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CHAPTER 14

Moving Beyond Policy on Digital 
Transformation: Perceptions of Digital 

Transformation of Teaching by Academic 
Staff and Students

Espen Solberg and Cathrine E. Tømte

IntroductIon

In recent years, the Norwegian government has played an active role in 
promoting the digital transformation of higher education institutions 
(HEI). Expectations of increased digitalisation have been included in 
national strategies and action plans, in the steering and funding of HEIs as 
well as through the establishment of new agencies that provide various 
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types of support and coordination. HEIs, on their side, have launched 
institutional digitalisation strategies or added ICT perspectives in their 
overall strategies and plans. Academic leaders and faculty staff are thus 
expected to enhance their use of digital technology as part of their quality 
work (Tømte et al., 2019; Børte et al., 2020). Despite this increased stra-
tegic awareness, studies have demonstrated that there might be a gap, or 
at least a considerable delay, between national ambitions and the take-up 
of digital technology in teaching and learning practices (Fossland & 
Tømte, 2020).

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic introduced a shock to the 
HEI system and at the same time a forced opportunity to put plans and 
ambitions for digitalisation into action. After two years of repeated lock-
downs and ad hoc solutions, the HEI system has gained extensive experi-
ence in various forms of digital teaching and work forms. However, the 
question remains whether this will be a one-off effort related to the 
COVID-19 situation, or a more fundamental digitalisation that can 
improve the quality of higher education in the long run (Farnell 
et al., 2021).

In this chapter, we exploit data from a large-scale survey among stu-
dents and academic staff to explore further the nature of the digital trans-
formation of teaching and learning in Norwegian HEIs during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, we focus on the following three 
questions:

• How did the academic staff develop their digital competencies dur-
ing the first phase of the pandemic?

• How did students and academic staff perceive the online teaching 
during this period?

• What are the future perspectives among students and academic staff 
regarding higher education in the “post-COVID-19” era?

Finally, we discuss our findings and relate them to the ongoing policy 
debates on the future “post-COVID” direction of digital higher educa-
tion in Norway.

Background

Before we move to the findings, we give a brief overview of the Norwegian 
higher education system and present our conceptual framework and 
empirical background.
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The Norwegian Higher Education Landscape

The Norwegian higher education sector (HEI) includes roughly 300 000 
students and consumes more than one-third of total R & D expenditure 
in Norway. Following a structural reform from 2016, the sector has shifted 
from a highly dispersed landscape to a structure dominated by 10 universi-
ties and an equal number of smaller and more specialised university col-
leges. The HEI landscape also includes a variety of private institutions, but 
they account for a small share of students (RCN, 2021).

The new landscape, with fewer and larger institutions, is first and fore-
most an organisational concentration, where the number and geographi-
cal distribution of campuses has (so far) been rather untouched. Hence, at 
the outbreak of COVID-19, many Norwegian universities were multi- 
campus and cross-regional institutions. On the one hand, this implied an 
additional challenge in tackling different local contamination rules and 
restrictions. On the other hand, several institutions were already experi-
enced with online communication and teaching, due to their need to 
operate across campuses within the new organisation.

The 21 public HEIs offer (in practice) tuition-free higher education 
and receive on average almost 80 per cent of total funding from direct 
public grants. Hence, from an economic perspective, Norwegian HEIs 
have been rather sheltered from immediate budget cuts due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Preliminary Implications of COVID-19

At the outset, several key output indicators indicate remarkably high activ-
ity during the “corona year” 2020. For instance, the HEI sector in total 
produced record levels of both student uptake and completion rates. The 
number of awarded PhDs and published scientific articles has also been at 
an all-time high (Sarpebakken & Steine, 2021).

However, behind these apparently impressive output indicators, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has deeply affected all aspects of higher education 
and introduced a “game-changer” for the uptake of digital teaching prac-
tices in Norwegian higher education. Our survey data show that the share 
of staff with no experience in teaching with digital resources fell from 64 
per cent prior to the pandemic to 6 per cent in the fall of 2020. A similar 
shift was reported by students. We also observe that two-thirds of HEI 
teachers report that they had to make substantial changes in their original 

14 MOVING BEYOND POLICY ON DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION… 



348

teaching schemes to switch to online teaching during the spring semester 
of 2020 (Solberg et al., 2021).

