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Global
Trends &
Insights

A Year of Challenges
and Unprecedented 
Opportunities for Change
The spring of 2020 challenged higher education institutions globally 

as COVID-19 spread around the world. Physical campuses were shut 

down as classes were rapidly transferred online. Socioeconomic 

factors heightened disparities as equitable access to technology and 

the internet became a key challenge. 

The pandemic’s economic impact also created additional stress for 

institutions, students, and their families. Leading many of us to revisit 

the following questions: What is the value of higher education in 

today's world? What does success look like for both students 

and institutions?

Against this backdrop, we launched our global benchmark study in 

June to research the State of Student Success and Engagement. 
Working with Hanover Research, we fielded a survey in 13 countries 

asking 7,070 current students, administrators and faculty from higher 

education institutions to define measurements of student success and 

identify factors for engagement. We also investigated these groups' 

perceptions of both the impact of COVID-19, as well as the role of 

socioeconomic factors on the educational experience.
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In response to these
findings, the following 
questions remain top 
of mind:

How can students get the 
educational experience they 
need to be successful with 
today’s realities? 

How can faculty prepare for 
the next era of education by 
adopting learning models that 
are resilient and innovative? 

How can institutions use this 
unprecedented shift as an 
opportunity to evolve and 
thrive in this new reality?

?

The Results
Across all regions included in our study, we found that students, 

faculty, and administrators believe work/career readiness and holistic 

development are two of the most important factors that contribute to 

student success. Socioeconomic factors, such as access to the 

internet, learning resources, and technological devices also greatly 

contribute. And of course, COVID-19 continues to intensify these 

inequities in higher education, further disrupting student success, 

academic progress, and engagement, causing more students to fall 

behind in achieving their academic goals.

This year's study will serve as a benchmark, with a goal of surveying 

students and institutions every year. Although 2020 has created 

strenuous moments of transition, it’s also opened up opportunities 

and accelerated changes already taking place in higher education. It 

has encouraged agile decision making. It has broken down traditional 

silos. And it has caused us all to reexamine our priorities. 

Now, more than ever, it’s critical for higher education institutions to 

better understand what students believe they need to be successful 

and engaged. We recognize year-over-year data is required for a 

conclusive benchmark study, but felt this first year of research is 

important to share, along with our initial thoughts on how educators 

and institutions could respond. In this report, we o�er a detailed look 

into the research, our overall perceptions of what it means, and initial 

considerations institutions should think about as they plan for 2021 

and beyond.

We hope you’ll find insights from these findings as we all continue to 

navigate an ever-shifting educational landscape.

A Year of Challenges
and Unprecedented 
Opportunities for Change
The spring of 2020 challenged higher education institutions globally 

as COVID-19 spread around the world. Physical campuses were shut 

down as classes were rapidly transferred online. Socioeconomic 

factors heightened disparities as equitable access to technology and 

the internet became a key challenge. 

The pandemic’s economic impact also created additional stress for 

institutions, students, and their families. Leading many of us to revisit 

the following questions: What is the value of higher education in 

today's world? What does success look like for both students 

and institutions?

Against this backdrop, we launched our global benchmark study in 

June to research the State of Student Success and Engagement. 
Working with Hanover Research, we fielded a survey in 13 countries 

asking 7,070 current students, administrators and faculty from higher 

education institutions to define measurements of student success and 

identify factors for engagement. We also investigated these groups' 

perceptions of both the impact of COVID-19, as well as the role of 

socioeconomic factors on the educational experience.
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Six Key
Trends
Our survey revealed six key trends that 
students, administrators and faculty 
around the world feel are important
to student success and engagement.

Career readiness is the number 
one priority for students.
Matching programs to job 

demand will continue to increase 

in importance in the next 12 

months as students continue to 

share concerns about how their 

education is preparing them for a 

post-COVID-19 workforce.

Institutions need to think 
beyond the lecture. 
Teaching habits for success 

beyond grades and a focus on 

mental well-being has never 

been more important.

