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A Year of Resilience 
Determined. Resourceful. Innovative. Resilient. 

In the past year, educators and students across the globe have 

continuously exhibited resilience and commitment to teaching and 

learning in uncharted territory. 

In order to understand the implications of the pandemic on student 

success and engagement and deeply consider the new normal in higher 

education, we’re revisiting these questions for a second year: What is 

the value of higher education in today’s world? What does success look 

like for both students and institutions? What is the continued impact of 

COVID-19 in regions around the world? And how are socioeconomic 

factors heightening disparities? 

As the effects of COVID-19 continued throughout 2020 and into 2021, 

classroom environments evolved to match local demands. Many 

institutions remained fully remote, others took on hybrid environments, 

and some went fully back to campus.  Many institutions in all of these 

scenarios looked for ways to maintain or increase enrollment in virtual 

courses. Campuses around the world grappled to find a “new normal” 

in an increasingly hybrid ecosystem as students’ and educators’ lives 

continued to be altered by the pandemic. 

We are pleased to share results from our 2021 global study, the State 
of Student Success and Engagement in Higher Education, now in its 

second year. We worked with Hanover Research to field a survey in 18 

countries, asking 7,687 current students, administrators, and faculty from 

2-year, 4-year, public, and private higher education institutions to define 

measurements of student success and identify factors for engagement.

18 
Countries

7,687
Students, 
Administrators 
and Faculty

In order to 
represent diverse
student groups, the survey 
included both full-time 
and part-time students 
from urban and rural 
environments. To deepen 
our global perspective, we 
expanded the survey to 
include 680 respondents 
from Canada, South Africa 
and several countries in 
Latin America (LATAM). 
The addition of these 
respondents made up 19% 
of our total respondent pool 
and has not been deemed 
statistically significant to 
alter our year-over-year 
data analysis, but rather 
adds extra context to our 
knowledge of global higher 
education realities. 

Global 
Trends & 
Insights
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The Results
Across all regions, we found that students, faculty, and 
administrators believe career readiness, skill competency, and 
holistic student well-being are three of the most important factors 
contributing to student success. This is similar to our results from 

2020, which labeled career readiness and holistic well-being as the 

two main factors. A key difference in 2021 is the identified importance 

of skills-based learning. 

In 2021, socioeconomic factors including access to the internet, 

learning resources, and technological devices continue to be barriers 

to student success and engagement. Mentorship programs and 

academic tutoring are the two greatest responses by administration to 

these disparities. And as expected, COVID-19 has further intensified 

inequities in higher education, disrupting student success, academic 

progress, and engagement—causing more students, especially at-

risk students, to feel like they are falling behind in achieving their 

academic goals. 

It is critical for higher education institutions to understand and prepare 

for what students believe they need to be successful and engaged. 

In this report, we offer a detailed look into the research, our overall 

perceptions of what it means, and considerations for institutions as 

they plan for 2022 and beyond. 

We hope you’ll find valuable insights from these year-over-year 

findings as we continue to navigate an ever-shifting educational 

landscape together. 

In response to 
these findings, 
the following 
questions remain 
top of mind: 

How can students stay 
engaged and successful 
throughout their 
educational experience and 
graduate prepared for the 
modern workforce? 

How can faculty 
continuously leverage 
technology to transform 
pedagogy to be more 
engaging, innovative, and 
inclusive? 

How can institutions use 
this ongoing transformative 
shift as an opportunity to 
evolve and find solutions 
that better address student 
and campus goals? 

2021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 

Global Trends & Insights
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Six Key 
Trends

Career readiness is (still) 
the number one priority for 
students. Preparing students 

for life after graduation, 

whether they are traditional 

students, part-time students, 

or mid-career, is still the #1 

concern of students, faculty, 

and administrators. However, 

administrators and students 

agree that this is the area 

where institutions struggle 

most. 

Institutions need to think 
beyond the lecture. While 

students still primarily define 

“success” as academic 

achievement, faculty and 

administrators are looking for 

ways to support the whole 

student both inside and 

outside of the classroom. 

As engagement suffers due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

psychological well-being 

and access to mental health 

resources can have a positive 

impact on student engagement.  