One key question in our analysis is how academic staff accessed and 
made use of digital learning sources when confronted with a sudden and 
unexpected need to transform all forms of physical teaching to a digi-
tal format.

conceptual Framework

Technology use in higher education implies several modes and tempus of 
teaching and learning, including pure online and distance-based teaching 
and learning, blended settings involving all sorts of learning management 
systems, new presentation tools as well as a wide range of incremental digi-
tal resources. More recently, researchers have introduced a new concept of 
teaching with technology, namely Emergency remote teaching, which dif-
fers from traditional online and campus-based classroom teaching, but 
with some characteristics from both strands (Hodges et al., 2020; García- 
Morales et al., 2021).

Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning

An initial observation from the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic 
teaching internationally was that all teaching and learning activities out-
side the campus were likely to be labelled as ‘online teaching and learning’ 
(Hodges & Fowler, 2020) and/or ‘digital teaching’ (Kundu & Bej, 2021). 
The term “online teaching” can have different meanings and may include 
considerable variations across modes, paces, student-instruction-ratio, 
pedagogy, and feedback and assessment practices (Bates, 2019; Means 
et  al., 2010; Means et  al., 2014). Nevertheless, proponents of conven-
tional campus-based teaching offerings have often labelled online learning 
in singular and considered it to provide poorer teaching and learning qual-
ity than campus-based offerings (Hodges & Fowler, 2020). Thus, to label 
the transfer from campus-based teaching to online offerings may cause at 
least two possible misinterpretations.

Firstly, if online learning is framed as a single pedagogical approach, it 
may reveal unawareness—and perhaps also ignorance of acknowledged 
quality in online teaching and learning offerings prior to the pandemic. As 
mentioned, online teaching and learning may include many different ped-
agogical approaches, which calls for distinct quality measurements, differ-
ent from campus-based offerings.
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Secondly, research on, and the practice of university teaching and learn-
ing pedagogics on campus and outside campus, are often performed by 
different academic staff and within different research traditions. For exam-
ple, research that explores the potential of digital technology in campus- 
based contexts is more likely to use concepts such as ‘technology enhanced 
learning’, TEL, computer-supported collaborative learning, CSCL, and 
ICT-supported teaching and learning (Damsa̧ et al., 2015). On the other 
hand, research that addresses various forms of online offerings is more 
likely to be oriented towards lifelong learning, adult learning and continu-
ing education (ibid.).

We observe that all these concepts appear and were at play when a 
newer concept framed as “emergency remote online teaching” emerged 
(Bond et al., 2021; Hodges et al., 2020).

While the concept is still new and is still developing according to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there have been some attempts to frame the con-
cept and to illustrate how higher education institutions have responded to 
the demands for new modes and contexts for teaching and learning. Here, 
four phases have been suggested.

The first phase was observed in the initial days of the campus close 
downs, from about February–March 2020, where there was a rapid transi-
tion to remote teaching and learning. Here, institutions often introduced 
synchronous video, and faculty staff taught classes in a remote online man-
ner, trying to connect face to face with students in one way or another 
with the support of technology. This first phase has also been phrased as 
‘Put everything on Zoom and worry about details later’ (Barbour et al., 
2020, p. 3).

The second phase has been framed as (re)adding basics and refers to the 
period from about April to June 2020, when institutions got more involved 
in adding basics into emergency course transitions such as course naviga-
tion, equitable access to technical infrastructure (including both hardware 
and software for academic staff), providing support for students and secur-
ing academic integrity.