Faculty student
engagement is critical. 
Our survey verifies a well-known 

and leading contributor to 

academic success: the quality of 

faculty. Adding to that, success 

today requires availability of 

technology and engaging 

content and instruction.

Online learning needs to be 
intentionally designed. 
Creating meaningful, 

interactive experiences 

between faculty and students 

and connecting students with 

each other will be critical to 

continued student 

engagement.

Socioeconomic disparities 
impact engagement. 
Levels of income and access 

to education, resources, faculty, 

and technology continue to 

leave some students behind, 

greatly impacting how engaged 

students are in their 

educational experience.  

Democratization of education 
begins with equitable access.
Equitable access is the enabler. 

Internet connectivity is one of the 

basic needs of the modern pursuit 

of education.
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> A Focus on Career Readiness & Personal Development 

> Career Preparation: A Top Indicator and a Top Challenge

> Teachers and the Experiences They Create Matter

> Keeping Students Engaged from a Distance



We asked current students and administrators “How important 
are the following to you when measuring student success?” 
with a list of 22 options. 

Across all regions, respondents believe that work/career 

readiness, student educational goals, and holistic development 

(defined as self-discipline, communication, knowledge, and 

personal reflection) are the three most important factors that 

contribute to student success; factors that are cited as becoming 

more important in the next 12 months.

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 (75% vs. 69%), graduation (70% vs. 66%), retention 

(62% vs. 52%), transfer rates (44% vs. 39%), minority student 

graduation rate (59% vs. 53%) at-risk student graduation rate (58% 

vs 51%), time to completion (60% vs. 54%), co-curricular 

engagement (56% vs. 51%), non-cognitive assessment scores 

(52% vs. 45%), and alumni giving (41% vs. 35%).

In comparison, students are more likely to consider a job in the 

field of study (71% vs. 68%) to be an indicator of student success, 

and students rate student advancement (73% vs 72%), satisfaction 

with the university experience (73% vs 71%), and grade point 

average (61% to 59%) higher on their lists.

Across the
Economic Divide
Socioeconomic factors play a big role. 

Students that reported growing up in 

upper-class income households were 

nearly 2x likely to respond that GPA 

was extremely important to their 

measure of success than students that 

reported growing up in lower-class 

income households.

//////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

A Focus
on Career 
Readiness 
& Personal 
Development 
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Defining Student Success 
Students and administrators define “student success” holistically, 

considering outcome-related attributes like good grades, 

obtaining a degree, and getting a job, as well as the student’s 

personal development, including hard work, gaining knowledge 

and skills, mental well-being, and overall success in life.

Traditionally higher education institutions have defined student 

success as year-over-year retention and graduation within a 2 

or 4-year degree program. In this survey there is a shift toward 

institutions having a more holistic focus on the student and citing 

less quantifiable attributes like hard work, knowledge, skills, and 

overall success in life. While students themselves want to know 

how their education is prepping them for the workforce 

or careers following graduation.

Our Perspective
We anticipate the definition of student success will continue to 

evolve toward a more holistic focus on the student: the context 

of where they’re coming from, their mental well-being, personal 

development, and career preparation. In today's complex 

environment, we continue to explore how technology can 

enhance individual student experiences and outcomes, while 

providing access to the connection, resources, and support they 

need to succeed. 

Considerations
Enable more e�ective communication 
between faculty and students, and 
facilitate supportive learning communities. 

Focus on personalized learning that lets 
students work at their own pace while 
mastering a skill or competency. 

Find ways to appropriately and responsibly 
use data to provide targeted, responsive 
instruction that considers the entire 
student experience.

“How well students are
prepared to accomplish their 
current and future academic, 
personal, and professional 
goals through the development 
of knowledge, a sense of 
responsibility and self-reliance, 
and a connection to the college 
and wider community.”

– APAC, Administrator

“Creating your own goals and 
striving to accomplish them.”