Faculty-student engagement 
is critical—whether in person 
or through technology. 
Evolving teaching pedagogy 

and embracing educational 

technology have never been 

more important for maintaining 

student engagement. Student 

success today requires 

availability of technology 

resources, as well as engaging 

content and instruction from 

technology-proficient faculty. 

Online learning needs to be 
intentionally designed. As 

future uncertainty remains 

and hybrid learning becomes 

the new norm, creating 

meaningful, interactive 

experiences between faculty 

and students, and connecting 

students with one another will 

be critical to continued student 

engagement in hybrid and 

remote courses alike. 

Socioeconomic disparities 
impact engagement. Levels 

of income and access to 

learning resources and 

technology tools continue 

to leave some students 

behind, greatly impacting 

how engaged students are in 

their educational experience. 

Optimizing  courses for mobile 

access can help to solve this 

issue, as research shows 

mobile phones are the primary 

technology tool used across all 

student income levels. 

The democratization of 
education begins with 
equitable access. Internet 

connectivity continues to be 

one of the most basic needs of 

learners across the globe. But 

access to technology means 

more than just providing 

devices and connectivity 

to students. It also involves 

making sure every student has 

the opportunity to learn from a 

teacher who understands how 

to use technology.

Our survey revealed that the six key trends 
students, administrators, and faculty around 
the world identified as most important to 
student success and engagement in 2020 
remain paramount in 2021. However, the 
nuance of each trend has shifted. 

Global Trends & Insights
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78%

76%

75%

84%

81%

80%

The Economic 
Divide

Socioeconomic factors 
impact all areas of the 
student experience. 79% of 
respondents reported that 
household income has a 
moderate or major impact 
on student engagement.

Respondents across all regions define student success as career 
readiness, skill competency, and the development of holistic values, 
(like soft skills, character development, and self-knowledge). Students 
are more likely to focus on short-term academic goals, while faculty and 
administrators are more future-thinking, aiming to prepare students for life 
after school and in the workforce. From 2020 to 2021, the percentage of 
respondents who listed career readiness as a primary indicator of student 
success rose by 6%. Additionally, skill competency replaced student 
educational goals as the second most important factor in defining student 
success, and the importance of holistic development rose by 5%. 

Increased evidence of skill-based learning exists in that nearly half of 
institutions offer non-degree programs to supplement traditional two-
year to four-year offerings. Additionally, 70% of respondents say having 
definable skills is more important than course titles or a degree. 

Although students and administrators agree on these top three factors, 
administrators are more likely than students to place importance on 

traditional measures, such as:

Student educational attainment (2020: 81% vs. 2021: 71%), graduation (71% vs. 
65%), retention (66% vs. 51%), transfer rates (45% vs. 33%), minority student 
graduation rate (63% vs. 52%), at-risk student graduation rate (62% vs. 52%), 
time to completion (64% vs. 51%), co-curricular engagement (59% vs. 57%), non-
cognitive assessment scores (57% vs. 45%), and alumni giving (47% vs. 32%).

Key differences from the 2020 study include, for administrators, an 
increase (7%) in the importance of student educational attainment and an 
increase (4%) in the importance of minority and at-risk student graduation 
rates. For students, key differences include a decrease (6%) in the 
importance of transfer rates and an increase (6%) in the importance of co-
curricular engagement. 

This increase in defining success as minority and at-risk student success 
can be correlated with  an increase in awareness of student support 
services and the importance of acknowledging and supporting students 
where they are. 
*Skill competency was added as a survey option in 2021. 

2020

2021
Work/Career 

readiness

Student 
educational 

goals

Holistic 
development 

Work/Career 
readiness

Skill 
competency*  

Holistic 
development 

A Focus on 
Skills-Based
Learning & 
The Whole 
Student 

Defining 
Student Success
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Student Success & Engagement

Student Success, 
as Defined 
Around the World: 

Student success is defined 
as achieving not only 
academic completion but 
also achieving a lot of life 
skills. Academic completion 
and life skills obtained from 
schools will prepare them 
for the real world they are 
going to face someday. 

– APAC, Administrator

To me, it means being 
able to implement new 
knowledge into real life 
and finding ways to make 
the theories useful. It’s 
about the satisfaction 
one has from studies and 
opportunities that the new 
knowledge opens. 

– EMEA, Student

Growing academically, 
making a genuine effort to 
learn the subject matter, 
cultivating personality traits 
that will make them an ideal 
candidate for the workforce.

