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1. Introduction

T he COVID-19 pandemic shocked education systems in most countries around the 
world, constraining educational opportunities for many students at all levels and 
in most countries, especially for poor students, those otherwise marginalized, and 
for students with disabilities. This impact resulted from the direct health toll of the 

pandemic and from indirect ripple effects such as diminished family income, food insecurity, 
increased domestic violence, and other community and societal effects (Reimers, 2021).

The years of 2020 and 2021 will be the years 
which the world will mention in terms of “life 
before COVID-19 and life after”. Namely, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly 
transformed the lives of masses of people 
and interrupted education opportunities for 
pupils and students of all educational levels. 
Since education is the single biggest force 
to bring benefits to society it is important 
to ensure that education can continue to 
deliver the hope and opportunity that is 
needed especially during this time of such 
uncertainty. As the COVID-19 pandemic 
continues to transform business and 
education alike, online learning is crucial to 
powering the EU and global economies with 
the digital skills they need to thrive. 

The paper on education and digital skills in 
a post-COVID-19 world in the Central and 

Eastern Europe (CEE) region encompasses 
two main goals, which pursue a problem-
solving approach, aiming at identifying 
challenges and finding opportunities by 
considering all levels of education: primary, 
secondary and tertiary. Therefore, the 
first goal is to identify the main challenges 
the COVID-19 crisis caused in the area of 
education in the European union member 
states and, specifically, in the selected 
Central and Eastern European states. The 
second goal is to acquaint public authorities 
about the most problematic areas in the 
existing education. Since it is not clear what 
the future holds, it is important, more than 
ever, to ensure that people, especially youth, 
have the skills they need to benefit from 
new employment opportunities in the digital 
economy. This will consequently help the 
society succeed in the post-COVID-19 world.
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The main purpose of the study in which the 
state-of-the-art sources from the theory and 
praxis of all levels of educational systems 
in the COVID-19 crisis situation from the 
European Union member states and selected 
CEE countries are examined, is to propose 
possible solutions for the education policy 
reforms that would enable educational 
systems to offer the needed infrastructure 
as well as professional, emotional and social 
support to students at all levels. 

The results of this study are valuable both 
from the academic (research) as well as from 
the practical (suggestions for improvements) 
point of view. 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, UNESCO, 
UNICEF), governments’ institutions, 
researchers etc. The introduction of the 
report is followed by the brief description 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the European 
Union member states and in the Central and 
Eastern European countries, the elaboration 
of the consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic for the education systems of the 
Central and Eastern European countries 
and four case studies of selected Central 
and Eastern European countries, i.e. Czech 
Republic, Poland, Hungary and Slovenia. The 
description of the current situation points 
out the need to develop digital skills in a 
post-COVID world, which is described in 
chapter five and later in the chapter six on 
policy implications for the CEE countries’ 
education systems. 



6

Countries across Europe have already 
experienced several waves of infection that 
have killed more than 1.4 million people since 
the pandemic began (Mallapaty, 2021). In the 
second week of November 2021 Europe hit 
highest number of weekly COVID-19 cases 
since pandemic began. Almost two million 
cases of COVID-19 were reported in Europe, 
the most in a single week in that region since 
the pandemic started. Almost 27 thousand 
deaths were reported in the continent last 
week, more than half of all COVID-19 deaths 
globally. WHO Director-General, Tedros 
Ghebreyesus, explained that the virus is 

not only surging in countries with lower 
vaccination rates in Eastern Europe, but also 
in nations with some of the world’s highest 
vaccination rates in Western Europe (UN, 
2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic could cost an extra 
300,000 lives in Europe, according to a study 
of the number of people in 19 countries who 
have been neither infected nor vaccinated. 
The study’s models (Chapman, L. A. C. et al. 
Preprint at medRxiv https://doi.org/10.1101
/2021.11.10.21266166, 2021) also predict 
that the pandemic could lead to roughly one 

2. The COVID-19 Pandemic in the 
European Union Member States 
and in the Central and Eastern 
European Countries

T he global coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has reached countries around the 
world, with the first cases confirmed in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) in 
early 2020. Russia closed its borders to China on January 31, 2020, after two 
Chinese nationals tested positive for the virus. More cases began to emerge 
across the CEE region in late February 2020, many of which were linked to 

travelers returning from Italy. These quickly spread, from Baltic countries in the north to the 
Balkans in the south. As of June 23, 2021, the highest number of cases was recorded in Russia, 
Poland, and Ukraine, and the highest number of deaths in Russia (Statista, 2021b). Detailed sets 
of data for the period until summer 2021 on the COVID-19 pandemic in the CEE region are 
available at https://www.statista.com/study/71562/coronavirus-COVID-19-in-the-cee-region/. 
After the summer 2021 the situation in many EU countries, and especially in CEE countries 
went worse in the summer months (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Combined indicator: 14-day notification rate, testing rate and test positivity, 
updated 11 November 2021

Source: ECDC, 2021.

million hospitalizations in Europe, some of 
which would contribute to the projected 
death toll. But the authors of the analysis 
point out that their estimates are maximum 
numbers, which assume that all anti-infection 
restrictions are lifted and contacts between 
individuals have returned to their pre-
pandemic levels. The analysis was posted as 
a preprint on the medRxiv server and has not 
yet been peer reviewed (Mallapaty, 2021).

The findings suggest that the pandemic’s 
impending toll could be quite severe in 
Europe, and probably elsewhere, says Henrik 

Salje, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at 
the University of Cambridge, UK, who was 
not involved with the study. But the figures 
should be interpreted with caution, he says, 
because the analysis assumes that everyone 
in the population will become exposed — 
“an extreme worst-case scenario.” The study 
is a useful exercise in helping countries to 
prepare for the challenges ahead, says Sheryl 
Chang, an infectious-disease modeller at 
the University of Sydney in Australia. “The 
numbers are shocking, and they may or may 
not happen, but people need to be aware 
that COVID-19 isn’t over” (Mallapaty, 2021).
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3. Consequences of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic for the 
Education Systems of the Central 
and Eastern European Countries

T he COVID-19 pandemic has impacted society deeply with a majority of 
European students facing the closing down of school and university. Students 
were left home for weeks, sometimes months, in uncertainty and confusion. 
Classes had to be followed behind a screen on a daily basis, sometimes for 
several hours in a day. Education institutions were left with no choice but to 

adapt and provide an immediate response to the situation. The rapid move to distance learning, 
the reorganization of evaluation processes, as well as the remote support of their students were 
among the unexpected challenges that these establishments had to deal with in a very short 
time. The pandemic and the weeks spent out of schools and universities lead to a major change 
in education systems all around the world. Teaching is given remotely on digital platforms. 
According to the European University Association, 95 % of universities switched to distance 
learning at some point during the pandemic. Teachers and students, taken by surprise, had to 
change and adapt to their learning environment.

Many believed the situation would only last 
a few weeks before everything eventually 
went back to normal. Consequently, solutions 
provided to teachers and students were more 
of an “emergency remote solution” rather than 
actual online learning facilities. According to 
UNESCO, only 20 % of countries globally were 
equipped with online teaching devices and 
programs before the pandemic hit. Evidently, 
schooling systems were not digitally prepared, 
revealing the overall weakness of European 
digital learning. In fact, a survey published by 
HundrEd indicated only 6 % of respondents 

evaluated their education system as being 
prepared for the pandemic (Eyes on Europe, 
2021).

For almost two years, the words ‘COVID-19’ 
and ‘online schooling’ have marked our 
lives. The students lacked continuity, 
socializing, collaborative work, the sharing 
of ideas in real-time, communication without 
technology. “The COVID-19 pandemic has 
caused the most catastrophic disruption 
to education in history. It is therefore vital 
that classroom-based learning continues 
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uninterrupted across the European Region. 
This is of paramount importance for children’s 
education, mental health, and social skills, for 
schools to help equip our children to be happy 
and productive members of society”, Dr. Hans 
Henri P. Kluge, WHO Regional Director for 
Europe explains (UNICEF, 2021). 

