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Executive summary 
 Information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure has proven vital in helping 
countries and citizens adapt and respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. ICTs have enabled them 
to continue working and learning remotely, and to access the latest health information, 
updates and directives from local and national authorities.  
 
Connect2Recover is a global initiative that aims to reinforce the digital infrastructure and digital 
ecosystems of beneficiary countries. In 2021, ITU launched the "Connect2Recover Research 
Competition" to identify promising research proposals that will accelerate digital inclusion 
during the COVID-19 recovery globally. The proposal submitted by Step Up Consulting titled 
‘Making Higher Education Truly Inclusive’ was selected as one of fifteen successful applications. 
This report shares the findings, insights and recommendation that have emerged from the 
‘Making Higher Education Truly Inclusive’ research project. 
 
Many questions have been asked about the future of higher education post-COVID. The 
answers paint various scenarios, including that higher education will simply revert to ‘business 
as usual’. Others suggest that higher education will be forced to adapt, although the exact 
nature of longer-term change remains unclear. More ominous future scenarios include the 
demise of higher education. Whatever the response, change will take place in a context in 
which the COVID-19 crisis was seen to result to further inequality and exclusion. 
 
This paper covers three specific topics related to the issue of the relationship between the 
reliance in higher education on ICTs during the COVID-19 pandemic and the immediate and 
possible longer-term effect on social inclusion in higher education. First, it discusses the 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic by higher education systems in terms of the provision of 
ICT infrastructure so that they could continue to function given increased restrictions in 
delivery.  Second, it describes the outcomes of these interventions in terms of the inclusion (or 
exclusion) of marginalized students. Finally, it dissects further the situation as to whether the 
disruption to higher education, particularly the uptake of new modes of instruction, learning 
and assessment, results in greater inclusion in the future provision of education. 
 
Three countries – Australia, the Philippines and South Africa – were selected to study the 
effects and future outcomes attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to the ICT 
infrastructure, access and inclusion in higher education. The Philippines and South Africa were 
selected partly because the researchers are familiar with the higher education and ICT 
landscapes in both countries and partly because they present relevant cases in terms of 
countries dealing with the challenges of growing inequality combined with expectations for 
their higher education institutions contribute to national development. Australia was selected 
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because it presents a more developed and less unequal society as a reference point, but also 
because Australia faced the particular challenge of a significant decline in international students 
necessitating not only the implementation of emergency teaching and learning but also 
planning for a future higher education system less dependent on the presence of international 
students at the country’s universities. 

Summary of research findings 

South Africa 

Two observations emerge from the South African experience. The first is the realisation that, as 
predicted by scholars (Gurstein 2011; Van Dijk and Hacker 2011; Van Schalkwyk and Canares 
2020; Warschauer 2004), neither technology nor open resources necessarily lead to the 
anticipated democratisation effects. Instead, in highly unequal societies (and university 
systems), an increase in the uptake of technology and open resources is more likely to 
exacerbate existing inequalities. The second observation is that the pandemic has made the 
invisible visible, that is, according to Czerniewicz et al. (2020, 949), the “crisis has made it 
impossible not to recognise the historical, geospatial, economic inequalities of the country and 
the world students live in.” Regardless of the availability of data and devices, the quality of 
what has been offered as ‘online provision’ during the pandemic is open to question.  

Philippines 

The case of the Philippines suggests that the capacity of institutions and individuals to adapt to, 
cope, and mitigate the impact of COVID 19 on teaching and learning is significantly 
differentiated; well-resourced, well-connected, and strategically-located actors were more able 
to transition to new modes of education delivery.  This is not a surprising finding. Several 
studies have pointed out, albeit in the context of country management of COVID, that there are 
differences in processes and outcomes not only due to resources but also due to other factors 
such as political leadership, social security provisions, degrees of autonomy and centralization, 
and underlying capacity (Baum et al. 2021).   
 
Education policies in the country have not considered these differences in capacity, leaving 
actors to respond and cope on their own.  In terms of connectivity, for example, while there 
were efforts of the public sector to expand connectivity to rural areas, this was not enough to 
fully enable students, especially in poor urban areas and far-flung communities, to take 
advantage of online learning modalities. The same can be said of educational institutions that 
are poorly-resourced and of teachers who were unprepared for digitally-enabled learning 
activities.  
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Australia 

The biggest impact on the higher education sector in Australia was the result of the 
international travel ban and the resultant decline in student fee income from international 
students (Carnegie et al. 2022). The foreign student market is Australia’s third biggest export 
industry (Jackson 2018) and the country’s largest service-sector export (Hurley and Van Dyke 
2020). The impact is compounded by the fact that it is not likely to be as short-term as the 
impact on other industries such as tourism because a loss in international first-year enrolments 
over two years means a smaller cohort of international students for at least four to five years – 
the time taken to complete a university degree.  
 
In terms of the impact of the pandemic on social exclusion, two issues stand out. The first is the 
perilous position of international students stranded in Australia due to the international travel 
ban. Despite some measures taken by the Australian government to support these students, 
the government’s response was seen as largely unsympathetic, vividly expressed by the “go 
home” response.  The second exclusionary impact to receive attention is that of widening and 
exacerbated student equity. It should, however, be noted that the issue of equity does not 
feature strongly in coverage of the impact of the pandemic on Australian higher education.  
 