– N. America, Administrator 

A student that has good 
grades, participates actively 
in class and is really getting 
knowledge from the 
education given.

– LATAM, Student 

Defining and Supporting 
Student Success 
Overall, 2021 respondents were significantly more likely to agree that 

student success is much more than grades or marks (80% vs. 75%) 

and that technology helps make life more organized (74% vs. 69%) 

than in 2020. When asked, “Which of the following do you believe 

will become more or less important to measuring student success in 

the next 12 months?” Work/career readiness (71% vs. 66%), holistic 

development (67% vs. 60%), job in field of study (65% vs. 60%), student 

advancement (64% vs. 58%), and student educational goals (63% vs. 

58%) are significantly more important to measuring student success in 

2021 than they were in 2020. We can see a shift in the overall student 

identity as it relates to success. While grades remain important—

especially to students—administrators, faculty, and students are 

defining success more holistically and adjusting campus support to 

match that definition of success. 

To support student academic success, different regions around 

the world rely on culturally-appropriate academic resources. North 

American (NORAM) institutions (48%) are significantly more likely to 

provide general wellbeing resources, while LATAM institutions utilize 

grants (62%). Across all regions, student academic support (56%), 

educational technology resources (43%), general well-being resources 

and internship/externship placement (39%), career development 

services (38%), laptops/tablets for student use (37%), and student 

housing/medical options (36%) are methods for supporting students.

152021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 
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Student Success & Engagement

Our Perspective:
As anticipated in 2020, we continue to assert in 2021 that the 
definition of student success will consistently evolve toward a 
more holistic focus on the student. Administrations and faculty 

are considering where students are coming from, their mental well-

being, available support systems, personal development, and career 

goals. With the whole student in mind, we continue to explore how 

technology can enhance individual student experiences and outcomes, 

while providing access to the connection, resources, and academic and 

personal support students need to succeed both inside and outside of 

the classroom. In line with the increased focus on the whole student, 

skills-based learning initiatives are offering opportunities for students 

to demonstrate definable competency to potential employers and 

show mastery of skills—sometimes in place of a traditional degree. We 

expect demand for skills-based learning to increase as student success 

continues to be defined by career readiness.

Considerations: 

Support student academic 
success through a variety 
of methods including career 
development services, 
internship placements, and 
educational technology 
resources to bridge 
socioeconomic gaps and 
support all students. 

Prioritize outcomes-based 
education to ensure 
students graduate with the 
skills necessary to get a job 
in their desired field of study 
and succeed. 

Use mental wellbeing 
apps and other technology 
resources to enhance 
students’ holistic 
development and provide 
resources to support 
mental health and personal 
development.

The definition of 
student success 
will consistently 
evolve toward a 
more holistic focus 
on the student.

172021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 
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64%

64%

Student Success & Engagement

Administrators and students across NORAM, LATAM, and APAC 

primarily define student success by their level of preparedness for 

their career after schooling. In EMEA, skill competency and holistic 

development ranked slightly higher than career readiness. Despite 

this high ranking of the importance of career readiness, 35% of 

students and 33% of administrators globally rank career readiness as 

the area most needing improvement. This is significantly higher (4%) 

than in 2020. When comparing regions, NORAM (31%) and EMEA 

(26%) are significantly less likely to believe their institution struggles 

with work/career readiness than APAC and LATAM. All regions list 

career readiness as becoming more important in the next 12 months, 

as they did in 2020. 

However, students are still less likely than administrators to cite career 

development services (38% vs. 42%) on campus, perhaps indicating an 

information gap. Student awareness did increase by 1% between 2020 

and 2021. 

The region with the highest internship/externship placement services 

is APAC at 45%, with other regions averaging 38%. 

Work/Career 
Readiness

In both 2020 and 2021, 
those indicating work/career 
readiness as important said 
that being prepared for their 
career is the benchmark for 
student success, and that 
being prepared for a career 
is the primary responsibility 
of a student.  

