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The absolute majority of publications about changes in higher education resul-
ting from the COVID-19 pandemic focus on the problems faced by students. They 
fail to articulate the position of university faculty members who are concerned 
about their dwindling role as a result of the digital transformation of education.
Since 2020, the Institute of Social Analysis and Forecasting at the Russian Pre-
sidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration with the sup-
port of the Russian Ministry of Science and Higher Education has conducted a 
monitoring study of the attitude of university faculty members to the changes 
taking place in higher education. The present article is based on the results of 
three research waves (non-random, administrative, river sample) conducted in 
April 2020 (N=33,987), June–July 2020 (N=27,484) and April–May 2021 (N=26,334). 
An overall positive trend is observed in teacher attitudes: the peak of discontent 
about the introduction of distance education has passed, and the attitude to on-
line learning has become calmer and more level-headed. Most teachers conti-
nue to express unconditional support for traditional in-person learning, however. 
The article takes a close look at the attitude of teachers to the digital transforma-
tion of higher education and analyzes their narratives. Teachers believe that the 
most promising aspect of the digital transformation of universities is the use of 
blended learning technologies that combine the benefits of classical and inno-
vative teaching methods. The article identifies risk factors and further opportu-
nities for digital innovations in higher education.

digital transformation, higher education, online survey, survey of university fa-
culty members, administrative survey, hybrid learning model, blended learning 
model, distance education, distance learning.
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In the spring of 2020, due to the pandemic, the total lockdown, 
and the uncertainty about the further spread of COVID-19, the hi-
gher education system was faced with a choice: suspend classes, 
dismissing students and faculty for an indefinite period, or swit-
ch entirely to a distance learning mode. The education system im-
mediately transitioned to distance learning, and the administrative 
coercion to it, which offered no alternatives, inevitably created re-
sistance [Радина, Балакина, 2021; Рогозин, 2021b]. Most university 
teachers reacted negatively, considering this situation an attack on 
academic freedom, which would lead to the imminent destruction 
of the entire higher education.

At the same time, for several years already, the higher education 
system has been undergoing a planned digital transformation, with 
high-tech digital solutions being introduced and curricula being 
modernized. While before the pandemic these processes had run 
in parallel, the obligatory rapid transition to distance education in-
extricably linked them to each other in the perception of university 
teachers. Educators’ prejudice against the distance learning mode 
has become a critical part of the context in which the digital trans-
formation of higher education has taken place. University teachers 
can hardly be blamed for their resistance to change: the emergen-
cy in the country, the need for rapid adjustment, the dramatically 
increased workload, the burden of responsibility, and administra-
tive pressure made them hostages to the situation since in most 
cases these circumstances were drivers of the change taking place.

It has been more than a year and a half. Do university teachers 
still have the initial prejudice against the distance learning mode 
and the digital transformation of higher education? What are fac-
ulty attitudes towards distance education in 2021? Have universi-
ty teachers found the optimal balance between distance and class-
room learning? Have the current events influenced faculty attitudes 
towards digital transformation? How do university teachers per-
ceive digital transformation in general? How many of them are actu-
ally opposed to digital transformation? The present study examines 
the main elements of the digital transformation of higher educa-
tion based on the current evaluations of faculty members, who are 
one of the main stakeholder groups of these changes.
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The digital transformation of higher education has been a topic of 
discussion for at least 30 years now. One of the initial impulses for 
this discussion was active learning technologies, seen as a way to 
increase students’ learning motivation. In their classic work of 1991, 
C. Bonwell and colleagues state that active learning using the me-
thods of the emerging IT industry will change the role of a univer-
sity teacher from just a “transmitter of knowledge” to a “facilitator” 
who instead transmits the teaching method [Bonwell, Eison, 1991]. 
Thus, already at the outset of the debate, the university teacher’s 
role in digital transformation was one of the central issues.

In recent years, various international organizations released 
statements and memoranda emphasizing the priority of active 
learning for successful future development. They included the de-
cisions within the Bologna Process and the European Higher Ed-
ucation Area [Zahavi, Friedman 2019], Partnership for 21st Century 
Learning [Laar et al., 2017], and various editions of the book Assess-
ment and Teaching of 21st Century Skills [Care, Wilson, Griffin, 2018]. 

Further development of the discourse followed technological 
advances, with the gamification of education becoming its frontier 
topic [Subhash, Cudney, 2018]. Despite many works on the benefits 
of gamification and incorporation of IT technologies into the edu-
cational process, university teachers remained skeptical about dig-
italization and gamification [Guerrero-Roldán, Noguera, 2018]. The 
most frequent areas of their concern were the anticipated changes 
of roles in the learning process, “time loss” for both teachers and 
students, a break with academic tradition, and the substitution of 
administering for teaching.

A compromise option combining the benefits of traditional ac-
ademic education and innovative techniques was thought to be 
blended, or hybrid, learning [Борисова, 2019]. According to its gen-
erally accepted definition, “blended learning environments <...> 
combine synchronous and asynchronous activities and are situat-
ed on a continuum between face-to-face and online teaching and 
learning” [Graham, 2019]. In the second half of the 2010s, many 
studies were conducted to prove the effectiveness of blended learn-
ing in optimizing student engagement and organizing the entire 
learning process [Halverson, Graham, 2019; Manwaring et al., 2017; 
Boelens, de Wever, Voet, 2017; Boelens, Voet, de Wever, 2018]. How-
ever, the cornerstone of success remains the perception of blended 
learning technologies by faculty: if they are interested in using digi-
tal potential in the educational process, there is a positive change; if 
they are not motivated, no evidence for the effectiveness of blend-
ed learning is found. 