– U.S., Student

Student Success & Engagement 



Students expect their educational institutions to adequately 
prepare them for the workforce with all three regions naming 
work/career readiness as a top factor of measuring student 
success. This factor is the most likely to increase in importance 
in the next 12 months and is listed as one of the primary 
challenges to overcome. 

When asked, “what methods or resources does your higher 

education institution use to help address student success 

struggles?” administrators report they provide student academic 

support, grants for economically disadvantaged students, career 

development services, and educational technology resources. 

However, students are significantly less likely than administrators 

to cite career development services (37% vs. 42%) or educational 

technology resources (37% vs. 42%), perhaps indicating an 

awareness gap in the services o�ered by the institutions to 

support career readiness.

Work/Career 
Readiness
Those indicating work/career readiness 

as important say that being prepared for 

their career is the hallmark of a student 

who has succeeded, and that being 

prepared for a career is the most 

important responsibility of a student.

/////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

Career
Preparation: 
A Top Indicator 
and a Top
Challenge

Career
Development
Services 

Educational
Technology 
Resources
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Our Perspective
Even with today’s challenges for creating face-to-face 

experiences, we see successful higher education institutions 

exploring alternative ways for students to connect, build 

relationships, and create meaningful networks of peers that 

extend beyond graduation.

Additionally, educational institutions should look for solutions 

that help students connect with opportunities when they graduate, 

as well as work with employers to help bridge perceived skills 

gaps. Working with thousands of customers, we’ve seen 

varying approaches. 

Approaches such as Project based learning (PBL), use skills such 

as critical thinking, communication, and creativity and teach 

students to answer questions based on real challenges and 

needs. When accomplished in connection with businesses or 

community partners, students have the opportunity to work 

collaboratively and develop skills needed for today’s workplace. 

Online badging, certificates and folios can also be leveraged by 

faculty to assess student learning, while helping students 

showcase their skills through completed projects. 

These approaches benefit from partnerships with corporations for 

two-way alignment in delivering on what’s needed for today’s 

workplace and the workplace of the not-so-distant future. 

Considerations
Focus on career preparation that helps 
students with the life skills and credentials 
needed for the modern workplace.

Recruit the right students by teaching the 
programs mapped to skills businesses 
want in their entry-level employees
and internships. 

Create tangible ways for students to 
demonstrate and showcase their 
competencies both within a course 
and for potential employers. 

Close the awareness gap of work/career 
readiness programs with communications 
that include statistics on the di�erences 
these programs have made for students 
post-graduation.

Student Success & Engagement 



The survey revealed students and administrators feel student 
success is driven by academic factors like quality of faculty 
(88%), technology availability (86%), engaging content/
instruction (86%) and hands-on instruction (86%), as well as 
socioeconomic factors like access to the internet (89%), 
learning resources (88%), technological devices (87%), and 
psychological well-being (88%).

Respondents, elaborating on the role faculty play in student 

success, say faculty have the responsibility to shape student 

minds and that an individual teacher’s capabilities can make a 

major di�erence in student success. When it comes to the role 

instructional designers play in student success, respondents 

indicate their contribution should be in finding the easiest 

approach to instill knowledge and help meet any gaps or 

weaknesses in courses and instruction.

Teachers
and the 
Experiences 
They Create 
Matter

quality of faculty 

technology availability

engaging content/
instruction

hands-on instruction

access to the internet

learning resources

technological devices

psychological well-being

Our Perspective
Working with educators around the world, we continue to see 

how technology is a great facilitator to support connections 

between teachers and students, and students with each other, but 

ultimately educators are the “magic” of student success. Studies 

frequently point to blended learning or a hybrid approach o�ering 

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

When students collaborate with peers, gain hands-on experiences 

and direct involvement from their instructors, they feel more 

successful. We think finding ways to emulate or replace these 

interactions in a digital environment is a critical aspect for both 

institutional and student success.

