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A questionnaire survey of 33,987 faculty members in April 2020 revealed predomi-
nantly negative evaluations of learning effectiveness in the context of distance learn-
ing, as compared to in-person instruction, and a rather pessimistic vision of the fu-
ture of higher education in Russia. This article formulates hypotheses about the rea-
sons of such attitudes among faculty members and provides arguments for possible 
opinion shifts and alleviation of resistance to technological change. The paramount 
problem consists in the contradiction between the acceptance of the idea and value 
of digital innovation and the rejection of such at the level of personal teaching prac-
tices. During expert interviews, faculty members were offered alternative scenarios of 
the future. The data obtained was then used to analyze the attitudes and beliefs be-
hind their resistance and to find out which perceptions of the future correlated with 
negative and positive evaluations of distance learning.
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A strong belief that modern education development is inextricably con-
nected with digital solutions, the ever-complicating world of software 
products, Internet technology, distance communication, and mas-
sive open online courses dominates today in publications and analyt-
ical reports [Basak, Wotto, Bélanger 2018; Faisal, Kisman 2020; Polat, 
Ekren 2020; Reinertsen 2020; Rye 2013; Vasilyeva, Fefelova 2019; Voyt-
sekhovskaya 2019; Center for Strategic Research, Higher School of 
Economics 2018; Zakharova 2016; Martynov 2013] as well as in admin-
istrative laws and journalistic articles. Yet, skepticism about this sce-
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nario persists as well: in private conversations, interviews, and public 
speeches, professors give rather negative remarks about the ongoing 
technological and organizational change.

Exceptions are rare and rather reflect peculiarities of respond-
ent sampling than opinions of any specific group of faculty members. 
A fairly positive perspective of adaptation to self-isolation and emer-
gency transition to distance learning during the coronavirus pandemic 
is presented by Evgeniy Terentev and Ulyana Zakharova [2020:77–79]. 
In their opinion, professors successfully mobilized to work under the 
new conditions, and models for choosing communication platforms 
emerged during the very first weeks. Nevertheless, the authors men-
tion serious mental health issues, increasing social isolation, challeng-
es of working from home, heightened uncertainty, and indeterminacy 
in planning. It remains an open question whether mobilization is the 
right word to be used in the context of this mental crisis.

In spring 2020, the Covid‑19 pandemic forced nearly all academ-
ics to move online [Tesar 2020:557]. From a hypothetical and auxil-
iary format, distance learning became everyone’s Hobson’s choice 
overnight. The absence of alternatives was spiced by feelings of un-
certainty and fear of the future which can take unpredictable turns. 
Counter‑measures against the spread of infection were implement-
ed from above, and the transition to distance learning came to be as-
sociated with administrative command. Grassroots innovations, au-
tonomy, and initiative fell by the wayside, superseded temporarily by 
the urgent and quite aggressive imperative of rapid adaptation to a 
force-majeure situation.

A giant leap in the spread of distance learning has happened, in-
evitably encountering an equally powerful wave of resistance and an-
tagonism. No learning support measure [Klyagin, Makaryeva 2020] can 
substitute for the habitual face-to-face communication. Without un-
derstanding and accepting the distance learning practices, emergen-
cy transition to online education only meets irritation and an urge to 
come back to familiar formats as soon as possible1.

Any significant change to information technology will encounter re-
sistance [Bauer 1991; Hirschheim, Newman 1988; McCabe, Ciuk, Gilbert 
2019]. However, not every change is accepted in essence, ideological-
ly, while being renounced effectively, in practice  — and yet this is exact-
ly how distance learning is perceived by most faculty members. While 
being open to information technology and distance learning formats 
in theory, they are reluctant to use them in teaching, unwilling to im-
mediately give up on their decades-old analog instruction practices. 
This article seeks to explore the dualism in faculty’s perceptions of the 
ongoing changes and the ambivalence of their values and attitudes.