In the autumn of 2019, just before the pandemic, Canadian re-
searchers analyzed blended learning practices at four universities 
across the country, drawing on in-depth interviews with twenty fac-
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ulty members from various disciplines who had experience with 
digital courses [Heilporn, Lakhal, Bélisle, 2021]. They found out that 
three basic scenarios can contribute to the success of blended pro-
grams in the educational process:

	 •	 creative revision of the existing structure and pace of educa-
tional courses (blended learning depends on the dynamics of 
instruction and requires alternating synchronous and asynchro-
nous classes; any needless lengthening, pauses, and so forth 
make it less efficient);

	 •	 providing a choice in teaching and learning activities (blend-
ed learning is effective if it gives the author of the course more 
autonomy and freedom in finding the most appropriate tools, 
study guides and approaches to instruction, and reduces the 
amount of strictly regimented operations);

	 •	 paying attention to the role of the university teacher and his 
or her interaction with the course (it is emphasized that blend-
ed learning does not reduce the importance of a teacher, but, 
on the contrary, increases it, requiring him or her to establish 
a trust-based relationship with the students, stimulating direct 
contact between the members of the educational group). 

The result of the studies carried out so far is the understand-
ing that the digital transformation has three independent agents/
stakeholders — society, academia (faculty) and students [Muril-
lo-Zamorano et al., 2021] — and that their interests do not self-ev-
idently coincide. Society can either artificially impose digitalization 
on universities or, on the contrary, inhibit it due to the lack of fund-
ing, necessary organizational decisions, and so forth. Students may 
have a very strong or, conversely, totally no demand for innovations 
in education. As for academia, they have personal ambitions and 
skepticism that affect the progress of the IT-based revolution. At 
the same time, the interests of these three agents should be con-
sidered in the aggregate, because their intersection is what creates 
an opportunity space for digital transformation at a particular point 
in time in a particular country. 

Two common perspectives on the nature of the digital revolu-
tion, the technocratic and the humanistic, usually encourage the 
analysis of IT-based teaching methods in terms of public or student 
benefit, often ignoring the opinion of academia considered to be 
biased in advance and keen to preserve the status quo. It is no co-
incidence that the vast majority of authors examining the dramat-
ic changes in the educational process caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic focus on students’ problems [Damşa et al., 2021]. Watching 
the current discourse, faculty members, who were worried since the 
early days of the digital age about the diminishment of their impor-
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tance and the redefinition of roles in the educational process, might 
consider their concerns legitimate: their voice is often unheard and 
their position not articulated.

Several early works on faculty readiness for digital transforma-
tion aimed to identify the factors contributing to the educators’ 
positive attitude towards IT-based innovations [Buchanan, Saint-
er, Saunders, 2013]. In particular, Finnish researchers outlined the 
“holistic concept of digital competence” required of today’s teach-
ers [Ilomäki et al., 2016]. Among the basic competences that were 
later referred to by other authors were the following:

	 •	 technical competence (the ability to use relevant technology and 
programs);

	 •	 the ability to use digital technologies in a meaningful way for 
working, studying, and in everyday life;

	 •	 the ability to evaluate digital technologies critically and motiva-
tion to participate in the digital culture.

While starting with the basic competence, that is, educators’ 
ability to navigate modern technology, the authors finished with a 
much more interesting statement emphasizing the importance of 
academia’s critical attitude to the IT-based revolution. In their opin-
ion, an ambassador of any process should avoid formalism and a 
conciliatory stance: digital learning can only develop effectively if 
it receives constructive criticism from the professional community, 
which should be considered an integral component of the IT-based 
revolution in the educational environment. In addition, the authors 
emphasized the importance of a holistic approach to the role of the 
teacher, who is not merely a “function” of digital transformation but 
also has other academic interests and demands. 

Norwegian researchers proposed a slightly different perspective 
on digital competence by identifying three specific levels of IT skills 
of faculty members [Gudmundsdottir, Hatlevik, 2018]: 

	 •	 general digital competence, that is, the instrumental skills and 
knowledge university teachers require in order to use digital 
technology in their work, including mastery of relevant soft-
ware;

	 •	 subject-specific digital competence, enabling faculty members 
to identify the specifics of teaching a particular discipline in an 
online format and address it creatively by developing unique 
online and blended courses;

	 •	 professional digital competence, ensuring the application of 
pedagogical skills in the unfamiliar digital environment: chang-
ing strategies and tactics of communication with students, de-
veloping a proper online assessment, and so forth. 
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The two models described above have much in common, as 
they take into account the multidimensionality of teaching, where 
the simple transfer of knowledge through a usual “analog” or digi-
tal channel is mediated by individual pedagogical excellence. 

In 2020 the model of digital competences in higher education 
was very timely supplemented with a parameter formulated in the 
work of T. Aagaard and A. Lund [Aagaard, Lund, 2020]. The authors 
suggested that besides general, subject-specific and professional 
digital competences, transformative competence is also critical for 
the stability of higher education. Transformative competence re-
fers to the ability of faculty and students to continuously reform 
and update their teaching and learning practices and is absolutely 
necessary to find ways out of extraordinary situations. Published in 
December 2019, the book of these authors could claim to be pro-
phetic considering the COVID-19 challenge that followed, making 
transformative competence one of the most in-demand in the ed-
ucational services market. 

At the same time, it is evident that the adaptation of the edu-
cational process to the online delivery mode depends not only on 
the teacher’s will and on students’ willingness. The third stakeholder 
of digital transformation — the society represented by its regulato-
ry institutions — also plays an important role. According to E. King 
and R. Boyatt, institutional culture is the key factor contributing to 
effective online learning [King, Boyatt, 2014], while F. Pettersson 
[Pettersson, 2018], based on the analysis of available sources, con-
cluded that the positive effect of the teacher’s personal digital com-
petences is largely mediated by the organizational context of his 
or her activities. Both the absence of any institutional support and 
the excess of institutional regulation and control can be detrimen-
tal. If control over the teaching process becomes obtrusive, one of 
the key advantages of digital transformation — its flexibility and in-
novativeness — may be lost. In their work Seamless Learning. Per-
spectives, Challenges and Opportunities, researchers from Singapore 
clearly demonstrate the importance of informal, unwritten meth-
ods developed in the process of live teacher-student communica-
tion for successful online teaching [Looi et al., 2019].  