Students

Administrators

Career 
Development 
Services 
Awareness

38%
Other Regions

45%
APAC 

Internship/
Externship
Placement 
Services

Career
Preparation: 
(Still) A Top
Indicator 
and a Top
Challenge

19



64%

64%

Student Success & Engagement

Administrators and students across NORAM, LATAM, and APAC 

primarily define student success by their level of preparedness for 

their career after schooling. In EMEA, skill competency and holistic 

development ranked slightly higher than career readiness. Despite 

this high ranking of the importance of career readiness, 35% of 

students and 33% of administrators globally rank career readiness as 

the area most needing improvement. This is significantly higher (4%) 

than in 2020. When comparing regions, NORAM (31%) and EMEA 

(26%) are significantly less likely to believe their institution struggles 

with work/career readiness than APAC and LATAM. All regions list 

career readiness as becoming more important in the next 12 months, 

as they did in 2020. 

However, students are still less likely than administrators to cite career 

development services (38% vs. 42%) on campus, perhaps indicating an 

information gap. Student awareness did increase by 1% between 2020 

and 2021. 

The region with the highest internship/externship placement services 
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Work/Career 
Readiness

In both 2020 and 2021, 
those indicating work/career 
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that being prepared for their 
career is the benchmark for 
student success, and that 
being prepared for a career 
is the primary responsibility 
of a student.  
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Student Success & Engagement

Our Perspective: 
In today’s digital world that exists beyond the limitations of face-
to-face meetings, successful institutions should promote both 
virtual and hybrid learning experiences for students looking to 
network, gain relevant skills, and join communities linked to 
their future career goals. These experiences can be provided in 

conjunction with two different groups: alumni and corporate partners. 

An institution’s greatest resource is its alumni, many of whom 

are eager to offer career advice, mentorship, or even internship 

opportunities. Beyond the alumni database, institutions can look to 

partner with corporations and local nonprofits and businesses in these 

efforts. Institution-corporation strategic partnerships benefit both the 

local economy and student career readiness. When connected with 

businesses or community partners, students have the opportunity to 

work collaboratively and develop skills needed for today’s workplace. 

Faculty can also leverage online badging and certificates to assess 

student learning while helping students showcase their skills through 

completed projects.   

In a time when career roadmaps are not as clear as they were 

decades ago, students benefit from institutions that   offer them 

opportunities to define realistic, determinable career aspirations and a 

practical plan for achieving their goals. 

Considerations: 

Connect students with 
alumni and potential 
employers through virtual 
networking, internships/
externships, mentorship 
programs, and strategic 
partnerships. 

Align curriculum with 
workforce outcomes and 
offer opportunities for 
students to showcase skill 
sets. 

Close the perceived 
awareness gap of work/
career readiness programs 
on campus with alumni 
programming highlighting 
the success of campus 
career resources. 

Embed career exploration 
throughout the higher 
education experience and 
provide actionable insights 
into employment trends.  

Successful 
institutions should 
promote both virtual 
and hybrid learning 
experiences for 
students looking 
to network, gain 
relevant skills, and 
join communities 
linked to future 
career goals. 

2021 Global Research 
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Student Success & Engagement

The survey revealed that both students and administrators feel 

student success is driven by academic factors like quality of faculty 

(91%), engaging content/instruction (90%), available technology (89%), 

and hands-on instruction (89%). All top four academic factors are 

significantly higher than they were in 2020. 

With the year-over-year emphasis on the quality of faculty, we asked 

a new question in the 2021 survey about instructor professional 

development. We learned that institutions worldwide primarily provide 

educators with periodic workshops (53%) and technology training 

(52%), and that  NORAM faculty (60%) are most likely to have access to 

professional development opportunities for new technology training. 

Diversity, equity, and inclusion training was listed as the third most 

offered professional development resource at 47% globally.

Our Perspective: 
As educators were forced to adapt their courses to online and 
hybrid formats in previous semesters, the importance of developing 
technologically savvy pedagogy rose to the forefront. Increasingly, 

professors are focusing on how to intentionally use technology to 

produce the best learning experience for their students. Studies 

frequently point to blended learning or a hybrid approach as offering 

the optimal mix of flexibility, connectivity, and support for learners. 

Mobile apps, two-way video technology, and discussion forums can be 

used to create interactive learning experiences through in-person or 

virtual formats. Finding ways to utilize technology to emulate, replace, 

or enhance personal interactions is critical to institutional, student, 

and faculty success. After all, while technology is a critical facilitator, 

it is teachers who empower students toward success. In short: The 

intentional use of technology will continue to propel pedagogy into 

the next generation. 