 1 Fedoruk M. “Talking to the Box”: Rector of Novosibirsk State University on the 
Challenges of Online Learning. RBC-Novosibirsk, June 5, 2020: https://nsk.rbc.ru/
nsk/05/06/2020/5ed8b03e9a79477260724ceb 
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Simply acknowledging the resistance to distance learning and the 
undeniable preference for in-person, classroom-based instruction is 
not enough. It is necessary to figure out the reasons for such resist-
ance, explore the attitudes and expectations associated with eliminat-
ing face-to-face communication or radically reducing it, and assess 
correlation between the evaluations of distance learning and the expec-
tations and perceptions about the future of higher education as such. 
The main research question is thus the following: which expectations 
increase, and which reduce resistance to distance learning? A field for 
further social research will be constructed by answering this question.

A survey of university instructors was conducted by The Ministry of Sci-
ence and Higher Education of the Russian Education and the Russian 
Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration 
(RANEPA) on April 10–15, 2020. Originally, 58,612 people participated 
in the survey, of whom 20,273 failed to meet the sampling criterion 
(faculty membership). Only 6% of the initial faculty sample refused to 
participate, and 5% of completers interrupted the questionnaire. The 
final set of data consisted of 33,987 fully completed questionnaires.

A river sample (for more on non-probability sampling, see [Amer-
ican Association for Public Opinion Research 2016]) was formed using 
three techniques: (i) asking university management to organize a blan-
ket survey of faculty members; (ii) chain‑referral (snowball) sampling; 
and (iii) targeted sampling by placing banners on the social network-
ing websites Facebook and VKontakte2.

Unlike probability sampling, there is no single framework that ad-
equately encompasses all of non-probability sampling [American As-
sociation for Public Opinion Research 2016:138] or analysis of data 
sampled this way. Non‑probability sampling is highly contingent on 
decisions made by those who are selected than those who select. Tra-
ditional statistical methods based on probability estimates allow test-
ing hypotheses about non-randomness of relationships revealed. In 
non-probability sampling, however, the concept of “randomness” be-
comes rather problematic. Sergey Chesnokov proposed an alternative 
method of social data analysis, which he named “determination anal-
ysis” [Chesnokov 2009]. This method is based on the idea that no an-
swer is random and relationships and patterns should be discovered 

 2 For more on survey methodology and sampling procedure, see: Rogozin D. (2020) 
Metodicheskoe opisanie issledovaniya: Massovy opros professorsko-prepodava-
tel’skogo sostava vysshikh uchebnykh zavedeniy Rossiyskoy Federatsii o razvitii on-
layn-sredy v usloviyakh koronavirusnoy infektsii (COVID-19), 10–15 aprelya 2020 g. 
[Methodological Profile of Research: A Mass Survey of Faculty Members in Rus-
sia on the Development of Online Learning Environments amidst the COVID-19 
Pandemic, April 10–15, 2020], Moscow: Institute for Social Analysis and Forecast-
ing, Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administra-
tion. April 23 (manuscript).

Method of Data 
Collection and 

Analysis
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by forward calculation of various sets of characteristics. Chesnokov’s 
theoretical approach is thus focused on searching for statistical deter-
minism and revealing the rules behind the choice of answers.

Large non-probability samples are the best for determination anal-
ysis, as they allow to avoid calculating the mean and the standard de-
viation as well as analyzing correlations between different parameters, 
and to calculate precise dispersions of meaningful sets of characteris-
tics instead. Otherwise speaking, large samples afford ground for anal-
ysis of subsamples emerging as a function of respondents’ answers.

Data analysis is built around calculating all possible combinations 
of significant parameters of perceptions of the future and comparing 
them to the target characteristic of faculty members’ beliefs about ef-
fectiveness of in‑person and online education. Faculty’s perceptions 
were assessed by their answers to the question, “Do you think the qual-
ity of online learning is higher, lower, or the same as in offline instruc-
tion?” The difference between online and distance learning is not prob-
lematized in the present article, the two terms being used as synonyms.

Parameters of perceptions of the future were identified based on 
transcripts of expert discussions with faculty members from RANEPA 
and Moscow School of Social and Economic Sciences (Shaninka) and 
researchers from RANEPA’s Institute for Social Analysis and Forecast-
ing. A total of six significant characteristics of such perceptions were 
isolated: individualization of educational trajectories, development of 
online learning environments, increase in competition, development 
of new student assessment methods, increase in government con-
trol, and increase in professors’ freedom to choose teaching methods.