Since 2020 the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy 
and Public Administration has been conducting a monitoring study 
of the faculty attitudes to the changes taking place in higher edu-
cation. The study is based on non-random, administrative, river 
sample. The main administrative river sampling is organized with 
the support of the Russian Ministry of Science and Higher Educa-
tion, invitations to participate in the survey are sent to all higher 
education institutions in Russia. The sampling process is controlled 

Methodology
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locally by the universities’ administrative staff. In order to control 
and evaluate the administratively approved responses, a second, al-
ternative river sampling of respondents is organized through tar-
geted advertising on social networks. For more details on the or-
ganization of the survey, see [Рогозин, 2021b]. This article is based 
on the results of the third wave of the study.

The first wave took place from April 10 to 15, 2020, inclusive. 
A total of 58,812 people participated in the survey over six consec-
utive days, of which 20,273 people met the eligibility criteria. Of the 
eligible respondents, only 6% refused to participate in the survey 
and 5% stopped completing the questionnaire before reaching the 
end. A total of 33,987 completed questionnaires were collected. The 
response rate, or the ratio of completed questionnaires meeting the 
eligibility requirements and quality criteria, to all click-throughs to 
the questionnaire form, was 89%.

The second research wave was conducted from June 25 to 
July 10, 2020. During 16 consecutive days, 42,382 people took part 
in the survey. 928 of them, or 2% of the sample, did not qualify for the 
survey; 11,680 respondents, or 28%, refused to participate right after 
answering the screening questions; 2,290 people, or 5%, stopped fill-
ing in the questionnaire before reaching the end. The final sample in-
cluded 27,484 questionnaires. The response rate was 65%.

The third wave of the survey took place from April 23 to May 31, 
2021. In 38 consecutive days, 42,272 click-throughs to the question-
naire were registered, and 32,086 people started to fill it out. A to-
tal of 26,334 questionnaires were collected that met the eligibility 
requirements (the respondents were teachers of higher education 
institutions). After controlling for errors and inaccuracies and edit-
ing the array, the final sample of 24,337 observation units was ob-
tained. The response rate was 57%.

The consistent decrease in the response rate is, firstly, due to 
the large number of surveys conducted in higher education and, 
consequently, decreased faculty interest in participating in repeti-
tious studies, and, secondly, due to the administrative organization 
of the survey, which without proper support lowers respondents’ 
motivation to participate. Although the response rate is far from 
the extreme value (in opinion polls, it does not exceed 10–15%), 
this downward trend requires an in-depth methodological analysis.

In 2021, the Russian Ministry of Science and Higher Education de-
veloped the Strategy for Digital Transformation of the Science and 
Higher Education Sector, aimed at achieving “digital maturity”. One 
of the goals of the Strategy is to implement the target model of a 
digital university in all higher education institutions subordinated 
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to the Russian Ministry of Science and Higher Education1, which, in 
particular, implies the active participation of the university faculty 
members in the planned changes. In order to assess faculty atti-
tudes towards them, one of the questionnaire blocks in the third 
wave of our study was devoted to digital transformation.

Most respondents claim to be well aware of the digital transfor-
mation processes in higher education (Table 1).

Table 1. Awareness of Digital Transformation Processes in Higher  
Education, % by column

Do you know, have you heard or read, or are you currently reading for 
the first time about the digital transformation in higher education?

Wave 3, spring of 
2021 (N = 24 337)

Know about it in detail 28.3

Have heard or/and read something 58.2

Reading about it now for the first time 7.4

Don’t know 6.1

More than a quarter of respondents indicate that they know 
about the current changes in detail, and 58% have heard something 
about them. Even if we assume that the answer option “Have heard 
something” is a socially approved norm for a university employee, 
it can be argued that it is the pandemic and recent changes in the 
educational process that have made the knowledge about IT-based 
innovations in higher education background and common. At the 
same time, just over 15% of respondents take a negativistic stance; 
the majority take a neutral wait-and-see stance, and almost a third 
of respondents report a positive attitude (Table 2).

Table 2. Attitudes Toward Digital Transformation, % by column

What is your overall attitude toward the digital transformation: posi-
tive, negative, or neutral?

Wave 3, spring of 2021 
(N = 24 337)

Positive 31.8

Negative 15.6

Neutral 40.9

Don’t know 11.7

Only about 60% of respondents are aware that digital transfor-
mation is taking place at their university; 16% know nothing about 
it, and 22% cannot give a definite answer. Faculty members’ evalu-

 1 The Strategy for Digital Transformation of the Science and Higher Educa-
tion Sector was approved by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education 
of the Russian Federation in 2021. https://www.minobrnauki.gov.ru/docu-
ments/?ELEMENT_ID=36749
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ations of the process and first results of the digital transformation 
in their university are somewhat more critical than their attitude 
toward digital transformation as such, but most tend to evaluate 
these results as “good” or “satisfactory” (Table 3).

Table 3. Evaluation of the Implementation of Digital transformation  
at the University of the Respondent, % by column

How do you evaluate the implementation of digital transformation 
at your higher education institution?

Wave 3, spring of 2021 
(N = 24 337)

Excellent 11.2

Good 39.7

Satisfactory 34.3

Unsatisfactory 4.7

Don’t know 10.2

University teachers who are concurrently employed in adminis-
trative positions assess the quality of the digital transformation in 
their university as “excellent” or “good” somewhat more often (Ta-
ble 4). However, this bias is not decisive here.