Beyond the individual and community 
effects of the pandemic on students, and on 
teachers and school staff, the pandemic also 
impacted education systems and schools. 
Burdened with multiple new demands for 
which they were unprepared, and in many 

cases inadequately resourced, the capacity 
of education leaders and administrators, 
who were also experiencing the previously 
described stressors faced by students 
and teachers, was stretched considerably. 
Inevitably, the institutional bandwidth 
to attend to the routine operations and 
support of schools was diminished and, as 
a result, the ability to manage and sustain 
education programs was hampered. Routine 
administrative efforts to support school 
operations as well as initiatives to improve 
them were affected, often setting these 
efforts back (Reimers, 2022) (See Figure 2).

Figure 2: Duration of school lockdown caused by coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic outbreak in 
Central Eastern European (CEE) countries in 2021 (in weeks)

Source: Statista, 2021.

In the European Union, education policies 
remain an exclusive and strong domain of 
national countries. Therefore, the response 
to such challenges differed from one country 
to the other. In Romania, for instance, 

schools were closed for an average of 32 
weeks between 2020 and 2021, but only 6 
out of 10 students were provided with online 
education. Thus, deepening already existing 
inequalities among Romanian children. In 
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the UK, one in five students was unable to 
access online learning. Although universities 
and secondary schools managed to adapt 
more rapidly, it remained insufficient. Some 
countries, such as Sweden, seemed to be 
more equipped to tackle the challenge. The 
government had already developed remote 
and hybrid forms of education prior to the 
pandemic. Therefore, a lot of students 
were already familiar with online learning 
platforms, but less with remote education 
(Eyes on Europe, 2021).

Video conference platforms, such as Zoom 
or Microsoft Teams, have been experiencing 
unprecedented exponential growth: 
between March and June 2020, Teams 
grew by 894 %. A survey made by “Statista”, 
demonstrated that the most used platforms 
by students were the digital platform 
“Classroom” and “Zoom”. In the UK, a study 
conducted by “YouGov” in February 2021 
demonstrated that live video lessons remain 
by 74 % the main tool used for teaching, 
followed by website links that were used 
69% of the time. In Sweden, a study released 
in 2020, looked into which digital platforms 
were most used by teachers. It revealed 
that video conferencing platforms such 
as Zoom, Google Meet and Teams were 
teacher’s primary tools for online teaching. 
Teachers also make frequent use of pre-
recorded seminars posted on Youtube. For 
communicating with students, the group 
works and notes sharing, Teams and Google 
Classroom were most popular (Eyes on 
Europe, 2021).

Philippe Cori, Deputy Regional Director, 
from UNICEF Europe and Central Asia says 
that the pandemic is not over. We all have 
a part to play to ensure that schools remain 
open across the Region. Children and youth 
cannot risk having another year of disrupted 
learning. Vaccination and protective 
measures together will help prevent a 
return to the darkest days of the pandemic 
when people had to endure lockdowns 
and children had to experience disruption 
of learning. Children have been the silent 
victims of the pandemic, and the most 
marginalized have been amongst the hardest 
hit. Prior to COVID-19, the most vulnerable 
children were already out-of-school, or in 
school, but not learning at the same level as 
their classmates (UNICEF, 2021).

Teachers also needed support from their 
institutions. However, in Romania, only 
63,4 % of teachers were provided with 
support from their institution. In the UK, 
the Irish National Digital Experience Survey 
demonstrated that 70 % of academics were 
completely inexperienced in online teaching 
before the crisis. Although, according to 
YouGov, 87 % of teachers said they received 
support from their institutions. Despite 
relative unprepared educational systems, 
some European countries were more 
experienced with online learning. These 
countries, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Sweden and Norway have decided 
to gather up their digital education tools and 
share best practices with other countries 
(Eyes on Europe, 2021).
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Across the WHO European Region, the 
pandemic had a dire impact on schooling 
during the 2020-2021 academic year. 
UNESCO’s monitoring of national distance 
learning solutions shows that 44 out of 53 
countries in the WHO European Region 
closed their schools at the national level at the 
height of the pandemic in April 2020. School 
closures have serious effects on the education, 
development and well-being of children and 

adolescents. In addition to depriving them of 
the necessary social interactions that support 
and promote their mental well-being, school 
closures led to remote learning arrangements 
that did not offer the same educational 
outcomes. In addition, even in the best 
settings, socially disadvantaged children and 
those in greater need of educational support 
have fallen behind, increasing social inequity 
between and within countries (WHO, 2021a). 

Figure 3: Combined indicator: 14-day notification rate, testing rate and test positivity, 
updated 11 November 2021

Source: ECDC, 2021.

Figure 3 presents the situation regarding 
school closures in mid April 2020, when the 
majority of EU member states was in the first 
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.

While most countries reopened their schools 
at the end of summer 2020, rising infection 
rates in the autumn and winter months led 
to more stringent measures across dozens 

of countries, including, in some areas, the 
closure of schools. However, research carried 
out in some Member States during the winter 
months of 2020 shows that SARC-CoV-2 
incidence among students was lower than 
in the general population, with secondary 
infections in schools accounting for less 
than 1 % of infections (WHO, 2021a; WHO, 
2021b). 
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After another two waves in autumn 2020 
and spring 2021 the situation in October and 
November 2021 is very diverse across Europe 
(see Figures 4 and 5). The situation is getting 
worse in many CEE countries, e.g. Slovenia, 

Hungary, Czech Republic etc. and in some 
countries it is very likely that the schools at 
some levels of education (e.g. universities) will 
be closed although there many measures in 
place (keeping physical distance, wearing masks, 

Figure 4: School closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, 23 October 2020

Figure 5: School closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, 10 November 2021

Source: Our Word in Data, 2021.

Source: Our Word in Data, 2021.
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checking PCT conditions) in order to keep the 
educational instructions open during the winter.
Figures 4 and 5 present the difference 
in the situation regarding the school 
closures in less than 3 weeks, during the 
time of preparation of this document. 

In summer 2021 it was clear that the 
pandemic has not been over yet and that 
the EU member states would probably face 
new challenges during the autumn/winter 
2021/2022. Therefore, a WHO expert 
group issued updated recommendations for 
the European Region on schooling during 
COVID-19 (WHO, 2021a) - schools should 
remain open for as long as possible with 
adequate public health and social measures 
in place, and governments should use the 
summer months to implement measures 
that protect in-person schooling in the next 
school year. The updated recommendations 
came against the backdrop of rising infection 
rates in some countries in the region, primarily 
due to the combination of the relaxation of 
public health and social measures, increased 
social mixing and vaccine inequity across the 
region (WHO, 2021a).

COVID-19 is reported less frequently in 
children than in adults. Transmission in 
education settings can be limited if effective 
mitigation and prevention measures are in 
place. In school settings across the WHO 
European Region, more outbreaks are 
reported in secondary and high schools than 
in primary schools (settings with children up 
to 10–12 years of age). Outbreaks in schools 
that involve only staff members are also 
observed. Data suggest that children and 

adolescents are followers, not drivers, of the 
pandemic, with a slower dynamic in younger 
children. There is to date no evidence 
that in-school transmission is a significant 
driver of increasing infection levels. 
However, the emergence of new variants 
of COVID-19, which have been shown to 
have increased transmissibility, require an 
ongoing risk assessment-based approach 
with appropriate in-school mitigation 
measures a prerequisite to keeping schools 
open (Aristovnik et al., 2020; WHO, 2021b). 
While precautions must be taken to control 
the spread of COVID-19 in the community, 
including through school-based measures, a 
balance must be struck between imposing 
such measures and ensuring that children are 
able to continue learning and socializing to 
the greatest extent possible (WHO, 2021b).