This operationalization of significant characteristics has a num-
ber of essential limitations, first of all associated with the risk that the 
image of the future is incomplete and unthinkable in expert evalua-
tions. Respondents were simply asked to agree or disagree with the 
forecasts offered, which had been formulated in advance and repre-
sented contextually determined expert evaluations. At the same time, 
this mechanism of building a dataset using closed-ended questions 
allows lowering the cognitive load on respondents and reducing the 
time spent on the survey.

At first, faculty members were asked to compare the quality of learn-
ing in online and offline formats without the temporal perspective. Sev-
enty per cent said that the quality of online learning was inferior, only 
2% considered it superior, 15% found no difference in learning quality 
between the formats, and 13% were undecided. The majority of pro-
fessors thus gave priority to in-person instruction.

Next, faculty members were asked about the future of the edu-
cation system, in which the share of distance learning will obviously 
be substantially higher: “A year from now, do you think the quality of 
higher education in Russia will be better than now, worse, or remain 

A Negative 
Future
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unchanged as a result of the COVID‑19 pandemic?” Only 15% of pro-
fessors believe that educational quality will improve, while 43% say it 
will degrade, 20% think it will remain unchanged, and 23% refused to 
answer this question. In the current situation of disrupted work rou-
tines, work-life convergence, restrictions imposed on travel and, most 
importantly, freedom during the self-isolation period, one can hard-
ly notice any improvements or confidently expect them in the future. 
Pessimism about the future affects experiences at present [Seginer 
2000:308], shaping negative attitudes toward not only current events 
but also people and measures taken to overcome the devastative ef-
fects of the pandemic.

Apart from general evaluation of the national education system of 
the future, faculty members were also asked to agree or disagree with 
six possible scenarios of higher education development in the next 12 
months on a five‑point scale (Table 1).

In such an uncertain situation as today, the future appears vague, 
so categorical judgments are rare among professors. The only scenar-
io encountering strong disagreement on the part of a large percent-
age of faculty members (24%) is that the majority of lectures will be 
moved online (24%); for the rest of the assumptions, categorical an-

Table 1. Six assumptions about the future of higher education (row percentage)
Question: Imagine what higher education in Russia will be like a year from now.  
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following?

Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree Undecided

Learning will become more individ-
ualized, tailored to students’ per-
sonal educational trajectories

6 30 34 12 17

The vast majority of lectures and 
seminars will be delivered remotely 
in online learning environments

3 19 43 24 11

Regional enrollments will decline 
due to an outflow of students to 
global online education markets

8 29 32 9 21

New student assessment methods 
will be introduced that are focused 
more on self-assessment

9 54 17 5 15

Government control over curricu-
lum and teaching methods will in-
crease

11 40 20 6 23

Faculty’s freedom to choose teach-
ing methods and techniques will in-
crease

6 35 31 12 16
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swers are at least twice less frequent. Few respondents believe in fully 
online learning, 67% disagreeing with this point somewhat or strongly. 
Such judgments are quite reasonable, as distance learning does not 
imply mandatory dismantlement of the in-person instruction model.

Thirty‑six per cent agree and 46% disagree (the options “Strongly 
agree” and “Somewhat agree” are merged, and so are “Strongly disa-
gree” and “Somewhat disagree”) that education will become more indi-
vidualized and personalized. Twenty‑two per cent agree and 67% disa-
gree that most lectures and seminars will be moved online. Thirty-eight 
per cent agree and 43% disagree that there will be an outflow of stu-
dents to global universities. Sixty‑three per cent agree and 22% disagree 
that new assessment methods will be introduced. Fifty‑one per cent 
agree and 26% disagree that government control over education will 
increase. Finally, 41% agree and 43% disagree that professors will have 
more freedom in choosing the methods and techniques of teaching.

Three assumptions split the sample almost in halves: 30% some-
what agree and 34% somewhat disagree that learning will become 
more individualized; 29% somewhat agree and 32% somewhat disa-
gree with an increase in global competition and a reduction in region-
al enrollments in the future; 35% somewhat agree and 31% somewhat 
disagree that academic freedom will increase.