Table 4. Dependence of the Evaluation of Digital Transformation  
on the Respondent’s Performance of Administrative Tasks, % by column

How do you evaluate 
the implementation of 
digital transformation 
at your higher educa-
tion institution?

Do you perform any administrative or managerial tasks in ad-
dition to teaching?

TotalYes, I do No, I do not Don’t know

Excellent 11.9 10.4 7.2 11.2

Good 40.5 38.7 35.7 39.7

Satisfactory 34.8 33.9 32.0 34.3

Unsatisfactory 4.5 4.8 4.0 4.7

Don’t know 8.3 12.1 21.1 10.2

This block of the questionnaire included one multiple-choice 
question, namely: “What do you think the digital transformation of 
higher education is primarily aimed at?” Since the Strategy for Dig-
ital Transformation of the Science and Higher Education Sector was 
published on the website of the Ministry of Science and Higher Edu-
cation on July 14, 2021, which is almost three months after the start 
date of the survey, the response options were not directly related 
to this document. Respondents were free to choose up to two an-
swer options from the list, or they could articulate their own posi-
tion by commenting on the option “Other” (Table 5).
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Table 5. Assumed Goals of the Digital Transformation (up to two response 
options)*

Response options Absolute va-
lues

The pro-
portion 
of all res-
ponses 
(%)

The propor-
tion of all 
respondents 
(%)

Distance teaching of students, development of on-
line education

14 507 33,9 59,6

Digital library resources, access to international da-
tabases

10 515 24,6 43,2

Automation of administrative and economic activities 
of the university

1876 4,4 7,7

Automation of university research activities, equip-
ping laboratories and research centers

2139 5,0 8,8

Control over the university leadership by the Ministry 1419 3,3 5,8

Control over teaching activities 3049 7,1 12,5

A feedback system for faculty and students 3963 9,3 16,3

A digital archive, educational and regulatory univer-
sity databases

2570 6,0 10,6

Other 886 2,1 3,6

Don’t know 1831 4,3 7,5

Total 42 755 100,0 175,7

* Since it is a multiple-choice question, the sum of percentage proportions of the total number of 
respondents exceeds 100%.

All the proposed response options can be roughly divided into 
those gravitating toward positive, neutral, and negative scenarios 
of digital education development in Russia. They are selected from 
among the possible ones based on the results from the first wave 
of the survey on faculty attitudes towards digital transformation in 
the COVID-19 era [Рогозин, 2021b]. The small percentage of teach-
ers who chose the option “Other” confirms the validity of the list of 
answer options included in the questionnaire.

The body of relatively positive evaluations is represented by the 
statements about the following opportunities created by the digi-
tal transformation:

	 •	 digital library resources, access to international databases;
	 •	 automation of university research activities, equipping labora-

tories and research centers;
	 •	 a feedback system for faculty and students;
	 •	 a digital archive, educational and regulatory university databases.
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The body of neutral statements includes the following options:

	 •	 distance teaching of students, development of online education;
	 •	 automation of administrative and economic activities of the uni-

versity.

The selection of the following statements suggests that the re-
spondent expects the digital transformation of the university to 
generate problems for the institution:

	 •	 control over the university leadership by the Ministry;
	 •	 control over teaching activities.

In the era of the digitalization of education, the negative con-
notation attached to the idea of supervision by higher authorities 
is persistent in both Russian and international discourse. 

Positive evaluations of digital transformation prevail over neg-
ative and even neutral ones. Positive statements account for more 
than half of all responses, neutral ones for about 45%, and negative 
ones for 10%. Even if we assume that we have failed to take into ac-
count all the variety of possible negative statements, forcing criti-
cal respondents to choose the option “Other”, the negativist tone 
is still less significant than the others.

At the same time, the most promising aspects of digital educa-
tion development — the development of a feedback system for fac-
ulty and students, and the technical re-equipment of laboratories 
and research centers — are not considered the most likely goals of 
the current IT-based transformation. The number of respondents 
who selected “a feedback system” only slightly outnumbers those 
who chose the negative scenario of “control over teaching activi-
ties”. Apparently, this distribution of answers reflects faculty mem-
bers’ awareness of the ambivalence of IT-based transformation: dig-
italization, which enables a university teacher to better understand 
and feel a student in case of direct inquiry (and vice versa), similarly 
makes a teacher more vulnerable and transparent to bureaucratic 
control. Many of the respondents may not be sure which trend will 
shape the image of digital education in Russia to a greater extent.

Facilitating access to digital library resources and international 
databases, while being useful in itself, is rather an element of techni-
cal support of digital transformation than its driver. The large number 
of respondents who chose this as the ultimate goal of the IT-based 
reforms of the Russian educational environment may, therefore, be 
indicative of their low agency and conservative orientation towards 
using available resources instead of redefining practices.

Finally, the most popular statement about the goals of digital 
transformation associates the latter with the development of on-
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line education and distance teaching of students. Since this state-
ment can include a variety of implicit attitudes, its interpretation is 
problematic. In the perception of many Russians, as well as in the 
everyday and even academic discourse, digital, distance and on-
line education are often considered synonymous. In reality, digi-
tal transformation, or digitalization, is much broader than simply 
moving the educational process to an online environment or re-
placing face-to-face interaction with students with distance educa-
tion [Lund, Furberg, Gudmundsdottir, 2019; Петрунева и др., 2020]. 
Even before the pandemic, the most promising area of the digital 
transformation of universities was considered the use of blend-
ed learning technologies, which maximize the benefits of classical 
and innovative teaching methods. In those subject areas and with 
those students where / for whom gamification, internetization and 
other digital innovations ensure more effective learning, the use 
of innovations is appropriate; when the innovations do not seem 
to provide additional benefits or when they put at risk the estab-
lished traditions of higher education, classical face-to-face meth-
ods should be used. The ultimate goal of blended learning is not 
to modernize all higher education at any cost, and especially not 
to leave teachers and students without face-to-face meetings, but 
to apply the technologies, methods, and pedagogical innovations 
that are most appropriate in each particular case. Whether our re-
spondents meant such adaptation of the educational process or an-
ticipated a decline of all face-to-face teaching modes, remains un-
clear. Given the observations from the first wave of the survey, the 
latter option is more likely. 