During the third phase, from about August to December 2020, the 
HEIs prepared to support students for a full term, and for various forms 
of online delivery, even if returning to campus teaching. The fourth phase, 
starting from 2021, suggests encompassing unknown levels of online 
learning adoption, yet probably more online solutions than prior to the 
pandemic (Barbour et al., 2020). These phases serve as useful framings 
when analysing the data from our study.
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empIrIcal Background: SurveyS oF Faculty StaFF 
and StudentS at norwegIan HeIS

Our analysis is based on data stemming from two recent and concurrent 
surveys on the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for Norwegian 
HEIs. The student survey included answers from approximately 22 000 
students (43 per cent response rate), and the survey among academic staff 
included more than 4000 answers (51 per cent response rate). Both sur-
veys encompassed all HEI institutions in Norway and included several 
batteries of similar questions addressed to both students and academic 
staff. In addition, the survey among academic staff included several open 
questions, which generated more than 1700 open reflections and experi-
ences, thus supplementing the survey data with valuable information. 
Both surveys were conducted in October–November 2020, but the ques-
tionnaire addressed the initial phase of the pandemic, from about mid- 
March to June 2020. Furthermore, a series of 33 in-depth interviews were 
carried out during early 2021 with management and academic staff repre-
senting three case institutions, covering one large university, one special-
ised university college and one recently merged multi-campus university.

FIndIngS

The following sections outline findings on the efforts taken to meet the 
new teaching and learning situation caused by the COVID–19 pandemic. 
We focus on the following three aspects: (i) how faculty staff and students 
managed to adopt new skills and competences for teaching and learning; 
(ii) how they perceived the quality of teaching and learning in these new 
remote and digital environments; and (iii) how they foresee the future of 
higher education after the pandemic.

Digital Resources and Strategies for Digital Teaching

The transition to online teaching and working methods constituted a sig-
nificant change for both staff and students within HEIs, and the situation 
constantly changed during the pandemic. This called for frequent and 
rapid shifts in academic activities as well as for the administration and man-
agement of HEIs. At the same time, the situation enabled new ways of 
learning, knowledge sharing and new solutions.
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The survey data revealed that the HEIs provided their employees both 
freedom and various forms of support for reorganising their teaching, 
although not always with clear expectations. The employees seem to have 
had a good overview of current available resources for teaching. However, 
challenges related to research and the working environment seem to have 
been poorly addressed. The answers may also reflect the autonomy that 
characterises academia, in the sense that faculty staff have been given great 
freedom to handle the situation as they see fit, but with less support for the 
actual handling of the core tasks. Several informants emphasise that short 
digital information meetings and their own “corona web pages” have been 
successfully used to reach out with information to the entire organisation. 
In this sense, digital communication seems to have worked well. The survey 
also revealed gender differences, where women reported less satisfaction 
with their institution’s efforts in taking care of the working environment.

The notion ‘Instructional Mac Gyvers’ was suggested by Barbour and 
colleagues in their analysis of the Canadian education sector’s response to 
the pandemic (Barbour et al., 2020). By using this reference from a popu-
lar TV series where the hero improvised with technology to solve critical 
problems, the researchers illustrated how teachers had to improvise new 
solutions in difficult and unexpected circumstances, including a lot of 
stress. The shift from campus-based teaching to various forms of online 
and remote offerings forced teachers to use both new technology and new 
pedagogical approaches in their teaching, and for many of them, without 
prior experience.

As shown in Fig. 14.1, more than 40 per cent of staff reported that they 
had insufficient digital competencies to handle the digital challenges that 
arose during the first phase of the pandemic in the spring of 2020. In the 
same fall, when the survey was conducted, this share had decreased to 20 
per cent. The results also indicate that the corona situation has improved 
both pedagogical and technical skills related to digital teaching.

The survey confirms that faculty staff had a steep learning curve and 
switched to various forms of online teaching overnight. As shown by 
Fig. 14.1, 80 per cent report that they had strengthened their pedagogical 
digital skills, while 90 per cent had improved their technical skills. 
However, interviews and open responses gathered in parallel with the sur-
vey indicate that their learning process was dominated by “low hanging 
fruit” such as increased awareness of existing digital resources and experi-
encing which types of teaching formats might be appropriate for plenary 
lectures versus breakout sessions and discussion groups. Much of the 
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

I have the digital competence I need to handle my
current teaching tasks

Because of the COVID-19 situation I have strengthened my
pedagogical skills in the use of digital teaching tools

Because of the COVID-19 situation I have strengthened my
technical skills in the use of digital teaching tools (video

recording, streming, online teaching room etc.)