Finally, two scenarios find more support than resistance: 40% of 
faculty members believe that government control over curriculum and 
teaching methods will increase, and 54% agree that new methods of 
student assessment will be introduced. Most of the respondents who 
are apprehensive about the future expect first of all an increase in gov-
ernment control and changes to their own control practices, i. e. as-
sessment methods. A negative future is rather associated with con-
trol than freedom.

Let us consider all possible combinations of answers—“Agree”, “Disa-
gree”, and “Undecided”—to the six scenarios of the future of higher ed-
ucation offered to faculty members, provided that the options “Some-
what agree” and “Somewhat disagree” are included in the options 

“Agree” and “Disagree”, respectively. There are 650 possible combina-
tions that can be made out of six items and three response options — 
that is the number of unique groups that can be isolated from the 
sample. Out of 30,779 faculty members in the dataset, 79 had unique 
combinations of response options that were not reproduced by any 
other respondent; 233 combinations reoccurred from 2 to 9 times; and 
284 were reproduced from 9 through 99 times. These are rare combi-
nations of answers that may arise from fault or negligence, and they 
are irrelevant to the present study. Meanwhile, 54 out of 650 combina-
tions were reproduced by over 100 faculty members each. These are of 
much more interest, as they reflect some common trends and patterns.

Variability of 
the Future in 

Faculty’s Answers
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Table 2. Combinations of faculty’s answers about the future of higher education (row percentage)
Question: A year from now, do you think the quality of higher education in Russia will be better than 
now, worse, or remain unchanged as a result of the COVID‑19 pandemic?

Combination code* Better Worse Unchanged Undecided
Number of  
respondents

111111** 43 25 20 12 1613

222222 3 67 23 7 1258

111221*** 35 23 30 12 1073

211122 5 70 16 9 899

211222 8 52 27 13 891

212222 4 60 28 8 839

000000 1 18 8 73 804

111121 29 37 21 13 793

111222 16 44 27 14 630

111211 43 15 30 12 616

221122 4 73 16 7 530

211121 20 44 21 15 509

211111 28 39 20 13 501

211221 25 33 28 14 497

111122 9 60 19 12 472

222122 2 83 11 4 464

221222 5 56 31 7 459

121222 12 48 31 10 448

121221 39 21 29 10 431

122222 8 54 29 9 364

211112 6 66 16 11 343

121111 38 32 20 10 334

112222 8 49 29 14 329

212122 2 77 14 7 314

000020 3 27 17 53 289

121122 6 72 16 6 286

121121 32 39 22 8 274

111112 10 57 19 14 211

000022 4 61 13 22 186

112221 22 31 37 10 181

221112 5 71 14 10 174

111011 31 13 21 35 170
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Combination code* Better Worse Unchanged Undecided
Number of  
respondents

111021 25 23 17 36 163

211211 30 29 23 19 162

202222 2 52 29 17 161

221221 20 38 29 12 156

200022 2 64 11 24 152

212221 18 32 40 10 147

221121 23 55 16 5 146

221111 15 60 18 7 141

002222 2 53 21 24 129

101222 18 37 20 25 127

001000 4 23 10 63 123

101221 33 14 20 33 123

222221 18 47 29 7 120

121112 14 61 16 9 119

121211 52 16 20 12 119

122221 27 35 32 6 118

211022 5 46 22 28 116

222022 2 76 13 9 113

211212 9 55 24 12 105

000220 3 22 21 53 103

101111 28 18 21 34 101

210022 4 68 9 19 101

* Codes are made up of the item’s position and response options: position 1—assumption about individualized learning, 10—
about moving the majority of lectures online, 100—about reduction in regional enrollments, 1000—about new methods of student 
assessment, 10000—about an increase in government control, and 100000—about an increase in academic freedom. Response 
options are coded as 1 for “Agree”, 2 for “Disagree”, and 0 for “Undecided”. Summing up all the answers in the matrix table, we ob-
tain combination codes that allow unambiguous identification of response options chosen by each respondent. For example, code 
0 means that the respondent was undecided about every scenario; code 111111 means that the respondent agreed with each as-
sumption; and code 222222 means that the respondent disagreed with all the items. Code 111221 reflects the following belief 
about the future of higher education: professors’ freedom in choosing the methods and techniques of teaching will increase (code 
1000000), government control over curriculum and teaching methods will increase as well (code 100000), and new student assess-
ment methods will be introduced (code 1000), but regional enrollments will not reduce (code 200), and the vast majority of lec-
tures and seminars will not be moved online (code 20), even though instruction will become more individualized (code 1).
** Combinations with six repeating digits (111111, 222222, 000000) may indicate gross measurement errors caused by respond-
ent’s negligence or intentional dishonesty. Such answers require revalidation, but due to the lack of variables allowing to assess 
their integrity, these combinations are excluded from the present analysis.
*** Combinations of answers that are predominantly optimistic about the future of higher education are given in boldface, and 
those that are predominantly pessimistic are given in italics.
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That is to say, 54 combinations of answers, or 8% of all possible 
combinations, represent opinions of 20,027 professors, or 65% of all 
questionnaire respondents (Table 2).

