
Term’, Autumn 2020 is marked by rapidly 
succeeding viral waves. A country or region 
can be relatively free of Covid-19 for a time, 
then the pandemic roars back, driven by 
mutation or a new infection vector. Nations 
and cities toggle between states of lockdown 
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and openness, depending on their sense of 
epidemiological data and practical feasibility. 
Economies are chaotic as market prices and 
supplies fluctuate (Alexander, 2020).

Universities are in perpetual crisis mode. 
Their management teams scan pandemic 
news minutely, aided by their medical 
faculty, looking for signs of when they can 
welcome their community back on site, 
and when to send them away and flip the 
switch to entirely online work. Curricula 
have shifted towards the pandemic as in 
previous two scenarios, but with a greater 
emphasis on organizational transformation 
and crisis management. Classes exist in a 
kind of double life, as faculty have created 
both online and face-to-face materials and 
plans for the entire semester. Lectures are 
prerecorded when possible, either for classic 
flipped classrooms or for remote instruction. 
Campus services are similarly structured. 
Libraries, academic advising, mental health 
counseling, wellness centers, financial aid, 
career services and more are all ready to 

engage the community through in-person 
or on-line services. IT departments work 
at a fever pitch. They must be ready to 
respond to very fast demands for changing 
delivery modes. Academic computing and 
instructional design staff work constantly 
with faculty to help maximize the pedagogical 
affordances of both modes. Not all members 
of a university community can toggle back 
and forth in their own lives. Some students 
decide to stay at home and engage remotely, 
while others manage to live on campus 
housing in quarantine circumstances. Some 
faculty and staff prefer to work from home. 
Toggling back and forth can be exhausting to 
all involved. Calls to pick one and stick with it 
will rise. Relations with local communities are 
actually quite close in this scenario, as both 
entities experience the same toggle process. 
Universities and local authorities cooperate 
in this ongoing disaster management process. 
Research universities focus on what they 
discover in the medical world, as well as their 
analyses of organizational transformation in 
this extraordinary time (Alexander, 2020).
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6. Policy Implications 
 for European Union 
 Member States in  
 Higher Education 
 Sphere During and 
 After the Covid-19 
 Pandemic  

A review and analysis of 
recent reports and studies 
reveals that the Covid-19 
brought many challenges 
to students’ population. 

An important source of data derives from 
one of the most comprehensive and large-
scale studies to date on how students 
perceived the impacts of the first wave of 
COVID-19 crisis in early 2020 on various 
aspects of their lives on a global level (see 
Aristovnik et al., 2020). The study was 
focused on a comparative perspective with 
a view to placing Europe in a wider global 
context. In general, the results reveal that 
the teaching staff offered students the most 
important support at the university during 
the pandemic. On the other hand, the lack 
of computer skills and the perception of 
a relatively higher workload prevented 
students from perceiving a higher 

performance while adapting to the ‘new 
normal’. During the lockdown, students 
primarily raised concerns about their future 
professional careers and study issues 
and were mainly anxious and frustrated. 
Finally, while the role of both hospitals 
and universities appears to be positive, 
governments and banks did not meet the 
students’ expectations during the pandemic. 

The analysis of the data from different aspect 
of students’ lives reveals some interesting 
findings, which can have important policy 
implications for the EU member states. 
Based on these, some suggestions for policy 
makers (at the EU and national levels) can be 
provided, such as: 

• Investments in digital infrastructure 
(internet availability, equipment – e.g. 
laptops, printers, etc.), 
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• Offering the space to study by local 

governments – including a computer, 
internet access and local mentors, to make 
sure low-income online learners don’t fall 
through the cracks,

• Financing the improvement of digital 
literacy, already on the lower educational 
levels in order to harmonize the systems 
of e-learning, namely, in the EU many 
students do not have enough digital 
competences,

• Targeted financial support for students 
who lost their regular and part-time 
jobs/income, especially for those from 
vulnerable groups, e.g. with lower financial 
standard or having chronical diseases,

• Financial support for paying the rents, 
• Informing the employers about the 

changes of students’ circumstances 
in order not to put stigma over the 
generation of ‘COVID-19 students’, 

• Support of students in need regarding the 
housing situation (e.g. opening the dorms 
for students with families, for those who 
are working in hospitals or as volunteers 
in Covid-19 crisis services),

• Reforming the Erasmus+ students’ and 
teaching staff systems,

• Financing detailed researches of Covid-19 
implications for students lives, presenting 
the results to wider public,

• Phone lines for students, their families 
and friends, 

• Public communication campaigns, e.g. 
www.hemot.eu.