A small proportion of respondents were not satisfied with the 
available response options and articulated the goal of the digital 
transformation in Russia in their own way. Due to the consider-
able size of the total sample, the number of alternative answers re-
ceived allows us to analyze them in detail (N = 886 in the edited ar-
ray). The option “Other” was most often chosen by the respondents 
who sought to highlight specific negative aspects of the IT-based 
modernization of education, as evidenced by the top-15 most fre-
quently used words in the open-ended responses received (Table 6).

Some of the words above have a predominantly negative conno-
tation, such as the words “reduction”, “decrease” and “destruction”. 
In this context, the otherwise neutral word “saving” is also seman-
tically related to them. At the forefront, in addition to the neutral 
phrases about “digital transformation” suggested by the very struc-
ture of the question, are “reduction of quality”, “destruction of ed-
ucation” and “breakdown”.

The analysis of the most frequent answers shows that there are 
two answer types at the two extremes of the sample: one group is 
characterized by a pronounced formal approach to completing the 
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questionnaire, the other — by containing a highly emotional mes-
sage. In the first case, the respondent often copied the formally cor-
rect answer to the question from official documents, articles, and 
guidance manuals, or gave a commonly used definition:

The digital transformation of education is an update of the expec-
ted educational outcomes, the content of education, the methods 
and organizational forms of academic work, and the evaluation of 
the achieved results in a rapidly evolving digital environment, ai-
med at radically improving the educational outcomes of each stu-
dent (male, 38 years old, Candidate of Sciences, St. Petersburg).

The interaction of administration, faculty and students in organi-
zing and managing the educational process, research, and eco-
nomic activity of the university (male, 64, Doctor of Sciences, the 
Republic of Mordovia).

In the second case, the respondent sought not to answer the 
question, but to express his or her emotional attitude to the re-
search topic in general:

Table 6. Fifteen Most Frequent Words in Open-Ended Responses About  
Digital Transformation Goals, % by column

Position Word
Absolute va-
lues

The proportion of the to-
tal sum of the most frequent 
words (%)

1 Education 404 24.8

2 University teacher 146 8.9

3 Digital 127 7.8

4 Reduction 111 6.8

5 High 93 5.7

6 Decrease 91 5.6

7 Student 88 5.4

8 Educational 86 5.3

9 System 83 5.1

10 Saving 77 4.7

11 Quality 75 4.6

12 Higher education institution 69 4.2

13 Process 62 3.8

14 Destruction 60 3.7

15 Transformation 60 3.7

Total 1632 100.0
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Who cares what I think, my opinion does not affect anything! What 
do the authors of this questionnaire want to find out by asking 
this question? The focus and goals of the digital transformation 
are defined not by an average faculty member!!! (male, 44, Candi-
date of Sciences, Kirov Oblast)

All other responses can be arranged on the usual continuum 
reflecting positive to negative attitudes to the IT-based innovation 
of the educational environment. This reveals the factors of possible 
success, as well as problem areas of the innovation process.

Respondents with a moderately positive attitude to digital trans-
formation usually mentioned one of the following three assumed 
goals of the current changes (or a combination of them): person-
alization of educational trajectories, mastering of new digital prod-
ucts by students, and the technological advancement of the coun-
try and higher education.

The idea behind the digital transformation of education is for eve-
ryone to achieve the required educational outcomes through the 
personalization of the educational process, including the use of 
artificial intelligence methods and virtual reality tools, the deve-
lopment of digital educational environments in educational insti-
tutions, providing public broadband Internet access, and working 
with big data (male, 39, no academic degree, Moscow).

The goal of education changes to building and developing stu-
dents’ ability to learn and understand the logic of finding new so-
lutions that move science forward (female, 36, no academic de-
gree, Khabarovsk Krai).

Equipping higher education institutions with modern digital tech-
nologies, intended to make education and educational materials 
more accessible to all (female, 50, Candidate of Sciences, Altai Krai).

Ideally, digitalization should lead to the algorithmization of all the 
main processes in the university, that is, managerial, administra-
tive, economic, research and educational ones, followed by the 
emergence of information systems to support activities and then 
decision-making (male, 38, Candidate of Sciences, Saratov Oblast).

Some respondents avoided generally accepted answers, shar-
ing unconventional ideas about the innovation goals.

Creation of virtual platforms where students from different regions 
and cities could receive a proper education. Creation of virtual on-
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line universities akin to Yandex.Taxi (male, 45, Doctor of Sciences, 
Novosibirsk Oblast).

Certain responses suggest a likelihood of success in the digital 
transformation of Russian higher education. The most important 
factors contributing to the likelihood of success are the competence 
of many respondents in defining the proposed concepts, the abili-
ty to distinguish between “digitalization”, “distance education” and 
other developments in higher education, the awareness of blend-
ed learning methods, and the willingness to adopt best practices, 
while critically evaluating digitalization in general. 

An example of the respondents’ competence:

Improving the quality of education through the development of 
individual digital learning paths for students. Introduction of ad-
vanced AR- and VR-based learning systems and artificial intelli-
gence systems, ensuring access to quantum computing. All the 
rest has nothing to do with digital transformation, being part of 
the usual IT systems development process (male, 67, Candidate 
of Sciences, Moscow).

Statements in favor of blended learning:

No education system is self-sufficient; we should therefore strive 
for a balanced and high-quality organization of the learning pro-
cess in higher education, combining primarily classroom learning 
with students’ independent work and employing necessary online 
resources and the positive energy of a living person (female, 38, 
Candidate of Sciences, Volgograd Oblast).