On average, degradation of the quality of higher education is pre-
dicted by 43% of faculty members, the proportion of pessimists reach-
ing two thirds in some groups with specific combinations of scenar-
io choices.

In five groups, the share of pessimists is in excess of 70% (Table 3). Be-
liefs shared by these groups are agreement with the assumption that 
regional enrollments will reduce due to an outflow of students to glob-
al online education markets and disagreement with the scenarios of 
individualized learning and increased academic freedom.

Pessimism about distance learning is associated with detachment 
and alienation from the current events as well as changes and trans-
formations initiated from above. Imposed changes trigger irritation 
and apathy.

Antagonists of distance learning are categorical and presumptuous 
in their answers to the open-ended question about the future of edu-
cation. Their comments are basically addressed either to the distance 

The Most 
Negative

Table 3. Five most pessimistic groups of faculty members
Question: Imagine what higher education in Russia will be like a year from now.  
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following

The quality of higher education will be worse a year from now* (percent-
age of respondents with a negative view of the future in the group,%)

70
(211122)**

71
(221112)

72
(121122)

73
(221122)

77
(212122)

Learning will become more individualized, tailored 
to students’ personal educational trajectories No No No No No

The vast majority of lectures and seminars will be 
delivered remotely in online learning environments No Yes No No No

Regional enrollments will decline due to an outflow 
of students to global online education markets Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

New student assessment methods will be intro-
duced that are focused more on self-assessment Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Government control over curriculum and teaching 
methods will increase Yes No No No Yes

Faculty’s freedom to choose teaching methods and 
techniques will increase No No No No No

* Response option “Worse” to the question, “A year from now, do you think the quality of higher education in Russia will be better 
than now, worse, or remain unchanged as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?”
** Combination code (see footnote to Table 2).
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learning of 30 years ago  — when technology was so primitive that in-
teractivity, personalization, and communication were out of the ques-
tion [Curran 1987; Rampal 1989]—or to extramural learning.

Education and formation of personality are impossible without face-
to-face interaction with students. Distance learning as a strategic pol-
icy of higher education will be misleading for the country. We don’t 
need creators, only operators of foreign equipment (Doctor of Scienc-
es, Peter the Great St. Petersburg Polytechnic University).

Simplification of education and elimination of academia as such. Per-
haps, higher education will cease to exist or be replaced by some kind 
of ersatz (Doctor of Sciences, institution unspecified).

Depersonalization of the learning process and extreme digitization 
of all interactions leading to ultimate social disintegration (Candidate 
of Sciences, Moscow International Higher Business School MIRBIS).

The human aspect will go, and educational formalism will thrive; cre-
ativity will be inhibited by distance learning (Doctor of Sciences, Mor-
dovia State Pedagogical Institute).

A crackdown on professors’ initiative by tight and incompetent con-
trol from the government and administrators (Doctor of Sciences, Ir-
kutsk State University).

Lack of freedom and autonomy, depersonalization, and passive re-
sponse to external factors shape anti-innovation behaviors among fac-
ulty members, spurring them into concealed protest and sabotage of 
any technological change.

It would hardly be reasonable to infer that critics of distance learn-
ing lack the key four motives of educational innovators: self‑sufficien-
cy, novelty search, universalism, and kindness [Khavenson, Koroleva, 
Lukina 2018:8–9]. Rather, they lack self‑confidence and opportunity to 
exhibit the qualities mentioned above, rejecting the very possibility of 
choice and change and seeing distance learning as an adverse admin-
istrative decision imposed from above.