Besides the macro-level of higher education 
system (policy making and legislative 
levels), the decision makers on micro-
level (institutional level), e.g. universities, 
faculties, research institutes should improve 
provision of:

• Flexible knowledge delivery methods and 
digital platforms, 

• Modernised user-friendly curricula to 

both students and teachers,
• Promotion of online learning via the use 

of digital tools,
• Trainings of both students and teachers 

on how to use state-of-the art platforms, 
applications, databases, communication 
media,

• Trainings of teachers on efficient teaching 
approaches in digital environment,

• ‘Helpdesk’ for psychosocial support for 
students, especially for those coming 
from abroad,  

• On-line/on-site psychological support for 
teachers,

• Training in coping strategies for both 
students and teachers, developing 
applications, online courses, or webinars 
to foster emotional competence,

• Provision of clear information about 
Covid-19, measures etc. is needed, 
because in many cases people do not 
believe government anymore. Higher 
education institutions should promote 
scientific approaches to understand the 
situation rather than politically motivated 
one.

When implementing the future steps for 
improvements in higher education system(s) 
during the next waves of the Covid-19 
pandemic and in a post-crisis period, the 
policy makers should avoid the old habit of 
preparing for a new crisis that we think will 
look precisely like the one we just had. Many 
countries across the EU must reconsider 
their policies (Macyra, 2020) and improve the 
processes of higher education institutions if 
they want to withstand the next emergency.

The uncoordinated and desperate actions 
during the Covid-19 crisis revealed that, 
despite the warnings, no government was 
able to get ahead of the spread of the virus. 
But it also pointed to another important thing: 
many citizens took their life in their own 
hands and quickly reacted as the situation 
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developed. They adjusted and showed a 
great deal of creativity and dynamism in 
finding solutions to problems (Macyra, 
2020). Without any doubt the students will 
also adopt passively and proactively to the 
situation that emerged with and after the 
first waves of the Covid-19 pandemic. Still, 
all authorities involved in higher education 

systems and the wellbeing of students as 
an extremely important segment of the 
population should prepare a set of proactive 
measures in the higher education arena so 
as to ensure the proper support for students 
and their healthy development in these 
ever-changing circumstances caused by the 
pandemic.
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6. Conclusion 
The Covid-19 crisis has wrought economic 
disruption on a monumental scale, 
contributing to a dangerous and volatile 
global upheaval – politically, socially and 
geopolitically – while raising deep concerns 
about the environment and the extending 
reach of technology into our lives (WEF, 2020). 
Some say that the worst of the pandemic is 
yet to come. During its first wave, in barely 
six months, the Covid-19 pandemic has 
plunged our world in its entirety - and each 
of us individually - into the most challenging 
times we’ve faced in generations. It is a 
defining moment – we will be dealing with its 
fallout for years, and many things will change 
forever. It has wrought (and will continue to 
do so) economic disruption of monumental 
proportions, creating risk and volatility on 
multiple fronts – political, social, geopolitical 
– while exacerbating deep concerns about 
the environment and also extending the 
reach (pernicious or otherwise) of technology 
into our lives. No industry or business will be 
spared from the impact of these changes. 
Millions of companies risk disappearing and 
many industries face an uncertain future; 
a few will thrive. On an individual basis, 
for many, life as they’ve always known it 
is unravelling at alarming speed. This said, 
acute crises favour introspection and foster 
the potential for transformation (Schwab and 
Malleret, 2020).

We are at a critical juncture: the potential for 
change is unlimited and bound only by our 
imagination – for better or for worse. Societies 
could be poised to become either more 
equitable or the opposite; geared towards 
more solidarity or greater individualism; 

favouring the interests of the few or looking 
to the needs of the many; economies, when 
they recover, could be characterized by 
greater inclusivity and more attuned to our 
global commons, or they could simply return 
to business as usual – now revealed to be 
(in so many ways) an untenable status quo. 
Will there be enough collective will to take 
advantage of this unprecedented opportunity 
to reimagine our world, in a bid to make it a 
better and more resilient one as it emerges 
on the other side of this crisis? (Schwab and 
Malleret, 2020).

While in Spring 2020 Europe was facing 
up to the outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic, 
higher education institutions were crucially 
affected at their core: the students. For them, 
the period of the first wave of the pandemic 
was undoubtedly unprecedented and very 
stressful as onsite classes were moved online, 
semesters were postponed, examinations 
adjusted, etc. (Aristovnik, et al., 2020). Many 
of them had to move back home from the 
dorms or private rented housing, lost their 
part-time and full-tie jobs, moved their 
social life to social media, stopped working 
as apprentices/trainees and doing their 
practical work, started to look after the sick 
relatives etc. Thus the Covid-19 pandemic 
drastically changed their ways of life, their 
habits and the perspectives of their near and 
far future. The first wave in spring 2020 was 
not the isolated challenge. Many new are 
arising in the beginning of new study year 
2020/2021 as the second wave is at its peak 
in almost all European countries (as of end 
November 2020). 
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