All infection control measures have the 
potential to have adverse effects on 
educational outcomes, mental health, social 
well-being and health-related behaviours. 
It therefore is necessary to consider 
carefully the positive and negative effects of 
implementing them. Evidence suggests that 
learning loss and falls in school enrolment 
rates due to lockdown, school closures 
and even distance learning is several times 
higher in schools in the most deprived areas 
compared to those in less deprived. Schools 
deliver essential functions beyond education 
that cannot be delivered online, including 
the opportunity for real-life interactions 
with peers, which is essential for healthy 
development. Online teaching therefore 
remains a suboptimal alternative. In addition, 
there is evidence that more children are 
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experiencing food insecurity due to lack of 
school meals, and levels of violence against 
children increase when staying home during 
lockdown and school closures. In general, 
data show that the factors influencing the 
impact of COVID-19 on learning proficiency 
are: adapting teaching to the new context; 
protecting child nutrition; and maximizing 
in-person contact time (WHO, 2021b).

COVID-19 has brought many existing 
patterns and trends to the surface. On 
the one hand, we have been shown many 
weaknesses and vulnerabilities: these include 
an accentuation of inequality, risks that 
follow from the privatization of education, 
and just how unprepared we were for a 
massive shift to digital and distance learning. 
On the other hand, some positive features 

within our societies have also become 
increasingly visible. We are seeing solidarity 
and a strong, resilient response to challenges 
in many societies. We are seeing increased 
attention to the public good. And, we are 
seeing resourcefulness, dedication and 
creativity from the many teachers, families 
and students who are collaboratively building 
remarkable learning experiences (UNESCO, 
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/#India.
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4. Case Studies of Selected 
Central and Eastern European 
Countries

D uring the first three lockdowns (Spring 2020, Autumn 2020 and Spring 2021), 
as a general response, the schools in the EU member states were mostly closed 
by ministerial decisions to prevent the spread of the virus, while teaching and 
learning processes had to be organised online. Countries’ different levels 
of digital readiness meant that many teachers and trainers had to become 

digitally literate overnight. Ministries, local authorities and other stakeholders, including private 
businesses and volunteers, provided access to resources, advice and support to teachers, 
trainers, learners and their parents (CEDEFOP, 2020).

In Austria, Czechia, Estonia, Spain and 
Sweden existing digital resources and tools 
ensured a smooth transition to distance 
learning. In Luxembourg, a webinar was 
offered to support vocational education 
and training (VET) teachers in developing 
knowledge on distance learning for practical 
courses. In Latvia, a dedicated educational 
video channel (tavaklase.lv) was created, 
while in Romania a digital platform (digital.
educred.ro) gathered relevant, validated 
and recommended e-learning platforms and 
online learning resources in one place. Some 
countries took measures to identify and 
support disadvantaged learners in terms of 
access to online learning (Finland, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Spain, Sweden) (CEDEFOP, 
2020).

In VET, students in the final year of 
programmes were allowed access to schools 
to prepare and take their final exams, which 
were required for graduation. Some countries 
waived final exams and issued diplomas 
based on formative assessment, while others 
postponed exams (CEDEFOP, 2020). 

In Slovakia, the procedure for organising 
the graduation from VET programmes 
was redefined by administrative act. In 
the Netherlands, exam organisation was 
determined by individual school boards. In 
Germany, the competent bodies (chambers) 
ensured that final examinations were held 
so that all apprentices could transition to 
working life. In Finland, where assessment 
was based on skills demonstration at 



16

the workplace, workplace-like learning 
environments outside the education 
institution was used instead, such as training 
providers’ own construction sites or teaching 
farms. In Denmark, schools were offering 
several options for organising final exams 
(CEDEFOP, 2020).

In some countries, schools at different levels 
re-opened, where nationally defined hygiene 
standards and safety measures could be 
guaranteed. Apprentices continued working 
in companies where safety could be ensured, 
except for the sectors most affected by 
lockdown (hospitality, gastronomy, retail 
trade). In the Netherlands, practical training 
in companies continued for both school-
based and dual VET, while schools supervised 
learners remotely. In France, flexible 
arrangements were put in place for pupils, 
apprentices, jobseekers and employees 
to make sure they stay and complete their 
training programme. In Czechia, students 
preparing for professions in healthcare and 
social care were obliged to keep working and 
actively help in fighting the pandemic, either 
by working or volunteering. Several countries 

used VET to support public health services, 
for example by producing protective gear for 
health workers (Croatia, Hungary, Ireland) 
(CEDEFOP, 2020).

After finishing the school years 2019/2020 
and 2020/2021, the countries were working 
on plans for the new school years (2020/2021 
and 2021/2022). In light of the uncertainty 
and increasing number of COVID-19 cases 
over the summer, they prepared the scenarios 
to be ready with offline and online study, 
taking into account lessons learned and 
addressing the challenges of the education 
systems revealed by the crisis (CEDEFOP, 
2020).
 
The Central and Easter European states 
responded to the COVID-19 situation 
as regards the education in a similar way 
(masks, physical distance, online learning, 
vaccination, and later PCT requirement etc.) 
but in different timeframes as the situations in 
different countries were different comparing 
the confirmed cases and deaths, vaccination 
speed, hospitalisations, mortality rates etc.



Figure 6: Daily new confirmed cases and deaths per million people, 11 November 2021

Figure 7: Share of people vaccinated against COVID-19, 11 November 2021

Source: Our Word in Data, 2021.

Source: Our Word in Data, 2021.
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The second part of the chapter presents the 
situation in the education sphere in four 
selected CEE countries – Czech Republic, 
Poland, Hungary and Slovenia. 

4.1 Czech Republic
As the COVID-19 pandemic worsened in 
countries across the globe, most governments 

took the precaution of closing their schools 
in an attempt to contain the spread of the 
virus. In the Czech Republic, excluding the 
non-compulsory part of the curriculum, each 
week of school closures represents about 23 
hours of face-to-face compulsory instruction 
time at school (lower secondary school – 
general orientation), that is to say 2.6 % of 
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annual compulsory instruction time. Schools 
were forced to replace this time in class with 
online learning and home schooling, in most 
cases facilitated by teachers and parents 
(OECD, 2020a). 

After weeks of school closures, some 
countries were starting the complicated 
process of gradually reopening their schools 
before the end of school year 2019/2020. 
To support these efforts, the COVID-19 
country note (OECD, 2021a) aimed to bring 
together evidence from various OECD 
school education surveys conducted prior 
to the crisis and use it to examine how 
prepared teachers, students and schools 
were in the Czech Republic to face the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, with a 
view to informing and guiding future policy 
responses to the crisis (OECD, 2020a).

Teachers’, students’ and school’s familiarity 
with the use of ICT for teaching and 
learning prior to the crisis

The availability of information and 
communication technologies (ICT) makes 
it possible to continue instruction and 
learning when physical interactions are no 
longer possible. However, both teachers 
and students need to be very familiar with 
these technologies and their use in order for 
them to be effective. A good starting point 
to assess the extent to which teachers and 
their students were prepared for school 
closures is to examine how frequently these 
technologies were used in the classroom 
before the crisis hit. Results from the 2018 
Teaching and Learning International Survey 

(TALIS) prior to the crisis show that on 
average across participating OECD countries 
and economies, only slightly more than half 
of lower-secondary teachers (53 %) reported 
letting students use ICT for projects or class 
work “frequently” or “always”. In the Czech 
Republic, this was the case for 35 % of 
teachers, which is lower than the average of 
the OECD countries participating in TALIS 
(OECD, 2020a). 

In order to be effective, teachers’ practices 
need to be grounded in a body of knowledge 
acquired through quality training. In the 
Czech Republic, 45 % of teachers reported 
that use of ICT for teaching was included 
in their formal education or training, which 
is lower than the average of the OECD 
countries taking part in TALIS (56 %). At the 
time of the survey, 63 % of teachers in the 
Czech Republic felt that they could support 
student learning through the use of digital 
technology (e.g. computers, tablets, smart 
boards) “quite a bit” or “a lot”, which is lower 
than the average of the OECD countries 
participating in TALIS (67 %) (OECD, 2020a).