Rudy Hirschheim and Michael Newman identify nine reasons for 
resistance to digital technology: (i) innate conservatism, inertia, and 
reluctance to change the familiar practices and habits; (ii) lack of felt 
need, i. e. lack of obvious benefits from the change or impossibility 
to recognize them; (iii) uncertainty, inability to predict the future, and 
lack of income security; (iv) lack of involvement in the change, i. e. the 
feeling of being excluded from the decision-making process and re-
sistance to being changed by others; (v) risk of uncontrolled redistri-
bution of resources and the threat arising from the disruption of the 
status quo; (vi) organizational invalidity, i. e. a mismatch between spe-
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cific features of change and characteristics of the existing organiza-
tion, including elements of organizational structure and work patterns; 
(vii) lack of management support and substitution of control and ac-
counting for cooperation; (viii) poor technical quality or low computer 
literacy; and (ix) personal characteristics of the developers and users 
[Hirschheim, Newman 1988:399–400].

The present study did not perform such a differential diagnosis of 
resistance to change, but the answers obtained from respondents al-
ready allow identifying the distinguishing characteristics of the current 
rejection of distance learning and, hence, of latent resistance to digital 
innovation. First of all, these include uncertainty, lack of engagement, 
fear of losing the status quo and money, and a strong belief that con-
trol and supervision over teaching will increase.

In five groups of respondents, the proportion of negative evaluations 
is minimal, ranging from 14 to 23% (Table 4). These groups share dis-
agreement with the scenario of reduction in regional enrollments and 
a strong agreement that learning will be individualized and academic 

The Least 
Negative

Table 4. Five least pessimistic groups of faculty members
Question: Imagine what higher education in Russia will be like a year from now.  
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following

The quality of higher education will be worse a year from now* (percent-
age of respondents with a negative view of the future in the group,%)

14
(101221)**

15
(111211)

16
(121211)

21
(121221)

23
(111221)

Learning will become more individualized, tailored 
to students’ personal educational trajectories Yes*** Yes Yes Yes Yes

The vast majority of lectures and seminars will be 
delivered remotely in online learning environments No Yes Yes No No

Regional enrollments will decline due to an outflow 
of students to global online education markets No No No No No

New student assessment methods will be intro-
duced that are focused more on self-assessment Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Government control over curriculum and teaching 
methods will increase D/K Yes No No Yes

Faculty’s freedom to choose teaching methods and 
techniques will increase Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

* Response option “Worse” to the question, “A year from now, do you think the quality of higher education in Russia will be better 
than now, worse, or remain unchanged as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?”
** Combination code (see footnote to Table 2).
*** Answer to the item in the current row. Each column thus reflects the combination of answers that corresponds to the column’s 
code.
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freedom will increase. In addition, they believe that new methods of 
student assessment will be introduced that will be focused more on 
self-assessment.

Optimistic assessment of the situation should probably not be ex-
pected amidst a pandemic, with the exception of some answers given 
from the perspective of administrative approval: “We’re fine! No prob-
lems, I agree with everything.” However, such answers are far more 
evasive than optimistic. Even positive evaluations are born through 
struggle and strain, in spite of the fear of external threats. With this in 
mind, the groups of respondents with relatively low levels of pessimism 
will be hereinafter referred to as pessimists with a new perspective, or 
neo-pessimists. This perspective has a lot in common with the phenom-
enon of defensive pessimism [Saana et al. 2006; Seginer 2000; Spen-
cer, Norem 1996] as a method of resisting current or upcoming threats.

Neo‑pessimist professors as a subsample of respondents in the 
present study differ little from other groups in gender, age, and aca-
demic degrees and titles, but they differ significantly in preferred meth-
ods of teaching and attitude towards the education process. Online 
learning materials are used by 76% of neo‑pessimist faculty members, 
as compared to 62% in the total sample. Fifty‑four per cent of neo‑pes-
simist professors believe that access to learning materials should be 
open for everyone, as compared to 39% in the total sample. Finally, 49% 
of neo-pessimists are willing or somewhat willing to include supple-
mentary reading in a foreign language in their courses, as compared 
to 40% in the total sample. Therefore, it is not young age or computer 
skills but a shared belief in the possibility of free teaching independent 
from administrative pressure that fosters positive perceptions of the 
future and readiness to support the integration of online technology.

