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Introduction

From early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic devastated our world, fundamentally altering our
higher education systems, institutions, ways of working, learning, and researching. We
entered a state of uncertainty, which continues to this day (Tilak & Kumar, 2022). Amidst
these disruptions “it seemed possible that a post-COVID world could emerge that embraced
positive change” (Freeman et al., 2021a, p. 2). Observing the varied ways in which higher
education responded to this crisis, our higher education in emergencies group developed a
diagnostic lens (Leihy et al., 2022) reflecting our readings of higher education and
emergencies in education (EiE) research. The framework evidences our collective interest in
international comparative analysis, and consideration of global, national and local
dimensions (see Marginson & Rhoades, 2002).
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The Higher Education in Emergencies Domains (HEED)
framework

The framework (Leihy et al., 2022) accommodates higher education system and institution
level analysis while traversing the emergency management phases proposed by the
Australian Institute of Disaster Resilience (2020), including prevention, preparedness,
response and recovery. The HEED framework is structured around nine domains, with
corresponding definitions and indicators. The first, geopolitics and jurisdictions recognises
the centrality of context. The second, system regulation, focuses on the policy and regulatory
framework governing higher education. The remaining domains focus on the institution
level, and include financing, infrastructure, teaching and learning, research and research
training, pathways in and out, governance and leadership, and human resources.

Each domain is defined and allocated headline indicators to support qualitative and
quantitative analysis. In time, indicators for these domains will be elaborated. To date, our
research has examined system regulation (international mobility), with particular emphasis
on Australia, Japan, and India (Freeman et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2021), and governance and
leadership (emergency decision-making) (Freeman et al., 2021b). Other work has focused
on research and research training (collaborations) involving Australia-India partnerships
(Deuchar & Freeman, 2021).

Many scholars have explored the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on online teaching
and learning (Skulmowski & Rey, 2020; Zawacki-Richter, 2020; Zhang et al., 2022). Studies
are also available on COVID-19 and higher education human resources, including academic
precarity, underpayment and wage theft (Clibborn, 2021; The Senate Economics
ReferencesCommittee, 2022), as well as the important area of higher education financing
(Larkins & Marshman, 2021). Some have concluded that “COVID-19 was the catalyst, not
the cause, for many of the present challenges” (The Senate Select Committee on Job
Security, 2021, p. 186). Few studies have examined disruptions and recovery strategies
spanning multiple domains (see Tilak & Kumar, 2022; UNESCO, 2021).

Application of the HEED framework

The HEED framework can be applied to examine higher education response and recovery
phases. In terms of geopolitics and jurisdiction (i.e., the nature of each country’s higher
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education system), the pandemic appears to have amplified many existing pressures. This
domain highlights the importance of understanding emergency response and recovery phases
relative to global/national/local contexts, system size, student/faculty/staff populations, and
exogenous threats. The pandemic impacted almost if not all higher education systems. In
some countries, system size contracted (in terms of revenues, staffing, and enrolments),
whereas in others, enrolments increased along with unemployment and economic
uncertainty. Some shifts reflected country income level (UNESCO, 2021). Going forward,
the changing geopolitical environment has powerful implications for institutions’ strategic
positioning within global science (i.e., security of intellectual property, curtailing foreign
influence, protection of defence material). As many nations have turned inwards, little
attention has been given to some clearly urgent policy responses (e.g., health science
education for students from countries experiencing high levels of COVID-19 disease
burden).

In terms of system regulation, the pandemic saw governments rapidly transform higher
education systems, institutions and practices, centralising control in previously unimagined
ways. The centralised regulation of global flows of students and faculty effectively stalled
cross-border mobility for much of the last two years. This sent shockwaves through
institutions in international student sender countries (i.e., China, India, Germany, Vietnam,
South Korea, France) as well as traditional host countries (i.e., United States, United
Kingdom, Australia, Germany, Russia, France) (Guillerme, 2021). More recently, some
governments have relaxed visa conditions and post-study migration pathways to accelerate
growth of international student enrolments.