It is primarily a learning model for acquiring knowledge both face-
to-face in the classroom and through online courses, the creation 
of a single digital space for the learner for different areas of acti-
vity (female, 50, Candidate of Sciences, Chelyabinsk Oblast).

The negative responses are represented by several common 
statements that describe digitalization as a process aimed at “op-
timizing” higher education institutions and saving public funds by 
reducing the faculty size, “dumbing down” students, dividing edu-
cation into “high-quality intramural” and “low-quality extramural”, 
embezzling the budget and goldbricking.

The destruction of higher education in the country and the wor-
ld, the stratification of society into a large group of fooled, ea-
sily manipulated people and a small elite group having access to 
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quality face-to-face education (female, 45, Candidate of Sciences, 
Irkutsk Oblast).

The stated goal is to ultimately reduce education to a service deli-
very system (male, 49, Candidate of Sciences, Omsk Oblast).

The holy grail of the proponents of digitalization is to finally elimi-
nate the university teacher as an obstacle to the market-based in-
teraction “administration — diploma — student”; record courses 
on Coursera and sell the rights to them. Nobody is concerned 
about what will happen to the professions and knowledge incre-
ment in one generation. Maximizing profits in the short-term is 
what they really care about (female, 47, Candidate of Sciences, 
Moscow).

To save university funds. The state hopes to replace traditional 
education with online education to spend less money on suppor-
ting higher education institutions. In my opinion, the transition 
to fully online learning is unacceptable: we thereby discredit the 
whole idea of getting a higher education (male, 24, no academic 
degree, Yaroslavl Oblast).

All the reforms of recent years are aimed at imitating a response 
to the challenges of our time, while what actually happens is a re-
distribution of funds, the creation of a hierarchy of universities 
consisting of elite institutions and those for the “plebs”, increasing 
control and unification of education and teaching, the suprema-
cy of indicators, the decay of academic freedom and ethical stan-
dards in relationships of faculty members with each other and with 
students, replaced by loyalty to the leadership and all the innova-
tions initiated by them (female, 71, Doctor of Sciences, Moscow).

The opinions of Russian university teachers reveal both similar-
ities and differences with their foreign colleagues’ perceptions of 
the digital transformation of higher education. Given the Russian 
context, at the fore is the problem of social justice and the stratifi-
cation of society into “elite” and “masses” who are allegedly forced 
into distance education. Besides, Russian university teachers are 
concerned about traditional learning being replaced with “optimiz-
ing” online learning and are less worried about the constraints on 
academic freedom and the teacher’s changing role in society. They 
place economic concerns at the forefront [Ларионова и др., 2021]. 
After one year of the pandemic, critical respondents point primar-
ily to institutional problems related to digital transformation and 
not so much to technical or organizational ones. The reason could 
be that most of the urgent infrastructural challenges have been 
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resolved during the first year, encouraging teachers to move from 
criticism of their own working conditions towards considering more 
global issues related to educational process management. 

Thus, the analysis of narratives clearly identifies the problem ar-
eas in the digital transformation of higher education as perceived by 
Russian faculty members. Firstly, it is the narrowing down of digital 
transformation to the digitalization of the educational process and 
the introduction and/or wider spread of digital technologies, where-
by digital transformation is understood as a full or partial transition 
to distance learning. Secondly, it is a dilution of institutional trust be-
tween all participants in the process, and a discrepancy between the 
stated and actual reform goals, articulated and recognized by univer-
sity teachers. Respondents especially often pointed to the mismatch 
between the declared goals and the real-world situation:

The question is incorrect. If it is about the declared goals in or-
der to check the competence of the respondent, one group of 
answer options is appropriate. If it is about the actual situation, 
other options should be chosen (male, 70, Candidate of Sciences, 
Kamchatka Krai).

According to what is declared, [digital transformation is aimed at] 
all of the above. In reality, it is aimed at saving money at the ex-
pense of higher education and reducing funding and staff (male, 
50, Doctor of Sciences, Moscow).

I can’t know the real goals. For me personally, the advantage of 
digitalization in education comes down to positions 1 and 2 (wo-
man, 60 years old, Doctor of Sciences, St. Petersburg).

Besides doubting the integrity of the digital transformation ac-
tors and pointing out the lack of transparency in their goals, the re-
spondents also distrust their competence and ability to introduce 
innovations into higher education:

The system is extremely flawed. We fill out the profile with indica-
tors that do not correspond to our real-life activities. The develo-
pers have a poor understanding of the needs of faculty and of-
fices. For reports, we have to fill out the forms all over again (male, 
Doctor of Sciences, Moscow).

I believe that proponents of digital transformation do not know 
its exact goals, but simply follow the mainstream and the general 
motto of saving budget funds. All of the above goals can be achie-
ved one way or another through the digitalization of the educatio-
nal process (male, 56, Candidate of Sciences, Moscow).
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I think and observe in our university that distance education is 
considered a way to save money on faculty. The leadership does 
not understand that online education should be blended and hy-
brid and requires lots of time and advanced qualifications (female, 
53, Candidate of Sciences, Primorsky Krai).

I believe that digital transformation is inevitable in today’s world. 
However, this process is usually implemented by people who do 
not understand anything about it — at least in those universities 
with which I cooperate (male, 39 years old, Candidate of Sciences, 
Moscow).

The attitudes of university faculty members to distance learning is 
one of the main subjects of this monitoring study, and the relevant 
questions in one form or another have been included in all three 
research waves. The peak of faculty discontent due to the introduc-
tion of distance learning has passed: their attitude to online lear-
ning has become more calm and level-headed. In a year, the pro-
portion of negative evaluations decreased by 9.6 percentage points, 
the share of positive ones rose by 6 percentage points, while neu-
tral assessments increased by 3.5 percentage points (Table 7).