Neo‑pessimists are ready to embrace digital technology and ex-
pand the field of communication in educational and research activities.

Distance learning expands faculty collaboration all over the country, 
promoting exchange of achievements to find and select methods 
and techniques of teaching within specific fields of study and majors 
in the evolving online environment (Doctor of Sciences, Yuri Gagarin 
State Technical University of Saratov).

More opportunities for academically engaged students and higher 
dropout rates among low performers, that’s what I see as the main 
idea (no academic degree, Kuzbass State Technical University).

We might face formalization, schematization, simplification of knowl-
edge, for example in philology, shortage of communication with the 
professor, and lack of live feedback from students, which lecturers 
need so much. And at the same time we can expect high levels of 
self-organization and learning autonomy from students, although 
no one knows what will come of it. Students need permanent men-
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torship up to a certain moment (Candidate of Sciences, Saint Peters-
burg State University of Economics).

Distance learning makes communication with students more person-
alized, as they find it easier to do it online. But rigid control from the 
Ministry will deny professors the opportunity to restructure the con-
tent of lectures. I wish there were less ministerial intervention in ed-
ucation (Candidate of Sciences, D. Mendeleev University of Chemical 
Technology of Russia).

Distance learning allows the professor to find new ways of content 
delivery and student assessment to be used later in person. Still, the 
professor and the student are separated by the monitor, which is a 
huge mental stress (no academic degree, Moscow State University 
of Geodesy and Cartography).

Neo‑pessimists do not tout impersonal forms of learning. For them, 
distance learning is a new educational technology yet to be assimilat-
ed, which supplements and enhances in-person instruction, and thus 
can always take free and mixed formats depending on the context and 
student characteristics. It is in adaptive web design [Prasad et al. 2014; 
Montanana et al. 2015], gamification of learning [Joseph et al. 2013], 
extended discussions with ubiquitous device support [Zhao, Okamoto 
2009], digital logic design for knowledge representation [George 2019; 
Weng, Zhu, Cheng 2009], possibility of remote experiments [Oguz 
2016; Polat, Ekren 2020], and step‑by‑step complex systems of skill ac-
quisition and assessment [Kaya, Tan 2014; Nickels 2000] that research-
ers see advantages of distance learning.

Allegedly, researchers actually prevail among neo-pessimists. Dis-
tance higher education ultimately dissolves the boundaries between 
teaching and research. Teaching is not perceived as transmission of 
a body of knowledge anymore, but as experimenting, testing hypoth-
eses, solving complex problems, and searching for optimal solutions 
together with students. The traditional division into basic and applied 
research is subject to a fundamental revision, as a holistic knowledge 
of the world is always theoretical and applied at the same time.

It is not in-person instruction but analog, limited knowledge that 
is confronted by distance, or digital, learning. At the same time, face-
to-face formats of education have been traditionally opposed to ex-
tramural learning. It is this blend of distance and extramural learning 
formats that feeds the resistance, nudging faculty members to see 
a degradation of higher education in distance learning. In practice, 
distance learning can be implemented in in-person formats that are 
rich in communication3. Marcus L. George enumerates the basic dis-

 3 “The Way in Which Students Are Taught in Russia is Better than in the United 
States”: Yaroslav Kuzminov, Rector of HSE, on the Revolution in Higher Educa-
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tance technologies that facilitated his teaching throughout the coro-
navirus pandemic: (i) e‑learning platform, (ii) digital workbook with in-
teractive links between theoretical modules and practical questions, 
(iii) digital electronics visual tutor, (iv) online navigation through all 
course resources, (v) online YouTube videos, (vi) email‑based consulta-
tions, (vii) supplementary e‑worksheets, (viii) online mock quizzes, (ix) 
mock quiz feedback document, and (x) mixing of learning resources, 
such as Zoom and Blackboard Collaborate [George 2020:8–13]. This is 
a huge extension of educational tools within a single course, without 
the slightest hint of extramural format, degradation, or simplification 
of learning that pessimist professors anticipate.