Considerations:

Innovate through 
collaboration. Offer faculty 
open forums and regular 
workshops to share ideas 
on topics, such as how to 
design team-oriented student 
projects and how to assess 
student digital media projects. 

Use technology to create 
deliberate social interaction, 
whether the course is online, 
hybrid, or in-person. 

Keep in mind that video and 
mobile optimization are key 
for inclusive, high-quality, 
differentiated, and modern 
course delivery. 

Get students’ feedback 
to best address their 
expectations on the use of 
technology in class.

Teaching
Pedagogy:
Embracing
Purposeful
Technology

hands-on instruction             

quality of faculty           

engaging content/
instruction                    

available technology    

91%

90%

89%

89%

Academic Factors
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69%

64%

Student Success & Engagement

This is a significant 
decrease in student 
engagement from 
2020 to 2021. 

According to students in 2020, the most impactful engagement 

strategies involve hands-on instruction (47%) and experience-based 

learning (46%). In 2021, these same strategies have increased in 

importance to 53%, respectively. Respondents also cite methods like 

personalized instruction, project-based learning, team assignments, a 

mix of online and in-person learning, and integration with technology 

tools as factors that increase student engagement. 

Students (47%) believe immediate feedback increases engagement 

significantly more than administrators (38%) and NORAM institutions 

are significantly more likely to find smaller class sizes (50%) and in-

person instruction (50%) more important than other regions. 

The use of a learning management system (LMS) increases two-way 

communication and student engagement, regardless of the course 

delivery type. Many believe their LMS positively impacts student 

engagement in classes and lectures (71%), significantly more so at 

APAC institutions (76%). LMSs are used for a multitude of purposes, 

most often for homework/assignments (82%), tests/quizzes (80%), and 

material sharing (80%). Notably, administrators are significantly more 

likely to use their LMS for communication (88%). In 2021, students that 

use an LMS (69%) are significantly more likely to feel engaged with 

their classes and coursework than students overall (64%).

Students reported feeling 
engaged with their 

classes and coursework.

Students reported feeling 
engaged with their 

classes and coursework. 

Keeping
Students
Engaged in
All Course
Types

25
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Our Perspective:
Engagement is necessary for success, no matter the course 
ecosystem. Students desire and require personalized, immersive 
instruction in both virtual and in-person learning environments. 
A key question for educators is how to leverage technology to 

demonstrate a skill and provide a hands-on learning curriculum 

with practical experiences. This is where emerging, immersive 

technology, virtual reality, and interactive video open up new 

adaptive learning channels and mechanisms. The findings support 

our experience, showing that combining immersive technology or 

video with collaboration tools that provide instant feedback, peer 

comments, and formative feedback loops opens up opportunities 

for student engagement to increase. With students reporting feeling 

less engaged in 2021 than in the previous year, a focus on effective 

engagement strategies—both in person and online—is paramount as 

courses are offered in more diverse and digital environments than 

ever before.

Considerations:

Provide immersive learning 
experiences through 
interactive video, mobile 
apps, or other technology 
resources that are inclusive 
to all students and learning 
styles.

Leverage technology 
to focus on two-way 
communication, peer-to-
peer collaboration, and 
immediate feedback for 
students.

Gamify badges and 
certificates. Offer badges 
as rewards for achieving 
proficiencies to encourage 
continued student 
engagement.

Utilize LMS capabilities 
to increase student 
engagement and deliver 
dynamic learning 
experiences.

Engagement is 
necessary for success, 
no matter the 
course ecosystem. 
Students desire and 
require personalized, 
immersive instruction 
in both virtual and 
in-person learning 
environments. 

Student Success & Engagement
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43% 41%

35% 32%

In an open-ended question seeking additional factors that influence 

student success, respondents named:

The support of 
family and peers

Environmental 
concerns

Access to 
healthy food

Time for 
exercise

The presence 
of role models

Learning 
disabilities

Prejudice

Community 
safety

Balancing work 
and school

The importance of psychological well-being is also cited as a leading 

factor for student success in every region we surveyed, as it was in 2020. 

To support student and faculty mental health, 50% of institutions surveyed 

in 2021 offer in-person or virtual counseling services, 33% hold campus 

well-being events, 32% have student mentorship programs, 25% offer 

staff mental health training, and 24% utilize mental health apps.