Considerations
Invest in faculty Professional Development 
with a focus on best practices in adopting 
learning technology.

Provide ongoing faculty support through 
instructional designers and educational 
technologists to ensure their success. 

Encourage faculty collaboration and 
communities for ongoing inspiration and 
best practice sharing.

Create an environment that empowers 
both asynchronous and synchronous video 
communication, interactive collaboration, 
and feedback loops. 

Support the delivery of high-quality, 
di�erentiated learning experiences with 
apps and immersive technologies.

Student Success & Engagement 



According to students the most impactful engagement 
strategies involve hands-on instruction (47%) and 
experience-based learning (46%). Respondents also cite 
methods like achievement awards, financial and academic 
incentives, group work assignments, and class discussions as 
student engagement strategies at their institutions. 

At 52% U.S. respondents are significantly more likely than 
those in the EMEA (41%) or APAC (48%) regions to say hands-on 
instruction would be beneficial to student engagement. Keeping

Students
Engaged 
from a 
Distance

Our Perspective
Hands-on instruction engages students in multiple modes of 

learning: kinesthetic, problem solving, and trial and error. This 

obviously has become increasingly di�cult as more classes are 

moved online. How do you leverage technology to demonstrate a 

skill and provide a hands-on learning curriculum with practical 

experiences? This is where emerging, immersive tech, virtual 

reality, and video open up new adaptive learning channels and 

mechanisms. The findings support our experience showing that 

combining immersive tech or video with collaboration tools that 

provide instant feedback, peer comments and feedback loops, 

open up the opportunities for student engagment to increase.

Considerations
Move beyond the one-way video lecture 
to a more immersive experience.

Focus on communication and feedback 
loops with students.

Leverage technology that supports 
peer-review and peer-to-peer 
communication and collaboration.

Student Success & Engagement 
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The 
State
of HE

Access to 
Technology: 
A Critical 
Enabler

Socioeconomic Factors

Similar to perceptions of student success, socioeconomic 
factors greatly impact student engagement.

In an open-ended question seeking additional factors that 

influence student success, respondents name discrimination, 

prejudice, and local economic situations. And, the importance of 

psychological well-being is cited as a leading factor for student 

success in every region we surveyed. 

Further, disadvantaged student groups—those with the lack of 

access to technology in high school (55%), who self-identified 

being in a lower economic class (65%), had no parents in the 

household growing up, or were raised by a guardian (50%) —are 

significantly less likely than their counterparts to feel engaged.

Socioecomonic 
factors that drive 
student success:

Socioecomonic 
factors that drive 
student engagement: //////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

access to the internet

access to learning resources

access to technology devices

psychological well-being

access to the internet

access to learning resources

access to technology devices

psychological well-being



The 
State
of HE

Our Perspective
As institutions continue to increase their emphasis on equitable 

access to education related to socioeconomic factors, we feel 

student success, career preparedness, and graduation rates could 

improve. This is true regardless of whether instruction occurs in the 

classroom, in a hybrid, or in a remote learning environment. 

Additionally, for student success to grow, institutions should 

emphasize the needs of individual students. This includes providing 

equitable access to resources, o�ering flexibility that improves a 

student’s ability to successfully engage in in-person and online 

classes, as well as finding ways to help students complete their 

coursework and navigate their educational journey to completion.

Considerations
Explore partnerships with corporations to 
support initiatives that o�er technology to 
students, such as iPads or laptops at a 
reduced cost.

Expand programs and communication 
e�orts that focus on student engagement 
and target those most likely to be 
experiencing disparities.

Educate faculty on factors to look for
that may indicate a student is struggling
to better ensure support and resources 
are available.

When creating remote coursework, 
encourage faculty to include a diverse 
set of options that help make it easier 
for students to engage on their terms,
e.g., asynchronous video, transcripts, 
online quizzes, readily available notes 
and handouts.