Pre-service training in ICT for teaching may 
not be enough to ensure effective digital 
learning. Indeed, as learning technologies 
are characterised by a rapid pace of change, 
it is imperative for teachers to get access 
to in-service training to continually update 
their skills in this area. In the Czech Republic, 
41 % of teachers reported that ICT skills for 
teaching were included in their professional 
development activities, which is lower 
than the average of the OECD countries in 
TALIS (60 %). At the same time, in the Czech 
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Republic 13 % of teachers reported a high 
level of need for professional development 
in ICT skills for teaching, which is lower than 
the average of OECD TALIS countries (18 %). 
These pre-crisis reports therefore suggest 
that the transition to remote teaching and 
learning may have been challenging for a 
number of teachers (OECD, 2020a).

The implementation of ICT in school 
also requires the availability of adequate 
resources for its access and use. Principals’ 
views on which school resource issues are 
hindering the capacity to deliver quality 
instruction can shed light on possible 
impediments to the wider use of ICT for 
teaching in OECD schools. In the Czech 
Republic, 24 % of principals reported that the 
shortage or inadequacy of digital technology 
for instruction hindered the school’s 
capacity to provide quality instruction 
“quite a bit” or “a lot”, which is statistically 
not significantly different from the average 
of the OECD countries participating in 
TALIS (25%). Also, insufficient Internet 
access was reported as an issue by 7 % of 
principals, which is lower than the average 
of the OECD countries participating in 
TALIS (19 %). Data from the 2018 cycle of 
the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) provide further insights 
into schools’ capacity to enhance teaching 
and learning using digital devices. Some 
of these aspects refer to the availability or 
quality of ICT infrastructure, while others 
refer to teachers’ and the schools’ capacity 
to integrate digital devices into instruction. 
In the Czech Republic, 57% of students were 
enrolled in a school whose principal “agreed” 

or “strongly agreed” that an effective online 
learning support platform is available, which 
is statistically not significantly different from 
the average across OECD countries (54 %). 
At the same time, 89 % of students in the 
Czech Republic attended a school whose 
principal “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that 
effective professional resources designed 
to help teachers learn how to use digital 
devices were available, which is higher than 
the average across OECD countries (65 %). 
PISA 2018 also asked principals about the 
time teachers are given to prepare lessons. 
In this regard, in the Czech Republic, 62% of 
students attended a school whose principal 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that teachers 
have sufficient time to prepare lessons that 
integrate digital devices into learning, which 
is statistically not significantly different 
from the average across OECD countries 
(61 %) (OECD, 2020a).

4.2 Poland

In Poland, excluding the non-compulsory 
part of the curriculum, each week of school 
closures represents about 24 hours of face-
to-face compulsory instruction time at 
school (lower secondary school – general 
orientation), that is to say 2.8 % of annual 
compulsory instruction time. Schools were 
forced to replace this time in class with 
online learning and home schooling, in most 
cases facilitated by teachers and parents 
(OECD, 2020b). 
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Teachers’, students’ and school’s familiarity 
with the use of ICT for teaching and 
learning prior to the crisis

Data from the 2018 cycle of the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
provide the insights into schools’ capacity to 
enhance teaching and learning using digital 
devices. Some of these aspects refer to the 
availability or quality of ICT infrastructure, 
while others refer to teachers’ and the 
schools’ capacity to integrate digital devices 
into instruction. In Poland, 35% of students 
were enrolled in a school whose principal 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that an 
effective online learning support platform 
is available, which is lower than the average 
across OECD countries (54 %). At the same 
time, 67% of students in Poland attended a 
school whose principal “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” that effective professional resources 
designed to help teachers learn how to 
use digital devices were available, which is 
statistically not significantly different from 
the average across OECD countries (65 %). 
PISA 2018 also asked principals about the 
time teachers are given to prepare lessons. 
In this regard, in Poland, 77 % of students 
attended a school whose principal “agreed” 
or “strongly agreed” that teachers have 
sufficient time to prepare lessons that 
integrate digital devices into learning, which 
is higher than the average across OECD 
countries (61 %) (OECD, 2020b). 

4.3 Hungary

In Hungary, excluding the non-compulsory 
part of the curriculum, each week of school 

closures represents about 22 hours of face-
to-face compulsory instruction time at 
school (lower secondary school – general 
orientation), that is to say 2.8 % of annual 
compulsory instruction time. Schools were 
forced to replace this time in class with 
online learning and home schooling, in most 
cases facilitated by teachers and parents 
(OECD, 2020c).

Teachers’, students’ and school’s familiarity 
with the use of ICT for teaching and 
learning prior to the crisis

Results from the 2018 Teaching and Learning 
International Survey (TALIS) prior to the crisis 
show that on average across participating 
OECD countries and economies, only slightly 
more than half of lower-secondary teachers 
(53 %) reported letting students use ICT 
for projects or class work “frequently” or 
“always”. In Hungary, this was the case for 
48 % of teachers, which is lower than the 
average of the OECD countries participating 
in TALIS. In order to be effective, teachers’ 
practices need to be grounded in a body of 
knowledge acquired through quality training. 
In Hungary, 51 % of teachers reported that 
use of ICT for teaching was included in their 
formal education or training, which is lower 
than the average of the OECD countries 
taking part in TALIS (56 %). At the time of the 
survey, 79 % of teachers in Hungary felt that 
they could support student learning through 
the use of digital technology (e.g. computers, 
tablets, smart boards) “quite a bit” or “a lot”, 
which is higher than the average of the 
OECD countries participating in TALIS (67%) 
(OECD, 2020c).
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In Hungary, 69 % of teachers reported that 
ICT skills for teaching were included in their 
professional development activities, which 
is higher than the average of the OECD 
countries in TALIS (60 %). At the same time, 
in Hungary 20 % of teachers reported a high 
level of need for professional development 
in ICT skills for teaching, which is higher than 
the average of OECD TALIS countries (18 %). 
These pre-crisis reports therefore suggest 
that the transition to remote teaching and 
learning may have been challenging for a 
number of teachers (OECD, 2020c). 
In Hungary, 36 % of principals reported 
that the shortage or inadequacy of digital 
technology for instruction hindered 
the school’s capacity to provide quality 
instruction “quite a bit” or “a lot”, which 
is higher than the average of the OECD 
countries participating in TALIS (25 %). Also, 
insufficient Internet access was reported 
as an issue by 25 % of principals, which 
is statistically not significantly different 
from the average of the OECD countries 
participating in TALIS (19 %) (OECD, 2020c).

Data from the 2018 cycle of the Programme 
for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) provide further insights into schools’ 
capacity to enhance teaching and learning 
using digital devices. Some of these aspects 
refer to the availability or quality of ICT 
infrastructure, while others refer to teachers’ 
and the schools’ capacity to integrate digital 
devices into instruction. In Hungary, 35 % 
of students were enrolled in a school whose 
principal “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that 
an effective online learning support platform 
is available, which is lower than the average 

across OECD countries (54 %). At the same 
time, 29 % of students in Hungary attended a 
school whose principal “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” that effective professional resources 
designed to help teachers learn how to use 
digital devices were available, which is lower 
than the average across OECD countries 
(65 %). PISA 2018 also asked principals 
about the time teachers are given to prepare 
lessons. In this regard, in Hungary, 31 % of 
students attended a school whose principal 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that teachers 
have sufficient time to prepare lessons that 
integrate digital devices into learning, which 
is lower than the average across OECD 
countries (61 %) (OECD, 2020c).

4.3 Slovenia

In Slovenia, excluding the non-compulsory 
part of the curriculum, each week of school 
closures represents about 21 hours of face-
to-face compulsory instruction time at 
school (lower secondary school – general 
orientation), that is to say 2.7 % of annual 
compulsory instruction time. Schools were 
forced to replace this time in class with 
online learning and home schooling, in most 
cases facilitated by teachers and parents 
(OECD, 2020d).

Teachers’, students’ and school’s familiarity 
with the use of ICT for teaching and 
learning prior to the crisis

Results from the 2018 Teaching and Learning 
International Survey (TALIS) prior to the crisis 
show that on average across participating 
OECD countries and economies, only slightly 
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more than half of lower-secondary teachers 
(53 %) reported letting students use ICT 
for projects or class work “frequently” or 
“always”. In Slovenia, this was the case for 
37 % of teachers, which is lower than the 
average of the OECD countries participating 
in TALIS (OECD, 2020d). 