It was found that the main concern from the shock to the system is how Australian universities 
will reinvent themselves in response to a decline in international students, including the pivot 
to online and hybrid modes of teaching to maintain (or possibly increase) delivery to remotely-
located international students. This has raised some concern about the role of third-party 
technology providers and the quality of education delivered. However, the effects on the higher 
education system in terms of the exclusion of segments of the student population have 
received only cursory attention in the media and the academic literature.  

Conclusion and recommendations  

In the specific domain of higher education, the subject of this study, Boughey and McKenna 
(2020) posit that we cannot truly understand and provide the necessary access to and success 
in higher education if we do not recognise the connections between capitalist market forces, 
the culture of new public management and the way universities are funded. They argue that we 
must see individuals (lecturers, students, administrators, vice-chancellors) as part of a much 
larger system that is open to internal and external pressures. This system has structures and 
cultures that impact on what individuals can achieve, despite any capabilities that they may 
acquire and despite any technological innovations in teaching and learning that may, at first 
glance, appear to hold much promise in democratising higher education. If we cannot see these 
structures and cultures of our institutions as both able to constrain and open possibilities for 
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students and staff, we are more likely to fall back onto common-sense explanations for why 
some students (and staff) succeed and many others do not. These kinds of explanations, and 
the processes and policies they would give rise to, would be far more likely to entrench and 
protect the status quo that is exclusionary. If we protect the status quo that offers meaningful 
success only to some and to the exclusion of others, then we are resisting deeper 
transformation (Clarence 2022). 

In more general terms, at the macro level, global digital communication networks created by 
advances in information and communication technologies have reshaped society (Castells 
2009). At the same time, these technologies play a profound role at the micro or individual 
level: they increasingly constitute the material conditions through which individuals accumulate 
capitals and create value in order to participate in those communication networks that define 
society. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that the rapid deployment of technology by various 
stakeholders is possible. Theoretically, the availability of technologies to a broader segment of 
the population should result in greater inclusion (i.e. participation in communication networks). 
However, the evidence shows that without the capabilities – many of which are non-material 
and do not relate to technical skills or access alone – and without an acknowledgement of the 
social dynamics of systems and networks, parts of the population will always remain excluded. 

The extent to which online learning is a viable option in the developing-world contexts as South 
Africa and the Philippines post-COVID remains uncertain, as is the extent to which online 
learning will be blended with more traditional modes. Any future integration of online learning 
as complementary to contact instruction will require substantial investment in developing 
capabilities in addition to digital communication infrastructure to ensure equal benefits from 
online learning. The following policies are recommended for higher education to be truly 
inclusive in these two countries.   
 

a. ICT infrastructure and access: In a context where access to technology, not only to the 
internet but also to devices, governments should strengthen broadband infrastructure, 
on the one hand, and access to learning devices, on the other. Policies and programmes 
in higher education should help eliminate the digital gap among private and public 
educational institutions, in which capacities to access technology are differentiated and 
among students whose material endowments prevent them from accessing digital 
learning devices. 

b. Learning pedagogy: From a pedagogical perspective, there is a need to formulate 
policies and programmes that transition teaching, learning and assessment from a 
highly collectivised and traditional system to one that allows individual learning journeys 
aided by technology. This should consider differences in individual learning processes as 
well as contextual barriers to learning.   
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c. Teaching competencies: The increased use and reliance on digital technologies in 
education during the pandemic has highlighted capacity deficiencies on the part of 
teaching staff. The competency framework for higher education teachers should include 
using digital technology to design, deliver, and assess teaching and learning outcomes.  
Governments should provide public support for training to attain these competencies, 
mainly focusing on public universities and higher education institutions with limited 
resources. 

d. Targeted education support: Higher education policies and programmes should provide 
targeted education support to institutional providers, teachers, and students based on 
income and/or deprivation levels to transition towards better use of technology in 
education. This can take the form of technical assistance, funding support, capacity 
building, or low-cost loans. 

 
In the case of Australia, the literature does not find strong evidence on unequal access to 
technology, shifting demands on teaching competencies, except for the inability of 
international students to handle the initial shocks of the pandemic, and Australia’s 
unwillingness to lend support.  What the pandemic has highlighted, however, is the ability of 
digital technologies to widen coverage of higher education as an international offering – 
potentially reducing costs for international students coming into the country by implementing 
blended learning approaches. It must be noted that before this strategic step is undertaken, 
teaching, learning, and assessment should be researched to understand whether the shift 
towards more inclusive instruction using technology-enabled approaches have provided 
opportunities for better learning.  Arguably, this shift will have economic implications, as 
consumption will start to move to students’ domestic economies, and not to the region in 
Australia where their schools are located. Australia’s journey towards post-pandemic higher 
education delivery will be a good benchmark for countries like South Africa and the Philippines 
as it charts its educational policies in the new normal.   
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