I had the digital competence I needed to handle my
teaching tasks in the period from 12th of march

throughout the spring semester

To what extent do you agree with the following statements about your digital 
competence? (N=2503)

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree or disagree

Somewhat agree Strongly agree Not applicable

Fig. 14.1 Reported changes in digital competence among academic staff in 
Norwegian HEIs 2020. Source: NIFU/COVID-19 survey to academic staff 2020 
(Solberg et al., 2021)

digitalisation, especially in the first period, seems to have been character-
ised by emergency online teaching where the teaching planned for campus 
was switched into a digital, online and remote mode, and to a lesser extent 
teaching that was planned and designed for an appropriate online format.

Furthermore, teachers report that most of their new knowledge on 
teaching with the support of digital technology was acquired from a trial- 
and- error approach and with support from colleagues, and less from for-
mal institutional support organised by the institution. The following 
quotes from the open responses are representative for most experiences 
shared related to this part of the survey (translated from Norwegian):

We switched from working mostly in groups to screen sharing lessons with 
the use of some kind of digital whiteboard. This meant listening, but not 
seeing, each other, which I think put a dampener on people’s engagement.

Teaching is about communication. Ninety per cent of the communication 
disappears in the digital format. For pure instruction or “one-man shows”, 
the digital format works excellently.
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Hybrid lessons with some people in the classroom and some at Zoom was 
the worst experience. Recorded videos work well for pure one-way lectures. 
Live-Zoom teaching works well for groups and discussions. But it’s difficult 
to give lectures live on Zoom.

The survey also addressed how academic staff acquired new digital skills 
that they considered necessary to cope with the corona situation 
(Fig. 14.2).

Again, the results indicate that the transfer to various forms of online 
teaching was dominated by solutions and immediate measures to make 
teaching planned for a physical format available online. Hence, much of 
the digitalisation processes in the higher education sector during the first 
year of the pandemic demonstrate the first two phases of emergency online 
remote teaching and learning described above. These findings are also to 
some extent in line with another study conducted in early spring 2020 in 
Norwegian HEIs. Here, the researchers found that academic staff sought 
to solve their new teaching challenges on their own and/or with support 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

My own previous experiences with online teaching

Trial and error when the challenges occurred

Tips and help from colleagues and partners

Help and guidance from the administration and
IT-support at my institution

Help and guidance from the pedagogic community at my 
institution (including dedicated centres

for teaching and learning)

Courses and training arranged by my institution

Courses and training arranged by other actors

Tips and ideas from social media networks

Advice and feedback from students

In order to handle digital challenges after March 12th, to what degree were the 
following resources important to you? (N=3684)

To a large degree To some degree To a small degree Not at all Not applicable

Fig. 14.2 Reported learning strategies among academic staff in Norwegian 
HEIs 2020. Source: NIFU/COVID-19 survey to academic staff 2020 (Solberg 
et al., 2021)
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from colleagues and within their own networks. Some also reported insuf-
ficient digital competence to master this new teaching contexts, and some 
suffered from inadequate institutional support (Damsa̧ et al., 2021).

Perceived Quality of Online Teaching Reported During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic

How did students and higher education teachers perceive the online 
teaching during the first phase of the pandemic? This overall question was 
operationalised in a set of harmonised sub-questions addressed to both 
students and teachers in the respective surveys to these two groups 
(Fig. 14.3).

As the data show, a large majority of both students and faculty staff 
think that the learning outcome would have been better with traditional 
campus-based teaching during the period in question. At the same time, 
we observe that teachers and students in general have different opinions 
regarding the quality and outcome of the online teaching. While two- 
thirds of teachers consider that the courses and arrangements worked well, 
this applies to less than half the students. Moreover, online discussions 
appear to have been more difficult to integrate in the teaching arrange-
ments. In general, we find that academic staff were more positive towards 
their online teaching efforts than the students. Students, on the other 
hand, had a more positive impression of their own engagement during the 
pandemic. There is reason to assume that practising the emergency mode 
of teaching, in most cases without any prior knowledge to online teaching, 
may have caused a lot of stress and time-consuming tasks related to mas-
tering the diverse digital technology needed for this new mode of teach-
ing. The following statements describe some of the challenges faced by 
academic staff in this period:

There was a lot of improvisation in the period after March 12. Some things 
worked well, while other things didn’t quite work out so well. I took a course in 
pedagogy during this period, but I don’t really feel that it was a big help. The 
most important thing in the spring semester was to adapt quickly, start using 
Zoom and making videos (...)