In Slovenia, 53 % of teachers reported that 
use of ICT for teaching was included in their 
formal education or training, which is lower 
than the average of the OECD countries 
taking part in TALIS (56 %). At the time of the 
survey, 55 % of teachers in Slovenia felt that 
they could support student learning through 
the use of digital technology (e.g. computers, 
tablets, smart boards) “quite a bit” or “a 
lot”, which is lower than the average of the 
OECD countries participating in TALIS (67 
%) (OECD, 2020d).

In Slovenia, 59% of teachers reported that 
ICT skills for teaching were included in their 
professional development activities, which is 
statistically not significantly different from 
the average of the OECD countries in TALIS 
(60 %). At the same time, in Slovenia 8% of 
teachers reported a high level of need for 
professional development in ICT skills for 
teaching, which is lower than the average 
of OECD TALIS countries (18 %). These 
pre-crisis reports therefore suggest that the 
transition to remote teaching and learning 
may have been challenging for a number of 
teachers (OECD, 2020d). 

In Slovenia, 4% of principals reported that the 
shortage or inadequacy of digital technology 
for instruction hindered the school’s capacity 

to provide quality instruction “quite a bit” or 
“a lot”, which is lower than the average of 
the OECD countries participating in TALIS 
(25 %). Also, insufficient Internet access was 
reported as an issue by 2 % of principals, 
which is lower than the average of the 
OECD countries participating in TALIS (19 
%) OECD, 2020d).

In Slovenia, 77 % of students were enrolled 
in a school whose principal “agreed” or 
“strongly agreed” that an effective online 
learning support platform is available, 
which is higher than the average across 
OECD countries (54 %). At the same time, 
78 % of students in Slovenia attended a 
school whose principal “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” that effective professional resources 
designed to help teachers learn how to use 
digital devices were available, which is higher 
than the average across OECD countries (65 
%). PISA 2018 also asked principals about 
the time teachers are given to prepare 
lessons. In this regard, in Slovenia, 88 % of 
students attended a school whose principal 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that teachers 
have sufficient time to prepare lessons that 
integrate digital devices into learning, which 
is higher than the average across OECD 
countries (61 %) (OECD, 2020d).
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Table 1: Teachers’, students’ and school’s familiarity with the use of ICT for teaching and
learning prior to the crisis – A comparative analysis of four CEE countries

Variable OECD Czech Rep. Poland Hungary Slovenia
Share of lower-secondary teachers who 
reported letting students use ICT for projects 
or class work “frequently” or “always” prior 
to the crisis.

53 % 35 % / 48 % 37 %

Share of teachers who reported that use of 
ICT for teaching was included in their formal 
education or training prior to the crisis.

56 % 45 % / 51 % 53 %

Share of teachers who felt that they could 
support student learning through the use of 
digital technology (e.g. computers, tablets, 
smart boards) “quite a bit” or “a lot” prior to 
the crisis.

67 % 63 % / 79 % 55 %

Share of teachers who reported that ICT 
skills for teaching were included in their 
professional development activities prior to 
the crisis.

60 % 41 % / 69 % 59 %

Share of teachers who reported a high level 
of need for professional development in ICT 
skills for teaching prior to the crisis.

18 % 13 % / 20 % 8 %

Share of principals who reported that the 
shortage or inadequacy of digital technology 
for instruction hindered the school’s capacity 
to provide quality instruction “quite a bit” or 
“a lot” prior to the crisis.

25 % 24 % / 36 % 4 %

Share of principals who reported that insuf-
ficient Internet access was an issue prior to 
the crisis.

19 % 7 % / 25 % 2 %

Share of students who were enrolled in a 
school whose principal “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” that an effective online learning sup-
port platform was available prior to the crisis.

54 % 57 % 35 % 35 % 77 %

Share of students who attended a school 
whose principal “agreed” or “strongly agreed” 
that effective professional resources designed 
to help teachers learn how to use digital 
devices were available prior to the crisis.

65 % 89 % 67 % 29 % 78 %

Share of students who attended a school 
whose principal “agreed” or “strongly agreed” 
that teachers have sufficient time to prepare 
lessons that integrate digital devices into 
learning prior to the crisis.

61 % 62 % 77 % 31 % 88 %

As seen from the table above, the pre-
COVID-19 crisis reports suggest that there were 
significant differences in the teachers’, students’ 
and school’s familiarity with the use of ICT for 
teaching and learning prior to the crisis when 
comparing the situation in the Czech Republic, 

Poland, Hungary and Slovenia (with the OECD 
average). On that basis we can resume that the 
transition to remote teaching and learning may 
have been challenging for a number of teachers 
and students when there were lockdowns due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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5. The Need to Develop Digital 
Skills in a Post-COVID World

E ven before the COVID-19 pandemic the European Commission has been determined 
to tackle the digital skills gap and promote projects and strategies to improve the level 
of digital skills in Europe. All Europeans need digital skills to study, work, communicate, 
access online public services and find trustworthy information. However, many 
Europeans do not have adequate digital skills. The Digital Economy and Society Index 

(DESI) shows that 4 out of 10 adults and every third person who works in Europe lack basic digital 
skills. There is also low representation of women in tech-related professions and studies, with only 1 
in 6 ICT specialists and 1 in 3 science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) graduates 
being women (European Commission, 2021b).

The European Commission has set targets 
in the European skills agenda and the digital 
education action plan to ensure that 70 % 
of adults have basic digital skills by 2025. 
These initiatives aim to reduce the level 
of 13-14 year-olds who underperform in 
computing and digital literacy from 30 
% (2019) to 15 % in 2030. The European 
Digital Skills and Jobs Platform is a new 
initiative launched under the Connecting 
Europe Facility Programme. It offers 
information and resources on digital skills, 
as well as training and funding opportunities 
(European Commission, 2021b).

The interactive map, available at https://
digital-skills-jobs.europa.eu/en/european-

interactive-map shows key data, insights 
and actions on digital skills and jobs in each 
EU Member State.

5.1 Short-term solutions and 
activities for the period during 
and after the pandemic

The ongoing pandemic has severely affected 
almost all aspects of our lives; education 
being one of them. As a result, majority of 
students in the world have completely lost 
access to the traditional way of institutional 
learning, while others have suffered in 
different ways and to a lesser degree. 
Many universities, colleges, and schools 
were closed during the initial pandemic 
lockdown during March–May, 2020 and 
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also in the following two waves. Luckily, 
some education institutions were better 
equipped to switch over to online teaching, 
either using a Learning Management System 
(LMS) or use some other online tools to 
connect with their students (Bajaba et al,. 
2021). 

At the level of the EU, the European 
Commission takes action to encourage, 
support and complement Member States’ 
activities in the field of education, while 
respecting their overall responsibility 
for educational policy. The Commission 
is actively supporting Member States in 
exchanging information, experiences and 
practices on distance learning as well as on 
possible solutions as relates to assessment, 
graduation and enrolment into higher 
education. The Commission and Member 
States are aware that the current situation 
may put disadvantaged learners at risk 
of lagging behind. To help learners and 
educators, the Commission has published a 
webpage with a wide range of online learning 
materials and Erasmus+ funded Platforms 
(e.g. the School Education Gateway, 
eTwinning, EPALE, European Youth Portal) 
offer virtual laboratories, communities of 
practice and databases for teachers and 
trainers – the mentioned web pages are 
listed below (European Parliament, 2021):

− https://ec.europa.eu/education/resources-
and-tools/coronavirus-online-learning-
resources_en
− www.schooleducationgateway.eu
− www.etwinning.net
− https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en

− https://europa.eu/youth/EU_en
− https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-
plus/resources/coronavirus-impact_en. 