95% 
LATAM is significantly more 
likely to recognize the impact 
of internet access (95%) and 
technology devices (93%) 
than other regions. 

Both NORAM respondents 
(43%) and APAC respondents 
(41%) are significantly 
more likely to think their 
institutions deal with mental 
health issues well compared 
to LATAM (35%) and EMEA 
(32%) institutions.

Similar to perceptions of student success, socioeconomic factors 

greatly impact student engagement. From 2020 to 2021, the top four  

socioeconomic factors impacting student success and engagement 

increased significantly in importance. 

89% 

access to learning resources               

access to technology devices             

psychological well-being    

93%

92%

Socioeconomic 
factors that drive 
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access to the internet           
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Our Perspective: 
As institutions continue to increase their emphasis on equitable 
access to education as it relates to socioeconomic and mental 
well-being factors, we feel student success, career preparedness, 
as well as retention, transfer, and ultimately graduation rates may 
improve. Empathy and representation consideration are necessary 
for all students to feel supported. This is true regardless of whether 

instruction occurs in the classroom, in a hybrid, or in a remote learning 

environment. With a deeper understanding of student barriers to 

success, including access to the internet, technology resources, and 

mental health concerns, institutions will increase their impact. 

It is important to consider the personal lives and 
problems that the students face throughout their 
careers, we must understand and empathize 
more with the student and see how we as an 
institution might be able to support the student 
to promote his or her success in school.

– LATAM, Student

Considerations:

Explore partnerships 
with corporations and 
community organizations 
or offer resources to help 
students learn about 
student discount programs 
on computers, tablets, 
software, etc. 

Consider all student group 
communities and their 
unique needs -   traditional, 
non-traditional, full-time, 
part-time, first generation, 
English language learners, 
international students, etc. 

Ensure that images, 
videos, and examples in 
the curriculum represent 
diversity and offer a variety 
of perspectives. 

Allow students to engage 
on their terms according 
to their learning styles, 
e.g., asynchronous 
video, transcripts, online 
quizzes, and downloadable 
resources.

Empathy and 
representation 
are necessary for 
all students to 
feel supported.

Socioeconomic Factors

2021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 33
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Socioeconomic Factors

As previously discussed, socioeconomic factors clearly impact 

student success, specifically regarding  access to technology, learning 

resources, and technological devices. That disparity can be heightened 

when it comes to remote learning: only 6% of students from self-

identified lower economic classes said it was very easy to stay 

engaged. This statement is consistent with our 2020 data collection. 

Considerations:

Ensure basic barriers to 
success are identified 
so flexible policies or 
adjustments can be made. 

Offer downloadable 
resources so that students 
with limited internet 
access can download and 
view materials at their 
convenience. 

Allow flexibility in 
assignment schedules, 
course loads, or even timing 
of tuition payments to help 
alleviate disparities and 
support non-traditional 
students. 

Use native mobile 
applications to meet 
students where they are   
on their phones. Centralize 
campus communications, 
facilitate student-faculty 
engagement, provide digital 
ID cards, orientations, and 
classroom supplements, 
all from the palm of the 
student’s hand.

Students from self-identified lower-income homes see the value of 

technology in supporting engagement and are almost equally likely 

(67% vs. 72%) to believe their institution’s learning management system 

has positively impacted their classroom engagement, yet they still find it 

difficult to stay engaged in online and remote learning at a higher rate.

Our Perspective:
Remote learning can be a challenge for all students, however, 
students from economically disadvantaged households are at greater 
risk of failing to succeed in a remote environment unless they have 
access to the right tools, personalized attention, and extra support to 
feel engaged. Creativity, flexibility, empathy, and a clear understanding of 

individual students’ situations and corresponding needs are imperative.  

60% 
of students in self-identified 
lower income homes and 

58% 
of students from self-
identified higher income 
homes responded 
“somewhat or very difficult” 
when asked about staying 
engaged in online learning. 

Alternatively, 

19% 
of students in self-identified 
lower income homes and 

24% 
of students from self-
identified higher income 
homes responded that 
staying engaged online is 
“somewhat or very easy.”