The problem is that we did not have time for competence building, the han-
dling of the situation was more about crisis management. However, I see that 
some digital teaching can work and also provides opportunities for more inter-
national cooperation in teaching.
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Students

Teachers

3a) The arrangements for online teaching worked well. 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree or disagree Somewhat agree Strongly agree

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Students

Teachers

3b) Students were encoraged to give feedback to improve online teaching

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree or disagree Somewhat agree Strongly agree

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Students

Teachers

3c) Students were successfully engaged in online discussions

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree or disagree Somewhat agree Strongly agree

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Students

Teachers

3d) Students would have learned more if they had been present on campus 
physically (reversed scale) 

Strongly agree Somewhat agree Neither agree or disagree Somewhat disagree Strongly disagree

Fig. 14.3 a-d Reported perceptions of online teaching among students and aca-
demic staff in Norwegian HEIs 2020. Source: NIFU/COVID-19 survey to aca-
demic staff and students 2020 (Solberg et al., 2021)
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It was generally challenging to offer teaching (and to work at all) in the 
spring semester due to poor working conditions in the Home Office. Another 
important shortage was the lack of contact with colleagues (...).

It was uncomfortable to give lectures digitally from home at the same time 
as the rest of the family was at home, since students recorded the lectures, includ-
ing all background noise (from my children etc.) (...).

When it comes to online supervision and tutoring, students held diverse 
opinions regarding the quality, while academic staff were significantly 
more positive. The picture looks different when it comes to online exams, 
where students were more positive than academic staff. Academic staff, on 
the other hand, were uncertain about whether they managed to develop 
appropriate exercises in the rapid changeover, and whether the changed 
forms of exams included sufficient and adequate review procedures. 
Another concern from the academic staff was that digital exams increased 
the risk of cheating, as illustrated by the following open comments from 
the survey (translated from Norwegian):

We should have had a lot more training in changing to the home exams. In 
retrospect, I see that we have given school exams as home exams. The rate of 
failure drops dramatically because the level is apparently higher. We haven’t 
been able to adapt to home exams within my subject.

It is natural to suspect the students of cheating and collaborating, but we 
have no means to possibly control this to the extent that it is important. Oral 
exams via Zoom lose several dimensions that are important for students in 
order to show what they can.

As observed here, the emergency character of faculty staff ’s teaching 
and evaluation processes demonstrates their unawareness of possible 
online solutions for assignment, assessments and exams from research- 
based conventional online teaching and learning. Yet, during their trial- 
and- error experiences, we also witnessed new and innovative approaches 
to these activities.

Future Perspectives Seen from Students and Academic Staff

So, what about the future perspectives of higher education after the pan-
demic? As suggested by Barbour et  al. (2020), the fourth phase of the 
pandemic is expected to include more online solutions compared to the 
situation before the pandemic. In the long run, however, it is uncertain to 
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

The corona situa�on has made me more
posi�ve towards online teaching

The corona situa�on has shown that
physical mee�ngs are vital for learning

Online lectures can to a large degree
replace on-campus lectures.

Online seminars can to a large degree
replace on-campus seminars.

Totally disagree Partly disagree Neither/or Partly agree Totally agree

Fig. 14.4 Statements regarding Norwegian students’ future perspectives of digi-
tal higher education. Source: NIFU/COVID-19 survey to academic staff and stu-
dents 2020 (Solberg et al., 2021)

what extent the online solutions will be used, in which contexts and for 
what purpose. The survey among Norwegian students and staff included 
questions on future perspectives that give some indications of possible 
directions for higher education in the post-COVID era, as illustrated by 
Fig. 14.4.