The use of digital tools and online video 
platforms in education have enabled 
pupils and teachers to stay connected 
around the world during the COVID-19 
lockdown. Hybrid teaching methods, 
mixing in-person and remote learning, 
will become increasingly common as their 
benefits emerged from this crisis. Yet, the 
pandemic also exposed existing areas 
which must be improved to accelerate 
the digital transformation of education. 
The European Commission’s proposed 
Council Recommendation on online and 
distance learning for primary and secondary 
education should include a focus on three 
important areas (Digital Europe, 2021): 

I) Teacher professional development
Today, less than 40 % of teachers feel 
ready to use digital technologies. They 
should be empowered not only to carry 
on their work during lockdowns, but also 
to inspire their students in integrating 
technology into their everyday life and 
become innovators themselves. Teacher 
training is a precondition for more digitally-
oriented school curricula including the 
basics of computational thinking and the 
development of assessment/feedback 
methods tailored to blended learning. 
It should focus on a blended learning 
experience that includes not only readiness 
and enablement for online teaching and 
e-learning, but also teaching across online 
and offline dimensions (blended, hybrid 
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pedagogies and methodologies) allowing for 
student’s creativity and actual and practical 
learning how to use the digital tools. Finally, 
teachers need more support both for pre-
service and in-service.

I) Digital equipment and infrastructure
NextGenerationEU must invest in modern 
equipment and high-quality connectivity 
to accelerate digital uptake. It is key to 
bridge the technology gap for the least 
advanced Member States without losing 
sight of increases in investments in those 
with fairly good infrastructure. Adequate 
network infrastructure is key to meet digital 
education connectivity needs and make our 
educational systems more inclusive and 
flexible. Connecting our schools to high-
quality secure broadband and creating 
the right digital infrastructure will allow 
teachers to use expanded educational 
materials, access e-learning, and collaborate 
from different locations. Importantly, 
these investments will also directly benefit 
people living in remote rural areas, allowing 
them to access the best teaching available 
regardless of their location. Devices for 
education need to be better understood by 
looking into different device configurations 
according to learning scenarios, student 
age, etc. rather than adopting a one-size-
fits-all approach. 

III) Partnerships
Collaboration is vital for the success 
of online and distance learning. The 
Recommendation should foster the creation 
of partnerships between private sector, 
national and local authorities, training and 

education providers, as well as NGOs. They 
should focus on issues like the role of digital 
technology as infrastructure (enabler) and as 
curriculum to help develop talent who will 
not only be able to use the technology but 
also create new solutions. The COVID-19 
crisis gave momentum for partnerships. For 
instance, DIGITALEUROPE members have 
collaborated with many of these entities, 
including Ministries of Education, to develop 
ad-hoc distance learning modules, toolkits 
and deployment/adoption strategies for 
education systems. Finally, it is necessary to 
be cautious against significant decreases/
discrepancies by country in education 
infrastructure or training unit costs eligible 
for support to less developed Member 
States. Such decisions would be especially 
detrimental for advanced technology 
innovation in education infrastructure, 
training and employability programmes. 
They would prevent learners in these 
countries from accessing the best-in-class 
technology, knowledge and skills, thereby 
delaying their economic convergence with 
the other EU territories.

The description of some other actions of the 
EU support to pupils, students and teachers, 
such as  promoting cooperation and mobility, 
investment in education and skills, working 
towards educational success and inclusion, 
providing advice and platforms for online 
cooperation,   contributing to creating a 
European identity, supporting the green 
transition and supporting teachers can be 
found at https://ec.europa.eu/education/
news/back-to-school-eu-support_en.
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5.2 Long-term solutions and 
activities for the period during 
and after the pandemic

Digital transformation has transformed 
society and the economy with an ever 
deepening impact on everyday life. 
However, until the COVID-19 pandemic, 
its impact on education and training was 
much more limited. The pandemic has 
demonstrated that having an education and 
training system which is fit for the digital age 
is essential. While COVID-19 demonstrated 
the need for higher levels of digital capacity 
in education and training, it also led to 
the amplification of a number of existing 
challenges and inequalities between those 
who have access to digital technologies 
and those who do not, including individuals 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
pandemic has also revealed a number 
of challenges for education and training 
systems related to the digital capacities of 
education and training institutions, teacher 
training and overall levels of digital skills 
and competences, for example (European 
Commission, 2021a; Eurostat, 2019):

• In 2018 an OECD study found that on 
average less than 40 % of educators 
across the EU felt ready to use 
digital technologies in teaching, with 
divergences between EU Member States,

• More than 1/3 of 13-14 year olds 
who participated in the International 
Computer and Information Literacy 
Study (ICILS) in 2018 did not possess 
the most basic proficiency level in digital 
skills,

• A 1/4 of low-income households have 
no access to computers and broadband, 
with divergences across the EU affected 
by household income.

The pandemic has accelerated an existing 
trend towards online and hybrid learning. 
This shift has uncovered new and innovative 
ways for students and educators to organise 
their teaching and learning activities and 
to interact in a more personal and flexible 
manner online. These changes call for a 
strong and coordinated effort at the EU level 
to support education and training systems 
to address the challenges identified and 
exasperated by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
while putting forward a long-term vision 
for the way ahead for European digital 
education (European Commission, 2021a).
The need for a new Action Plan, building 
on the first Digital Education Action Plan 
(2018-2020) was expressed in the Political 
Guidelines of European Commission 
President, President Ursula von der Leyen, 
in July 2019. The renewed Digital Education 
Action Plan contributes to the Commission’s 
priority ‘A Europe fit for the Digital Age’ and 
to Next Generation EU. It also supports the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility, which aims 
to create a greener, more digital and resilient 
European Union. The Digital Education 
Action Plan is a key enabler to realising the 
vision of achieving a European Education 
Area by 2025. It contributes to achieving 
the goals of the European Skills Agenda, 
the European Social Pillar Action Plan and 
the ‘2030 Digital Compass: the European 
way for the Digital Decade’ (European 
Commission, 2021a).
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The Digital Education Action Plan (2021-
2027) is a renewed European Union (EU) 
policy initiative to support the sustainable 
and effective adaptation of the education 
and training systems of EU Member States 
to the digital age. The Digital Education 
Action Plan (European Commission, 2021a):

• Offers a long-term strategic vision for 
high-quality, inclusive and accessible 
European digital education, 

• Addresses the challenges and 
opportunities of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has led to the unprecedented use 
of technology for education and training 
purposes,

• Seeks stronger cooperation at the EU 
level on digital education and underscores 
the importance of working together 
across sectors to bring education into 
the digital age,

• Presents opportunities, including 
improved quality and quantity of teaching 
concerning digital technologies, support 
for the digitalisation of teaching methods 
and pedagogies and the provision of 
infrastructure required for inclusive and 
resilient remote learning.

To achieve these objectives, the Action 
Plan sets out two priority areas (European 
Commission, 2021a): 

1. Fostering the development of a high-
performing digital education ecosystem. 
This includes:
• Infrastructure, connectivity and digital 

equipment,
• Effective digital capacity planning and 

development, including up-to-date 

organisational capabilities,
• Digitally competent and confident 

teachers and education and training 
staff,

• High-quality learning content, user-
friendly tools and secure platforms 
which respect e-privacy rules and ethical 
standards.

2. Enhancing digital skills and competences 
for the digital transformation. This requires:
• Basic digital skills and competences from 

an early age,
• Digital literacy, including tackling 

disinformation,
• Computing education,
• Good knowledge and understanding 

of data-intensive technologies, such as 
artificial intelligence (AI),

• Advanced digital skills, which produce 
more digital specialists, 

• Ensuring that girls and young women are 
equally represented in digital studies and 
careers.

5.3 Green and digitalised European 
Union

The European Commission has begun to 
look at a greener Europe through the lens of 
the European Green Deal. At the same time, 
it is opening up discussions about the move 
to a more digital world: the digital transition. 
Digital technology and infrastructure 
have a critical role in our private lives and 
business environments. We rely on them to 
communicate, work, advance science and 
answer current environmental problems. 
At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic 
highlighted not only how much we rely on 
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our technology to be available to us, but 
also how important it is for Europe not to be 
dependent on systems and solutions coming 
from other regions of the world. Paving the 
way for achieving this goal is Digital Europe 
Programme (European Commission, 2021c).