Socioeconomic Factors



The 
State
of HE

Remote
Learning
Heightens 
Existing 
Disparities

Socioeconomic Factors

Students from self-identified lower 
economic classes are more than 4X as 
likely to report di�culty in staying very 
engaged in online/remote learning.

The survey reinforces what we’ve heard educators and institutions 
discuss lately, especially as COVID-19 has heightened socio-
economic inequities. Socioeconomic factors impact student 
success, specifically as it pertains to access to technology, learning 
resources, and technological devices. In addition, students from 
less advantaged groups struggle to feel connected and engaged in 
their classes, coursework, faculty, and peers.

That disparity is heightened when it comes to remote learning: a mere 

11% of students from self-identified lower economic classes said it was 

very easy to stay engaged, compared to 48% of students from self-

identified higher economic class households.

Interestingly, while students from self-identified lower income 

households see the value of technology in supporting engagement, 

and are 3X more likely to believe their institution’s learning 

management system has positively impacted their classroom 

engagement, they still find it di�cult to stay engaged in online and 

remote learning.

The result of these di�erences delivers a highly converged student 

experience, the very thing higher education institutions are seeking 

to avoid.

4X

Engagement

Self-Identified

Self-Identified

Our Perspective
All students need support for remote learning, but we see how students 

from economically disadvantaged households are at real risk of failing to 

succeed in this environment unless they have access to the right tools, 

personalized attention, and extra support to feel engaged. Flexibility and 

a clear understanding of individual students’ needs are key.

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

Allow students to easily switch between 
online and in-person classes, providing 
additional options to fit a range of work 
and housing situations.

Flexibility in assignment schedules, course 
loads, or even timing of tuition payments 
could help alleviate disparities.

//////////////////////////////////////////////////////////
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The Impact
Of Covid-19

The Impact of COVID-19

COVID-19 has negatively 
impacted student 
engagement

The impact of the pandemic is keenly felt across the globe, 
especially by students. The majority of respondents say that 
COVID-19 has impacted student success (85%), student academic 
progress (71%), and work/career readiness (70%) and that more 
students are falling behind on their studies than before (70%).

APAC respondents are significantly more likely than those in EMEA 
or the U.S. to say that COVID-19 has negatively impacted student 
engagement, it has a�ected the work/career readiness of students 
and that more students are falling behind on their studies. However, 
APAC respondents are significantly more likely than their U.S. or 
EMEA counterparts to say that their preference for online learning 
has increased since COVID-19 and that they have a more favorable 
opinion toward online learning than before the pandemic.

COVID-19 has negatively 
a�ected students’
work/career readiness

More students are falling 
behind in their studies 
since COVID-19

My preference for online 
learning increased after the 
emergence of COVID-19

I have a more positive opinion 
towards online learning than I did 
before the emergence of COVID-19

Impact of ...



Our Perspective
Higher education institutions are experiencing a 

fundamental and seismic shift in the perception and 

acceptance of online education. 

We see how institutions that actively work to improve 

faculty proficiency and sophistication in online teaching will 

be better positioned to help students succeed. This focus 

will not only help students in their pursuit of traditional 

degrees and their engagement overall, but also position 

them for today’s modern workforce.

For the coming academic year, uncertainties will continue, 

and institutions will undoubtedly struggle to maintain a 

sense of continuity for students and faculty alike should 

local COVID-19 outbreaks disrupt face-to-face interactions. 

Having the ability to scale up and down in online, hybrid, 

and in-class capabilities has never been more critical.

Considerations
Pay extra attention to how engaged 
students are over the coming months, and 
adopt methods to identify and support 
those at higher risk for failure, including 
those students who may be experiencing 
socioeconomic disparities.

Consider adopting a “more online every 
semester” approach that creates pathways 
for faculty that lead them toward fully 
online, helping them become proficient in 
remote teaching while evolving from an 
emergency remote teaching mindset.

Find champions within the faculty to help 
advocate, collaborate, and share the 
insights and successes they’ve 
experienced in using technology for their 
own online and hybrid courses.