We see that 50–60 per cent of students strongly or partly disagree with 
the statement that online seminars and lectures can replace the campus- 
based formats. When it comes to the necessity of physical encounters for 
learning, the picture is rather mixed. Furthermore, almost half of the 
respondents say that the pandemic has made them more positive towards 
online teaching, while less than 30 per cent seem to have developed a 
more negative attitude. The data indicate that the idea of replacing physi-
cal campus-teaching with online teaching has little support, while there 
seems to be rather fertile ground for combining more digital teaching and 
learning forms with traditional campus-based teaching formats.

At the same time, it is important to note that the student population is 
heterogeneous and that the attitude towards various modes of online 
teaching differs between the respondents’ fields of study, age and level of 
education. In particular, the data reveal that bachelor students and 
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students in early phases are less positive towards online learning and cor-
respondingly more concerned with the physical aspects of learning. This 
indicates that the physical meetings and learning are more important when 
students enter and strive to “find their place” in higher education, while 
various online formats seem more acceptable and perhaps also practical for 
master’s students and “mature” students.

The academic staff was asked a more direct question concerning their 
preferences for teaching after the pandemic. In Fig. 14.5 a (left), we see 
the distribution for all respondents on each alternative, while Fig. 14.5 b 
(right) shows the distribution according to academic fields (using the 
colours from 5a).

Firstly, we observe that very few respondents (in total 5 per cent) prefer 
to have only or mainly online teaching in a future normal situation. 
Furthermore, 12 per cent foresee a balanced mix of online and campus- 
based teaching, while the vast majority envisage “elements of online teach-
ing methods, but with an emphasis on campus-based methods” (55 per 
cent). The next largest group prefers “campus-based teaching methods 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

only use online teaching

have parts of my teaching
campus-based, but mainly

online

Don't know

balance my teaching with
half of activities online and

half campus-based

only use campus-based
forms of teaching

have some teaching
activities online, but mainly

campus-based

5a) All respondents

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Humanities and the
arts

Social science,
including pedagogy

and law

Mathematics and
natural science

Technology

Medicine and Health
sciences

5b) by field

Fig. 14.5 a & b Preferences for teaching among academic staff after COVID-19. 
When the COVID-19 situation is over, I prefer to... Source: NIFU/COVID-19 
survey to academic staff and students 2020 (Solberg et al., 2021)
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only” (18 per cent). The latter option is most common among teachers 
within humanities, and less common in medicine and health. This is some-
what surprising, as subjects within humanities are often less dependent on 
laboratories, equipment and practical exercises than medicine and health. 
On the other hand, our interviews reveal that teaching within humanities 
often relies on discussions and group sessions that have proved to be less 
successful in the improvised formats that emerged in response to the 
emergency caused by COVID-19.

All in all, this means that three-quarters of academic staff prefer to put 
the emphasis on campus-based teaching when society returns to normal. 
At the same time, these answers could also be influenced by the general 
feeling of “COVID fatigue” that characterised higher education at the 
time when the survey and the interviews were conducted (fall 2020). 
Whether the pandemic will generate a move “back to basics” or a continu-
ous learning and development process remains to be seen.

concluSIon: wHere to go From emergency 
remote teacHIng?

In this chapter, we have showed how faculty staff/ teachers and students 
in the Norwegian higher education institutions moved from campus- 
based teaching to various forms of remote, online teaching. In an interna-
tional context, as demonstrated, this has been framed as “emergency 
online remote teaching” and includes elements from classroom/campus 
teaching and online teaching but does not equate with any of them. 
Findings from the growing body of research literature on this new teach-
ing offerings may help us to illuminate our findings on how teachers and 
students handled these new teaching and learning contexts, and their per-
ceptions of them. For example, Scherer and colleagues suggest that teach-
ers’ readiness for emergency remote online teaching is influenced by three 
core components: technological-pedagogical and discipline-specific (con-
tent) self-efficacy; perceived institutional support; and perceived online 
presence (Scherer et  al., 2021). All these dimensions may impact how 
academic staff manage and perceive their ability for teaching during the 
pandemic. Moreover, as academic staff are heterogeneous, so is their read-
iness for this new way of teaching.