It will provide strategic funding to answer 
these challenges, supporting projects in 
five key capacity areas: in supercomputing, 
artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, 
advanced digital skills, and ensuring a 
wide use of digital technologies across 
the economy and society, including 
through Digital Innovation Hubs. With a 
planned overall budget of €7.5 billion, it 

aims to accelerate the economic recovery 
and shape the digital transformation of 
Europe’s society and economy, bringing 
benefits to everyone, but in particular 
to small and medium-sized enterprises. 
The Digital Europe Programme will not 
address these challenges in isolation, but 
rather complement the funding available 
through other EU programmes, such as the 
Horizon Europe programme for research 
and innovation and the Connecting Europe 
Facility for digital infrastructure, the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility and the 
Structural funds etc. (European Commission, 
2021c).
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6. Policy Implications for CEE 
Countries’ Education Systems

T he global health pandemic has shined a harsh light on the vulnerabilities and 
challenges humanity faces. It has provided a clear picture of existing inequalities—
and a clearer picture of what steps forward we need to take, chief among them 
addressing the education of more than 1.5 billion students whose learning has 
been hampered due to school closures. (UNESCO, 2020).

In the 2020 to 2021 academic year, we 
saw the largest disruption to education 
in history (WHO, 2021). The analysis of 
different reports and studies reveals that 
the COVID-19 pandemic has caused 
many changes and has brought numerous 
challenges to the EU educational systems. 
The first challenge is, of course, to ensure 
that children and young people can return 
to in-person schooling safely. Second 
challenge is to understand what will the 
‘new normal’ be like, and, third, to adapt 
the educational systems to the future 
challenges, both in terms of physical and 
psychological safety as well as in terms of 
providing the right competencies for future 
job seekers. A special attention has to be 
given to those competencies, related to 
digitalisation and sustainable development 
of the CEE countries and the EU as a whole. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development provides many of the necessary 
signposts and guidelines. In 2019 the 
International Commission on the Futures 
of Education was established by UNESCO, 
composed of thought leaders from the worlds 
of academia, science, government, business 
and education. They designed nine ideas 
for concrete actions today that will advance 
education tomorrow (UNESCO, 2020):

1. Commit to strengthen education as a 
common good. Education is a bulwark against 
inequalities. In education as in health, we are 
safe when everybody is safe; we flourish 
when everybody flourishes. 

2. Expand the definition of the right to 
education so that it addresses the importance 
of connectivity and access to knowledge and 
information. 
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3. Value the teaching profession and teacher 
collaboration. There has been remarkable 
innovation in the responses of educators 
to the COVID-19 crisis, with those systems 
most engaged with families and communities 
showing the most resilience. We must 
encourage conditions that give frontline 
educators autonomy and flexibility to act 
collaboratively.

4. Promote student, youth and children’s 
participation and rights. Intergenerational 
justice and democratic principles should 
compel us to prioritize the participation of 
students and young people broadly in the 
co-construction of desirable change. 

5. Protect the social spaces provided by 
schools as we transform education. The 
school as a physical space is indispensable. 
Traditional classroom organization must give 
way to a variety of ways of ‘doing school’ 
but the school as a separate space-time of 
collective living, specific and different from 
other spaces of learning must be preserved.

6. Make free and open source technologies 
available to teachers and students. Open 
educational resources and open access 
digital tools must be supported. Education 
cannot thrive with ready-made content 
built outside of the pedagogical space and 
outside of human relationships between 
teachers and students. Nor can education be 
dependent on digital platforms controlled by 
private companies.

7. Ensure scientific literacy within the 
curriculum. This is the right time for deep 

reflection on curriculum, particularly as 
we struggle against the denial of scientific 
knowledge and actively fight misinformation. 
8. Protect domestic and international 
financing of public education. The pandemic 
has the power to undermine several 
decades of advances. National governments, 
international organizations, and all education 
and development partners must recognize 
the need to strengthen public health and 
social services but simultaneously mobilize 
around the protection of public education 
and its financing.

9. Advance global solidarity to end current 
levels of inequality. COVID-19 has shown 
us the extent to which our societies exploit 
power imbalances and our global system 
exploits inequalities. The Commission on 
the Futures of Education calls for renewed 
commitments to international cooperation 
and multilateralism, together with a 
revitalized global solidarity that has empathy 
and an appreciation of our common humanity 
at its core.

COVID-19 presents us with a real challenge 
and a real responsibility. These ideas 
invite debate, engagement and action by 
governments, international organizations, 
civil society, educational professionals, as 
well as learners and stakeholders at all levels.

The above findings on the state-of-the-art 
situation within the EU educational systems 
reveal some interesting facts, that should 
be taken into account when formulating 
educational policies for the CEE EU member 
states as far as the development of digital 
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skills is concerned. Accordingly, some 
suggestions for policy makers (at the EU and 
national levels) were designed, such as: 

• promoting and enforcing digital literacy 
already on the lower educational levels 
and later at all other levels of education,

• investments in digital infrastructure 
(equipment – e.g. internet access, PCs, 
laptops, tablets, printers, projectors etc.) 
on national and local level, 

• financing research on the existing digital 
skills of pupils and students at different 
educational levels and detecting the gaps 
towards the employers’ needs in different 
sectors, 

• activating mentors and tutors in the area 
of digitalisation – older students offering 
help to younger,

• spreading awareness that the time and 
energy spent behind the digital appliances 
has to be limited and that much care has 
to be given to balancing daily activities, 
i.e., care for social and mental well-being 
has to be put in place,

• promoting help of younger generations 
to older ones in acquiring the digital skills 
(intergenerational cooperation). 

Additionally, the provision of different micro-
level (e.g. schools, universities, research 
intuitions) infrastructure elements should be 
discussed, supported and implemented, such as 
(adapted on the basis of Aristovnik, et al., 2020):

• modernised curricula aiming at flexible 
knowledge delivery methods on digital 
platforms, 

• promotion of online learning among 
students at all educational levels,

• trainings of teachers on how to efficiently 
use new teaching approaches in digital 
environment,

• trainings of both students and teachers 
on how to use state-of-the art hardware, 
platforms, applications, databases, social/
communication media.
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7. Conclusion

T he COVID-19 pandemic has created the largest disruption of education 
systems in human history, affecting nearly 1.6 billion learners in more than 
200 countries. Closures of schools, institutions and other learning spaces have 
impacted more than 94 % of the world’s student population. This has brought 
far-reaching changes in all aspects of our lives. Social distancing and restrictive 

movement policies have significantly disturbed traditional educational practices. Reopening of 
schools after relaxation of restriction is another challenge with many new standard operating 
procedures put in place (Pokhrel and Chhetri, 2021).

While most children of the world 
experienced some form of educational 
interruption, the extent and depth varied 
among countries and among groups of 
children. Understanding the details of 
how education systems were more able to 
preserve educational opportunity for some 
children and in some countries is crucial 
to discern what was lost, what lies ahead, 
and what we can expect from schools as 
institutions that can build a future that is 
better than the present or the past (Reimers, 
2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed 
vulnerabilities of many systems – health, 
social, economic, political, educational etc. 
It has also surfaced extraordinary human 
resourcefulness and potential. Therefore, 
this is a time for pragmatism and quick action, 
but it is also a moment when more than ever 
we cannot abandon scientific evidence. Nor 
can we operate without principles. Although 
there is a need for more digitalisation, future 

choices must be based on a humanistic 
vision of education and development and 
human rights frameworks. Decisions made 
today in the context of COVID-19 will have 
long-term consequences for the futures of 
education. Policy-makers, educators and 
communities must make high-stakes choices 
today—these decisions should be guided by 
shared principles and visions of desirable 
collective futures (UNESCO, 2020).  

When preparing the policies and plans for a 
post-COVID-19 times, one should be aware 
that it is now, after almost two years of the 
COVID-19 crisis, definitely evident that we 
cannot return to the world as it was before. 
Therefore, the policy makers should act 
differently as in the past when they were of 
preparing for a new crisis thinking that it will 
look precisely like the one we just had. This 
means that all countries, including the CEE 
ones should reconsider their educational, 
health, social, economic, and other policies 
(Macyra, 2020).