Expand the view of online learning to more 
broadly incorporate continual job training 
and lifelong learning.

Before COVID-19, students and administrators found it more 
di�cult to stay engaged in online learning, but are now adapting. 
Overall both report an increase in preference for online learning 
and more favorable opinion toward online learning since 
COVID-19 emerged. Administrators are significantly more likely 
than students to say that their preference for online learning has 
increased and that they now have a more favorable opinion 
toward online learning than before the pandemic.

Disadvantaged students are more likely to say it has been 
challenging  to remain engaged during online learning. Similarly, 
nearly half of administrators agree that it has been di�cult to 
maintain engagement among students during this time (47%). 

A more positive opinion about online learning 
after COVID-19 than before
 > 69% of self-identified upper economic class students   
  somewhat or strongly agree
 > 48% 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
 > 52% of self-identified lower economic class students

What strategies and best practices can institutions leverage to 
continue to keep students engaged and successful during online 
and remote instruction?

I have a more positive opinion 
towards online learning than 
I did before the emergence of 
COVID-19

My preference for online learning 
increased after the emergence of 
COVID-19. 

///////////////////////////////////////////////////
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The global impact of 
COVID-19 has created 
immense challenges. 
But it’s also opened up possibilities and will continue to change 
higher education as we know it. As technology and society 
evolves, so will the definition of student success. Higher 
education has the capability to adapt to this new reality, and 
those institutions that keep these evolving trends in mind, will 
better attract, retain, and engage students in the years ahead.

This is just a glimpse of the findings from our study. Throughout 
the year, we’ll be reporting on country-specific results. 

If you would like to receive research updates or have any 
questions on this report, we invite you to contact us at  
studentsuccess@instructure.com.

The Impact of COVID-19



Research
Methodology & 
Demographics

Research Methodology
The State of Student Success and Engagement in Higher Education 

survey was developed 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. 

 

The survey was fielded in June 2020, cleaned and analyzed by 

Hanover Research. After fielding and data cleaning, this study 

consisted of 7,070 qualified completed responses. The data was cut 

into crosstabs by region, country, and role along with various 

additional subsegments--such as socio-economic status. Statistical 

significance testing was performed across segments with a 95 

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

for the overall sample size, a margin of error +/- 1%.

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

Appendix



Research Demographics

Appendix

Economic Class 3

Lower Class 5%

Lower Middle Class 19%

Middle Class 44%

Upper Middle Class 22%

Upper Class 6%

Major/Degree Program 3

Engineering/Tech 24%

Medical/Life Sciences 22%

Business 18%

Liberal Arts 11%

Visual/Perform. Arts 6%

Other  14%

Format of Classes
Before Covid-19 3

On-Campus 67%

Online 20%

Hybrid 13%

Job Role 1

Faculty 33%

Academic Sta� 38%

Administrator 29%

Number of Students 1

Less than 1000 7%

1000-4999 16%

5000-9999 14%

10000-14999 12%

15000-19999 8%

20000-24999 7%

25000+ 17%

Number of Faculty 1

Less than 250 15%

250-499 17%

500-999 17%

1000-4999 13%

5000-19999 7%

20000+ 3%

Not Sure 29%

Household Structure
in Childhood 3

Two Parents in Home 69%

One Parent in Home 23%

No Parents in Home 4%

Age 1

18 to 34 90%

35 to 54 8%

55+   2%

Gender 1

Male 37%

Female 61%

Other 1%

Work Experience 2

0-1 years 4%

2-5 years 27%

6-10 years 27%

11-15 years 17%

16-20 years 12%

21+ years 13%

Urbanicity 1

Urban 57%

Suburban 30%

Rural 10%

School Type 1

University  35%

Public, 4-year 37%

Private, 4-year 12%

Public, 2-year 14%

Private, 2-year 3%

1 - 7070 participants        2 - 920 participants        3 - 6150 participants
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