Another observation is that the uptake of the concept (emergency 
remote teaching) has not yet been translated into the Norwegian lan-
guage. This means that we so far do not have a shared understanding, or 
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ways of labelling the teaching and learning that happened during the pan-
demic. The characteristics of teaching practices during the pandemic 
include a mix of different labels, such as “digital teaching and learning” 
and “online teaching and learning” (Damsa̧ et al., 2021; Solberg et al., 
2021). Another observation is that these labels have different stakehold-
ers, for example, there seems to be a trend that researchers prefer “online 
teaching and learning”, while policymakers are more into “digital teaching 
and learning”. We will argue that if there is no unified understanding of 
the type of teaching that has been practised during the pandemic, it may 
also be difficult to develop a mutual understanding of a “what” and from 
“where” to develop future university teaching practices that include good 
and innovative examples from the pandemic.

If we use the label “online teaching and learning” in the singular, there 
is also a risk that we will not get a clear understanding of what the pan-
demic teaching was all about, and how parts of it may connect to the 
diversity of established online teaching methods practised prior to the pan-
demic, and what elements are most likely to be considered as merely 
improvisations and responses to the lack of access to a university campus. 
There is also a risk that quality indicators designed for campus-based 
teaching are transferred to online teaching, which again will not necessar-
ily provide insights into the distinct characteristics of good and/or innova-
tive online teaching. If we use the label “digital teaching”, there is a risk 
that the “digital” dimension of the teaching becomes blurred, since it may 
refer to digital resources used both in campus-based teaching and in 
remote online teaching contexts.

Our findings from the surveys do not elaborate in detail on the peda-
gogical strategies that have been developed, nor to what extent we are 
witnessing fundamentally new and innovative ways of teaching. A more 
systematic overview on these matters might allow institutions and aca-
demic staff further development in innovative and flexible teaching. As 
demonstrated here, much of the teaching in these new remote online con-
texts has been developed as individual trial-and-error approaches among 
academic staff, and from a bottom-up approach, more than through 
administrative and /or technically led developments. Even if academic 
staff have had access to some institutional support from their departments 
and faculties, together with support from central agencies with expertise 
in technology and pedagogics, it remains unclear if any of these bodies 
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have made (or intend to make) any systematic reviews of the characteristics 
the emerging new emergency remote online teaching will have within 
their institutions. In this sense, Norwegian HEIs have largely practised a 
form of “learning by doing”, with high degrees of trial and error and 
transfer of tacit knowledge. Given the range and nature of the COVID-19 
crisis, it is not surprising that both solutions and learning processes were 
rather unorganised and informal in the first phase of the pandemic. On the 
other hand, one might expect that institutions with in-house formal exper-
tise in both pedagogical and technical aspects of online teaching would 
have been better prepared for both handling the unexpected situation and 
organising common approaches to teaching. In the aftermath of the crisis, 
there is a need for better and more targeted use of pedagogical knowledge 
and experience in developing future digital teaching practices.

We believe that collecting and systematising “best practices” and estab-
lishing good arenas for sharing within departments and faculties might 
serve as new ways of peer learning among faculty staff within the disci-
plines, instead of more generic approaches towards technology-supported 
teaching that is often provided by centralised support services within 
the HEIs.

Although both students and academic staff seem to foresee an increased 
use of digital resources in the aftermath of COVID-19, data from our 
survey and interviews indicate that the pandemic has left a general recog-
nition of physical on-campus learning and an equal scepticism towards the 
digital transformation of higher education.

However, we consider it unwise and perhaps also unfair to judge the 
strengths and weaknesses of digitalisation in higher education based on 
experiences drawn from the exceptional situation during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Emergencies may both trigger and drive systemic changes, but 
they are seldom appropriate references for shaping teaching and learning 
practices in the long run. Instead of debating whether various types of 
online teaching and learning should replace traditional and campus-based 
teaching, the discussion should rather address how digitalisation of higher 
education could improve the overall quality of teaching and learning.
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