35

1. Aristovnik, A., Keržič, D., Ravšelj, D., 
Tomaževič, N., & Umek, L. (2020). 
Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
life of higher education students: A global 
perspective. Sustainability, 12(20), 8438.

2. Bajaba, S., Mandurah, K., & Yamin, M. 
(2021). A framework for pandemic 
compliant higher education national 
system. International Journal of Information 
Technologies. Accessed at https://pubmed.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33681698/

3. CEDEFOP (2020). EU countries respond 
to the effect of coronavirus on their 
education systems. Accessed at https://
www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news/eu-
countries-respond-effect-coronavirus-their-
education-systems

4. COVIDSocLab (2020). Accessed at http://
www.COVIDsoclab.org/

5. Digital Europe (2021). DIGITALEUROPE’s 
response to the European Commission’s 
consultation on online and distance learning 
in primary and secondary education. 
Accessed at https://www.digitaleurope.
org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/
DIGITALEUROPEs-response-to-the-
European-Commissions-consultation-on-
online-and-distance-learning-in-primary-
and-secondary-education.pdf

6. ECDC (2021). Maps in support of 
the Council Recommendation on a 
coordinated approach to travel measures 
in the EU. Accessed at https://www.
ecdc.europa.eu/en/COVID-19/situation-
updates/weekly-maps-coordinated-
restriction-free-movement

7. European Commission (2021a). Digital 
Education Action Plan (2021-2027). 
Accessed at https://ec.europa.eu/
education/education-in-the-eu/digital-
education-action-plan_en

8. European Commission (2021b). Digital 
skills and jobs. Accessed at https://digital-
strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/digital-
skills-and-jobs

9. European Commission (2021c). The 
Digital Europe Programme. Accessed at 
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/
activities/digital-programme

10. European Parliament (2021). Accessed 
at https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/
document/E-9-2020-001909-ASW_
EN.html

11. Eurostat (2019). Digital economy and 
society statistics - households and 
individuals. Accessed at https://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.

References



36

php?title=Digital_economy_and_society_
statistics_-_households_and_individuals

12. Eyes on Europe (2021). Online education 
in times of COVID-19 – A challenging 
transition for European countries. 
Accessed at https://www.eyes-on-europe.
eu/online-education-in-times-of-COVID-
19-a-challenging-transition-for-european-
countries/

13. Macyra, N. (2020). European Society and 
Economy after COVID-19. Accessed at 
https://ecipe.org/blog/european-society-
after-COVID/

14. Mallapaty, S. (2021). Europe’s COVID 
death toll could rise by hundreds of 
thousands. Accessed at https://www.
n a t u re . co m /a r t i c l e s /d 4 1 5 8 6 - 0 2 1 -
03455-w

15. OECD (2019a). Education at a 
Glance 2019: OECD Indicators, OECD 
Publishing, Paris. Accessed at https://doi.
org/10.1787/f8d7880d-en

16. OECD (2019b). PISA Database. 
Accessed at https://www.oecd.org/pisa/
data/2018database/

17. OECD (2019c). PISA 2018 Results (Volume 
I): What Students Know and Can Do. 
PISA, OECD Publishing, Paris. Accessed 
at https://doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en

18. OECD (2019d). PISA 2018 Results 
(Volume II): Where All Students Can 
Succeed, PISA, OECD Publishing, Paris. 

Accessed at https://doi.org/10.1787/
b5fd1b8f-en

19. OECD (2019e). PISA 2018 Results 
(Volume III): What School Life Means for 
Students’ Lives, PISA, OECD Publishing, 
Paris. Accessed at https://doi.org/10.1787/
acd78851-en.

20. OECD (2019f). TALIS Database, OECD. 
Accessed at https://www.oecd.org/
education/talis/talis-2018-data.htm

21. OECD (2019g). TALIS 2018 Results 
(Volume I): Teachers and School Leaders 
as Lifelong Learners, TALIS, OECD 
Publishing, Paris. Accessed at https://doi.
org/10.1787/1d0bc92a-en

22. OECD (2020a). School education during 
COVID-19: Were teachers and students 
ready? Accessed at https://www.oecd.org/
education/Czech-Republic-coronavirus-
education-country-note.pdf

23. OECD (2020b). School education during 
COVID-19: Were teachers and students 
ready? Accessed at https://www.oecd.org/
education/Poland-coronavirus-education-
country-note.pdf

24. OECD (2020c). School education during 
COVID-19: Were teachers and students 
ready? Accessed at https://www.oecd.
org/education/Hungary-coronavirus-
education-country-note.pdf

25. OECD (2020d). School education during 
COVID-19: Were teachers and students 



37

ready? Accessed at https://www.oecd.org/
education/Slovenia-coronavirus-education-
country-note.pdf

26. Our Word in Data. (2021). Accessed at 
https://ourworldindata.org/COVID-school-
workplace-closures

27. Pokhrel, S., Chhetri, R. A (2021). Literature 
Review on Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic 
on Teaching and Learning. Higher 
Education for the Future, 8(1),133-141. 
Accessed at https://journals.sagepub.com/
doi/full/10.1177/2347631120983481

28. Reimers, F. M. (2022). Learning from a 
Pandemic. The Impact of COVID-19 on 
Education Around the World. Accessed at 
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/

29. Statista (2021). Duration of school 
lockdown caused by coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic outbreak in 
Central Eastern European (CEE) countries 
in 2021 (in weeks). Accessed at https://
www.statista.com/statistics/1233186/
cee-school-lockdown-duration/

30. Statista (2021b). Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
in the CEE region - Statistics & Facts. 
Accessed at https://www.statista.com/
topics/6238/coronavirus-COVID-19-in-
the-cee-region/#dossierKeyfigures

31. UN (2021). Europe hits highest weekly 
COVID-19 cases since pandemic began. 
Accessed at https://news.un.org/en/
story/2021/11/1105702

32. UNESCO (2020), International 
Commission on the Futures of Education. 
Education in a post-COVID world: Nine 
ideas for public action. Accessed at 
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/
education_in_a_post-COVID_world-nine_
ideas_for_public_action.pdf 

33. UNICEF (2021).  All schools in Europe 
& Central Asia should remain open and 
made safer from COVID-19, say WHO 
and UNICEF. Accessed at https://www.
unicef.org/press-releases/all-schools-
europe-central-asia-should-remain-open-
and-made-safer-COVID-19-say-who

34. WHO (2021a). Largest disruption to 
schooling in history due to COVID-19 
measures must not rob children of their 
education and development. Accessed 
at https://www.euro.who.int/en/media-
centre/sections/press-releases/2021/
largest-disruption-to-schooling-in-history-
due-to-COVID-19-measures-must-not-
rob-children-of-their-education-and-
development

35. WHO (2021b). Schooling during 
COVID-19 - Recommendations from 
the European Technical Advisory 
Group for schooling during COVID-19. 
Accessed at https://www.euro.who.int/
en/health-topics/Life-stages/child-and-
adolescent-health/publications/2021/
s c h o o l i n g - d u r i n g - C O V I D - 1 9 -
recommendations-from-the-european-
technical-advisory-group-for-schooling-
during-COVID-19,-june-2021



Zavod 14, zavod za sožitje in napredek is a non-profit (ELF full member) organization and has its 
headquarters in Ljubljana (Slovenia). Zavod 14 promotes social liberal ideas (balancing between 
individual liberty and social justice) and protect liberal values (eg. democracy, the rule of law, 
social development, good governance etc.) Zavod 14`s mission is strengthening the civil society 
initiative, integration and cooperation of the interested public, transmission of perspectives 
of interested stakeholders to state and other institutions, cooperation in the preparation and 
implementation of politics, and contribution in joining the civil society initiative into international 
integrations.

/zavod14

@stirinajst
Zavod 14, zavod za sožitje in napredek

Cankarjeva 4 • 1000 Ljubljana

The publication is supported by the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom. The Friedrich Naumann Foundation 

for Freedom is not responsible for the content of this publication, or for any use that may be made of it. The views 

expressed herein are those of the author(s) of the publication alone. These views do not necessarily reflect those of 

the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom.