Table 7. Respondents’ Attitudes Toward Distance Education, % by column*

What is your overall attitude toward dis-
tance education in higher education institu-
tions: positive, negative, or neutral?

Wave 2, sum-
mer of 2020 
(N = 25 386)

Wave 3, spring 
of 2021 
(N = 24 337)

The diffe-
rence, 
percentage 
points

Positive 20.0 26.0 6.0

Negative 47.0 37.3 –9.6

Neutral 29.2 32.7 3.5

Don’t know 3.9 3.9 0.1

* The question was asked in the second and third research waves.

Although in 2021 the proportion of those dissatisfied with dis-
tance learning remains the highest (37.3%), more than a quarter 
of the respondents already have a positive attitude towards it, and 
about 33% take a neutral position. In the first wave of the study 
conducted on April 10–15, 2020, when asked about online delivery 
mode, 70% of those surveyed claimed that it had a negative impact 
on student learning; 15% believed that the quality of students’ on-
line learning did not differ from that of in-person learning, and only 
2% admitted that distance learning had its advantages. 

Faculty attitudes 
towards online 

learning
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The change of sentiments among the faculty members confirms 
our hypothesis based on the first wave of the survey: the rejec-
tion of IT-based transformation was primarily due to the pandemic 
shock, the general uncertainty about the future characteristic of the 
spring of 2020, and the dramatically increased workload at the end 
of the academic year [Рогозин, 2021b]. Given the short-term effect 
of the above factors, their elimination could pave the way for a more 
conscious attitude toward the introduction of distance and blended 
learning, which is exactly what happened [Логинова, Бендрикова, 
Дегтярев, 2021; Магомедов, Абдусаламов, Магдилова, 2020]. The 
greatest willingness to change their evaluations was most likely 
shown by the so-called “neopessimists” of spring 2020, whose ap-
prehension and defensive pessimism were an attempt to cope with 
current and future threats [Рогозин, 2021а]. Once the danger had 
passed or started to look less frightening, this group of respondents 
took a more neutral or even positive stance.

If we look at more person-oriented questions, in particular, “How 
much do you agree with the following statement: distance teaching 
mode is convenient and comfortable for me personally”, the overall 
positive trend in faculty attitudes becomes even more pronounced 
(Table 8). The proportion of university teachers who totally agree 
or rather agree that the distance teaching mode is comfortable for 
them grows with each measurement: while in the first wave, there 
were 27.9% of them, in the second wave, they were already 34.4%, 
and by the third wave their share reached 44.1%. Accordingly, the 
proportion of those who totally disagree or rather disagree that the 
distance teaching mode is convenient is decreasing: from 67.2% in 
the first wave to 62.5% in the second wave and 51.6% in the third 
wave.

Table 8. Measuring the Convenience of the Distance Teaching Mode  
for University Teachers by the Degree of Agreement With the Proposed 
Statement, % by column

Distance teaching 
mode is conve-
nient and comfor-
table for me per-
sonally

Wave 1, 
spring of 
2020  
(N = 30 839)

Wave 2, 
summer of 
2020  
(N = 25 386)

Wave 3, 
spring of 
2021  
 (N = 24 337)

Difference 
between 
waves 2  
and 1, p. p.

Difference 
between 
waves 3  
and 2, p. p.

Totally agree 5.1 7.3 10.9 2.2 3.6

Rather agree 22.8 27.1 33.2 4.3 6.1

Rather disagree 42.1 38.3 35.2 –3.8 –3.1

Totally disagree 25.1 24.2 16.4 –1.0 –7.8

Don’t know 4.9 3.2 4.3 –1.8 1.2

Faculty 
evaluations  

of the 
convenience 

of the distance 
teaching mode
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In the third wave, the evaluations of the convenience of dis-
tance education for faculty and students were for the first time con-
sistent: 41% of faculty members believed that the distance learn-
ing mode was convenient and comfortable for students, and about 
53% thought that it was uncomfortable (Table 9). In the first and 
second waves in 2020, faculty members rated their levels of dis-
comfort with the introduction of the distance teaching mode high-
er than those of students. 

Table 9. Measuring the Convenience of the Distance Learning Mode  
for Students by the Degree of Agreement With the Proposed Statement,  
% by column

The distance lear-
ning mode is 
convenient and 
comfortable for 
students

Wave 1, 
spring of 
2020
(N = 30 839)

Wave 2, 
summer  
of 2020 
(N = 25 386)

Wave 3, 
spring  
of 2021  
(N = 24 337)

Difference 
between 
waves 2  
and 1, p. p.

Difference 
between 
waves 3  
and 2, p. p.

Totally agree 3.6 3.8 7.0 0.2 3.2

Rather agree 23.3 21.6 34.1 –1.7 12.5

Rather disagree 42.0 43.3 37.0 1.3 –6.3

Totally disagree 18.0 26.2 15.9 8.3 –10.4

Don’t know 13.2 5.1 6.1 –8.1 1.0

In the second wave of the study, the evaluations of the conve-
nience of distance learning for students deviate from the gener-
al downward trend in dissatisfaction: the respondents who report-
ed the convenience of distance learning for students in the second 
wave are 1.3% less than those in the first wave (26.9% versus 25.4% 
of those who totally agree or rather agree), and the teachers who 
indicated its inconvenience, conversely, are 9.5% more (60% ver-
sus 69.5% of those who totally disagree or rather disagree). The dif-
ference in values is almost completely offset by the decrease in 
the share of respondents who could not answer the question: by 
the second wave, their proportion has declined by 8.1%. Thus, be-
tween the first and second waves, there is no positive dynamics in 
the evaluations of the comfort of the distance learning mode for 
students, but in the third wave, it is evident. The distribution of an-
swers to this question is then for the first time close to the distribu-
tion of answers to the question about the convenience of distance 
teaching for faculty.