Remote
Learning:
Risks
Heightening
Existing
Disparities

35
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62% 53%

45% 49%

What It Means for the 
Proliferation of Online 
Learning 
The uncertain trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic continues to 

have an impact on higher education globally. While intentionally 

designed online learning programs have been around for decades, 

the emergency online delivery of many programs throughout 

the pandemic has had negative effects on student success and 

engagement. 70% of respondents switched to full-time online/remote 

learning and 27% switched to part-time online/remote learning as a 

result of COVID-19. As of July, 2021, only 21% of respondents have 

returned to fully in-person learning. 

Additional campus measures were described in the survey, including 

the cancellation of in-person events, the implementation of mask-

wearing policies, and the rollout of new online platforms for remote 

learning. Only 4% of respondents stated that their higher education 

institution has not implemented any changes due to  COVID-19. 

We’ve seen a significant year-over-year upward trend in COVID-19’s 

impact on respondents and their online learning. The majority of 

respondents say:

COVID-19 has impacted student success (2020: 85% vs. 2021: 88%), 
student academic progress (71% vs. 75%), and work/career readiness 
(70% vs. 76%) and that more students are falling behind on their studies 
than before (70% vs. 75%).

APAC

Preference for online 
learning significantly 
decreased. 

EMEA

Preference for online learning 
significantly increased

LATAM 

Respondents were 
significantly more likely to 
believe that COVID-19 has 
impacted their daily life:

86%
and led to negative 
outcomes for students, 
specifically in engagement 
(82%), work readiness (81%), 
academic progress (82%), 
and falling behind (82%). 

The
Continued 
Impact of  
COVID-19

37
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The Impact of COVID-19

2020: 
A more positive opinion about online 
learning after COVID-19 than before: 
69% of self-identified upper economic 
class students somewhat or strongly 
agree vs. 48% of self-identified lower 
economic class students.

From 2020 to 2021, we saw a significant drop in positive opinion 

toward online learning post-COVID-19 among self-identified upper 

economic class students, while self-identified lower economic students 

stayed about the same. Increased preference for online learning 

dropped significantly for both groups, with upper economic class 

students dropping 20% and lower economic class students dropping 5%. The data indicates 
online/remote 
learning fatigue 
from self-
identified upper 
economic class 
students.

2021: 
A more positive opinion about online 
learning after COVID-19 than before: 
48% of self-identified upper economic 
class students somewhat or strongly 
agree vs. 45% of self-identified lower 
economic class students.

Increased preference for online 
learning after COVID-19: 69% of 
self-identified upper economic class 
students somewhat or strongly 
agreed that they have an increased 
preference for online learning after 
COVID-19 vs. 52% of self-identified 
lower economic class students.

Increased preference for online 
learning after COVID-19: 49% of 
self-identified upper economic class 
students somewhat or strongly 
agreed that they have an increased 
preference for online learning after 
COVID-19 vs. 47% of self-identified 
lower economic class students.

Socioeconomic factors influence student 
opinions toward online learning.

2021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 41
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The Impact of COVID-19

Our Perspective: 
While online learning was already prevalent and increasing in 
popularity prior to the pandemic, institutions are experiencing a 
fundamental and seismic shift in the perception and acceptance 
of widespread online education. 

It can be concluded that institutions  actively working to improve 

faculty technology proficiency and online course intentionality will be 

better positioned to help students succeed. This focus will not only 

help students in their pursuit of traditional degrees and their overall 

engagement, but also position them for today’s modern workforce 

by augmenting digital literacy and increasing skill sets. 

The only certainty is that uncertainties will continue into the next 

academic year. Institutions may struggle to rebuild a sense of 

continuity for students and faculty alike should local COVID-19 

outbreaks continue to disrupt in-person campus interactions. 

The ability to scale up and down in online, hybrid, and in-class 

capabilities will continue to be critical to student, faculty, and 

institution success.

The global impact of COVID-19 has created immense challenges 
spanning multiple semesters. However, institutions have 
continued moving forward, accepting the possibilities stemming 
from forced digital transformation and increasing empathetic 
understanding amongst faculty and students. As technology and 
society evolve, so will the definition of student success. Higher 
education can adapt to this new reality, and institutions that 
keep these evolving trends in mind will better attract, retain, and 
engage students in the years ahead.  

Considerations:

Work to identify and support 
students at higher risk for 
failure, including those 
who may be experiencing 
socioeconomic disparities. 