In terms of financing, the pandemic exerted extraordinary pressure on government,
university and student finances as revenues decreased and COVID-19-related expenditures
increased. Government funding for higher education has long proved problematic in some
systems, such as Australia (Doidge & Doyle, 2020), whereas others have benefited where
governments have recognised and funded education as a public good. Countries having
experienced high levels of COVID-19 disease burden coupled with insufficient public
funding will struggle financially including developing economies with limited access to, or
take-up of, COVID-19 vaccines and treatments. Many students have faced the brunt of these
challenges; however, their experiences vary (Rollston & Galea, 2020; Department of
Education, 2021).

In terms of infrastructure, the pandemic revealed the explicit relationship between
campus infrastructure and health and wellbeing. The pandemic impacted most (but not all)
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campus infrastructure feasibly susceptible in super-spreader events (Greenhalgh et al.,
2021). Lecture theatres, sporting competitions and galleries, libraries, archives, and
museums infrastructure, along with maintenance schedules, were shut down; in some
instances, for much of 2020-2021. In others, utilisation rates significantly decreased as
social-distancing rules were introduced.

In terms of teaching and learning, much has been said about the rapid pivot to emergency
remote teaching and assessment. Shutdowns also impacted student’s access to traditional,
placement-based work integrated learning (WIL), or internships (Freeman & Barker, 2022a;
Freeman & Barker, 2022b). The digital divide left far too many behind, while concerns
quickly emerged about surveillance, proctoring arrangements, assessment technologies and
privacy (de Boer, 2020). At least in some host countries, international students remaining in-
country were neglected, vulnerable and exploited (Freeman et al., 2022; Varughese &
Schwartz, 2022). Another cohort, the offshore-online students — generally untethered to their
institutions — grew exponentially. In some countries, changes to students’ learning and living
culminated in high levels of student disengagement (McMurtrie, 2022), ongoing trauma and
heightened stress (Department of Education, 2021; Center for Collegiate Mental Health,
2022).

In terms of research and research training, the pandemic presented disruptions,
methodological and logistical challenges. According to Tilak and Kumar (2022) “armchair
research became the preferred method” (p. 10). Governments and communities embraced
global science oriented at COVID-19 vaccine and treatment development, in some cases
establishing interdisciplinary scientific committees to guide economic and health policy
responses. Many research training students persisted in isolation, frequently dislocated from
vital research infrastructure, watching ever-shrinking career pathways.

In terms of pathways in and out, education systems with centralised senior secondary
school examinations and higher education entrance examinations faced considerable
challenges. Timeframes for language and medical tests, as well as university admissions
were pushed out. Those seeking to transition to employment faced graduation ceremony
deferrals and an altered labour market (Clibborn, 2021). UNESCO (2021) reported that
“COVID-19 has caused significant damage to the global economy, by reducing job
opportunities and increasing the unemployment rate” (p. 4). The logistics of getting into and
out of higher education proved challenging in unimagined ways.

In terms of governance and leadership, many institutions effected rapid change through
emergency decision-making (Freeman et al., 2021). Others directly adopted government
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policy and advice, and relaxed existing institution level regulations, policies and procedures
(de Boer, 2021). Going forward there remain questions about institutional autonomy and
academic freedom in the face of state emergency directives and growing nationalism. From
a positive perspective, risk, quality assurance and change management may finally be given
due recognition.

Finally, in terms of human resources, in many countries there emerged a broad social
awareness of exactly what constitutes an essential service, as well as the dangers of
precarious employment — generally, and in a health crisis. Clibborn (2021) observed that
“COVID-19 acutely exposed and exacerbated existing inequalities in the labour market ...
[including] stagnant wage growth, the persistent gender pay gap and employer non-
compliance with minimum wage laws” (p. 293).

Conclusion

Analysis of the scholarly literature has demonstrated that the HEED framework can be used
to demonstrate a broad range of systemic and institution-level policy and practice shifts in
higher education. Further research is warranted to consider the impact of national and local
contexts, histories and traditions, as well as diverse responses and recovery strategies. The
HEED framework provides a lens through which to learn from the COVID-19 pandemic, at
a time when it is essential to prepare for future emergencies such as climate change. A broad-
ranging rather than atomistic analysis — that accommodates higher education emergency
response, recovery, prevention, and preparedness phases - to provide a rich basis upon which
to support the development of robust policies, strategies and practices. Emerging from this
crisis, our new normal demands that we learn from the past.
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