Such a large‑scale expansion of education practices also has two 
essential limitations, or reservations: individual educational trajecto-
ries and academic freedom, which are mentioned by neo-pessimists. 
On the one hand, digital formats are personalized and barely applica-
ble to large audiences, so it would be an illusion to expect reduction 
in the price of online education. On the other hand, distance learn-
ing is impossible without faculty’s academic freedom. The latter is in-
dispensable in any type of education, but the traditional format con-
cealed actual practices behind analog interactions that were hidden 
from outside parties over many years. Academic freedom and open-
ness are the central idea of distance learning.

Three types of academic freedom can be identified based on this 
survey: (i) collaborative freedom, where educational trajectories are 
individualized and students are granted agency and choice; (ii) meth-
odological freedom, i. e. the freedom of professors to choose teach-
ing approaches and methods and make autonomous decisions about 
the organization of learning process; and (iii) organizational freedom, 
which includes the lack of fear of global competition, response to 
emerging challenges and the development of open online courses 
[Kuzminov et al. 2019:78] as an institutional resource, not a barrier to 
university’s activities or a threat of reduction in enrollment. Freedom 
of opinion and free learning environment are key characteristics of the 
education system of the future as perceived by faculty members with 
the least negative perceptions of the present and the lowest level of 
pessimism about the future.

The present survey of faculty members took place in the middle of 
April, a few weeks into self-isolation and emergency remote teaching. 
In no small part, negative forecasts are due to the compulsory nature 
of distance teaching and the lack of alternatives. New measurements 
will be made after the lockdown restrictions are eased, when there will 

tion, Universities for the Elite, and the Outcomes of the Pandemic. Forbes, July 18, 
2020: https://www.forbes.ru/biznes/403155-my-uchim-luchshe-chem-v-ssha-rek-
tor-vshe-o-revolyucii-v-vysshem-obrazovanii-vuzah-dlya 
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be some distance from the shock experience and faculty members will 
be able to express a well-reasoned and unemotional opinion about the 
current and future state of education.

Perceptions of the future may change, and the levels of pessimism 
and detachment may decline. Post‑pandemic surveys will help under-
stand the reasons behind faculty members’ fears and negative emo-
tions as well as which measures, or the absence of such, make them re-
sist modern technology. Future studies will clarify faculty’s perceptions 
of distance learning practices in their universities, international open 
online courses, and transparent learning environments. Such surveys 
will allow to find out whether the current expectations of changes in 
tuition and human resource policies will persist. It is not so much facts 
as it is sentiment and expectations that make sense right now, as that 
is what shapes the public attitude — critical or supportive of change. 
Whether distance learning will or will not develop as a regular format 
depends in the first place on professors, and measures should be tak-
en not only to make their voices heard but also to provide a commu-
nicative space for discussing and constructing a common future.

More than half a century ago, Jerome S. Bruner formulated four 
significant changes in educational practices of those times, or “inno-
vations”, as they would be called today. First, the concept of homo edu-
candus changed, and a complex science of pedagogy emerged. Second, 
researchers learned to interpret and understand mental processes. 
Third, understanding of the learning process evolved as a result of 
numerous experiments in education. Fourth, new perspectives devel-
oped on how youth should be taught and how education could look 
ahead of the present and into the future [Bruner 1966:22–23]. All the 
four aspects can be safely recalled today at the new stage. Progress 
in the global education market has become obvious over these years: 
we have come to know more about human beings, mental process-
es, learning procedures, and youth’s needs. However, a fifth change 
should be added to Bruner’s list: freedom is now valued more as a nec-
essary and sufficient condition of any type of education. It is only in 
a free, decentralized, globally integrated environment that a modern 
educational community may evolve. Furthermore, distance learning is 
the only learning format that meets all the freedom criteria and adds 
value, meaning, and immense utility not only to the learning environ-
ment but also to the instruction itself. There is little left to do: over-
come the negative emotions and fears, steer clear of abuse of admin-
istrative power, and devote oneself to liberal education.

The article was written on the basis of the RANEPA state assignment research pro-
gramme. The bullet points of this article were first presented at the round table 
Lessons from the Pandemic: New Risks and Opportunities for Education, organized 
by the Institute of Education (National Research University Higher School of Eco-
nomics) on June 16, 2020.
Translated from Russian by I. Zhuchkova.
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