Champion the benefits and 
flexibility of asynchronous, 
on-demand courses that fit 
non-traditional students’ 
lifestyles and encourage 
students to take ownership 
of their own learning. 

Encourage faculty to hold 
virtual office hours and 
build positive professional 
relationships with students 
virtually, and foster a 
supportive and inclusive 
digital environment. 

Increase interactive 
technology usage in online 
courses and on campus to 
positively influence student 
attitudes toward online 
learning and meet their 
collaboration needs. 

We applaud 
the resilience 
of the global 
higher education 
community.  

Institutions are 
experiencing a 
fundamental and 
seismic shift in 
the perception 
and acceptance of 
widespread online 
education.

432021 Global Research 
Study & Trends 
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Research Methodology
We developed the State of Student Success and Engagement in 

Higher Education survey in coordination with Hanover Research. The 

survey was designed to understand how higher education students 

and administrators define student success and how that varies around 

the globe year over year. 

The survey was fielded in July 2021 and was cleaned and analyzed 

by Hanover Research. After fielding and data cleaning, the study 

consisted of 7,687 qualified, completed responses. The data was 

then cut into crosstabs by region, country, and role, along with 

various additional subsegments, such as socio-economic status. We 

performed statistical significance testing across segments with a 95% 

confidence level using a Z-Test with p = less than 0.05 and a margin of 

error +/- 1% for the overall sample size. 

For any questions regarding the underlying methodology or data, 
please contact us at studentsuccess@instructure.com. 

Appendix
July 

2021  

7,687 
responses
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1 (n=7,687)
2 (n=995)
3 (n = 6,692)

Research 
Demographics

Appendix
This is just a glimpse of the findings from our study. Throughout the 
year, we’ll be reporting on more specific results including countries and 
regions, institution types, and student types. If you’d like to receive 
research updates or have any questions on this report, we invite you to 
contact us at studentsuccess@instructure.com. 

Age1

8 to 24 73%
25 to 34 16%
35+ 11%

Gender1

Male 34%
Female 65%
Other 1%
Prefer not to say 1%

Household Income1

$0 – $24,999 28%
$25,000 – $49,999 18%
$50,000 – $74,999 12%
$75,000 – $99,999 10%
$100,000 – $124,999 7%
$125,000 – $149,999 3%
$150,000 – $174,999 2%
$175,000 – $199,999 1%
$200,000+ 3%
Prefer not to say 17%

Employment1

Employed full-time 12%
Employed part-time 1%
Student 87%

Major/Degree Program3

Business 16%
Engineering & Technology 21%
Liberal Arts 12%
Medical & Life Sciences 24%
Visual & Performance Arts 5%
Other 18%
Prefer not to respond 4%

Education Institute Type1

Private, 2-year college 
or university 4%

Private, 4-year college 
or university 15%

Public, 2-year college 
or university 13%

Public, 4-year college 
or university 42%

University 26%

Institute Location1

Urban area 62%
Suburban area 25%
Rural area 9%
Prefer not to say 3%

Number of Students1

Less than 1,000 8%
1,000 – 4,999 17%
5,000 – 9,999 13%
10,000 – 14,999 10%
15,000 – 19,999 7%
20,000 – 24,999 6%
25,000+ 17%
I don’t know/
Prefer not to respond 23%

Family Education History3

First in family to attend 
college/university 29%

Siblings attended
before me, but parents 
did not attend

19%

Parents attended 
before me, but grandparents 
did not attend

30%

Parents & grandparents 
attended college or 
university before me

17%

Other 1%
Prefer not to respond 4%

Number of Employees1

0 – 249 17%
250 – 499 16%
500 – 999 13%
1,000 – 4,999 11%
5,000 – 19,999 6%
20,000+ 3%
I don’t know/
Prefer not to respond 34%

Job Role2

Academic staff 37%
Administrator 22%
Faculty member 42%

Years of Experience2

0 – 1 4%
2 – 5 28%
6 – 10 30%
11 – 15 17%
16 – 20 9%
21 or more 12%

Household Structure3

Two parents in home 69%
One parent in home 23%
No parents in home/Raised 
by guardian 3%

Other 2%
Prefer not to respond 4%

Access in High School3 [Top 2]

Technological devices 65%
Internet 67%

Pre COVID-19 Classes3

On-campus 75%
Hybrid (mix of on-campus 
& online) 10%

Online 15%
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