The measurements in the first and second waves were carried 
out during the examination period and immediately afterward. It 
was the first semester of distance teaching, and credit tests and ex-
aminations could be administered online for the first time. It is likely 
that faculty members who had been unable to confidently evaluate 
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the convenience of distance learning for students in the first wave 
made up their minds by the second wave, which took place after 
the examination period, when 69.5% of respondents evaluated the 
distance learning mode as inconvenient for students.

Along with a decrease in the rejection of distance teaching due to 
the possibility of choice, the proportion of those who reject the ex-
clusivity of face-to-face teaching is increasing. While in the spring of 
2020 more than half of the interviewed university teachers claimed 
that physical presence was absolutely necessary for their classes, 
a year later the share of such answers decreased to 38.7%, or by 
13.7 percentage points (Table 10).

Table 10. Priority Ranking of Face-to-Face Teaching Format According  
to Faculty Evaluations, % by column*

Classes in my courses are best delivered 
only face-to-face

Wave 1, 
spring of 
2020 
(N = 30 839)

Wave 3, 
spring of 2021 
(N = 24 337)

Difference 
between waves  
3 and 1, p. p.

Totally agree 52.4 38.7 –13.7

Rather agree 35.3 34.5 –0.9

Rather disagree 6.4 19.0 12.6

Totally disagree 1.5 4.6 3.1

Don’t know 4.3 3.2 –1.1

* The question was asked in the first and third waves.

At the same time, there is still considerable untapped potential 
for developing faculty positive attitudes toward digital transforma-
tion and hybrid, adaptive modes of knowledge transfer. The ma-
jority of university teachers still unconditionally prefer traditional 
face-to-face teaching. Only a quarter of the respondents totally or 
rather disagree that in-person teaching is a priori better than dis-
tance teaching.

Teachers in the arts and culture, natural science, medical sci-
ence, and agriculture most often insist on the priority of face-to-
face instruction. Teachers in economics and management, com-
puter science, social science, and law are more likely to be positive 
about the distance delivery of their classes. Thus, the respondents 
have a quite utilitarian approach to evaluating the advantages of 
distance teaching: when it is technically more feasible and does 
not involve practical classes and work in creative studios and labo-
ratories, teachers support distance mode more eagerly [Захарова, 
Вилкова, Егоров, 2021].

Order of priority 
of the teaching 

modes
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The distribution of responses to the question “What propor-
tion of the student’s total learning time can be allocated to dis-
tance learning to ensure high-quality and effective education in 
your courses?” is quite stable. The only noticeable changes are a 
decrease in the proportion of those who could not answer (by 5.2 
percentage points) and an increase in the proportion of those who 
would devote only a quarter of the total learning time to distance 
learning. This means that the prevalence of uncritical tolerant atti-
tude toward the distance learning mode is decreasing, while there 
is an increase in the proportion of respondents who evaluate it re-
alistically and aim to introduce distance teaching techniques so that 
they occupy from a quarter to half of the time allocated to a partic-
ular discipline (Table 11). Measurements for the third research wave 
were made in the spring of 2021. By then distance teaching in one 
form or another had been implemented for almost three semesters; 
therefore, some courses had already been adapted to the new for-
mat, and some were delivered online for the second time. Technical 
and information support for these disciplines had been expanded, 
and many pressing organizational issues had been resolved, allow-
ing teachers to evaluate in practice and in a more thoughtful way 
the possibility of working within a blended learning model. The pro-
portion of respondents who could not answer the question predict-
ably decreased from 9.1% to 3.9%.

Table 11. Preferred Proportion of Learning Time Allocated to Distance  
Learning to Ensure High-Quality Education, as Evaluated by University  
Teachers, % by column

What proportion of the student’s 
total learning time can be allo-
cated to distance learning to ensure 
high-quality and effective education 
in your courses?

Wave 2, sum-
mer of 2020  
(N = 25 386)

Wave 3, 
spring of 
2021 
(N = 24 337)

Difference between 
waves 3 and 2, p. p.

0% 7.8 10.3 2.5

not more than 25% 50.9 55.0 4.1

50% 22.0 23.4 1.4

more than 75% 6.9 5.5 –1.4

100% 3.3 1.9 –1.4

Don’t know 9.1 3.9 –5.2

Thus, only 10.3% of faculty members (although the percent-
age has slightly increased compared to last year) consider distance 
learning in their courses unacceptable at all. The absolute majority 
believe that a quarter to half of the learning time can be spent on-
line and it will not affect the effectiveness of learning.
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The results of the third wave of a monitoring study into the faculty 
attitudes towards the changes in higher education indicate that al-
most 90% of university teachers are ready to adopt the blended 
learning model. Even before the pandemic, it was considered the 
most promising option given the forthcoming digital transforma-
tion. The survey results shed light on the reason behind a mildly 
critical attitude to online learning of more than half of the respon-
dents: university teachers are against a full transition to distance 
learning, but admit its appropriateness in some cases. 

There are two major problems in university teachers’ percep-
tions of digital transformation, which can impede its implemen-
tation. The first problem is that, in the perception of many facul-
ty members, digital transformation is reduced to the digitalization 
of the learning process. The second problem is the crisis of insti-
tutional trust between the participants. The narrow view of digital 
transformation is largely due to the abrupt and mandatory intro-
duction of distance education during the pandemic, and the crisis 
of trust results from the lack of a targeted, thoughtful and reasoned 
public dialogue on most of the topics of concern to teachers, such 
as cutting staff and the number of universities, distinguishing be-
tween digitalization and distance learning, and social inequality in 
education. Thus, the risk factors are at the same time the oppor-
tunities to reduce institutional distrust and to develop public dia-
logue and joint decision-making on further digital innovations in 
higher education.

The article is part of the research work conducted within the government 
contract of the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public 
Administration.
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