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Abstract 
Hardly any higher educational institutions have been prepared for the comprehensive impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this paper is to present the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on university education in Austria and Slovenia. A look at the higher education 
system in both countries has been taken and the level of digitisation in universities before the 
start of the COVID-19 pandemic is shown. The impact on education and changes in the way of 
teaching at universities during the pandemic are reviewed. Also, there is a comparison on how 
universities in Austria and Slovenia faced the digitisation of study processes during these times. 
Digitisation has brought many benefits to students and universities but it has also brought some 
risks the research shows. In the end, best practices examples of digital tools are shown, actively 
supporting students studying in Austria and Slovenia during distance learning. In conclusion, 
the confrontation of both countries’ university sector with the pandemic is addressed. 
Keywords: digitisation, university, students, digital tools, COVID-19 

Digitalizacija visokošolskega sektorja v povezavi s pandemijo 
COVID-19 v Avstriji in Sloveniji 

Povzetek 
Skorajda nobena visokošolska ustanova ni bila pripravljena na celovit vpliv pandemije COVID-
19. Namen tega prispevka je primerjati vpliv pandemije COVID-19 na univerzitetno 
izobraževanje v Avstriji in Sloveniji. Ogledali so si visokošolski sistem v obeh državah in 
prikazali stopnjo digitalizacije na univerzah pred začetkom pandemije COVID-19. Pregledan 
je vpliv na izobraževanje in spremembe v načinu poučevanja na univerzah med pandemijo. 
Vključena je tudi primerjava, kako so se univerze v Avstriji in Sloveniji v teh časih soočile z 
digitalizacijo študijskih procesov. Digitalizacija je prinesla veliko koristi študentom in 
univerzam, prinesla pa je tudi nekaj tveganj, ki jih kažejo raziskave. Na koncu so prikazani 
primeri najboljših praks digitalnih orodij, ki med poukom na daljavo aktivno podpirajo 
študente, ki študirajo v Avstriji in Sloveniji. Skratka, obravnavano je soočanje univerzitetnega 
sektorja obeh držav s pandemijo. 

Ključne besede: digitalizacija, univerza, študenti, digitalna orodja, COVID-19  
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1. Introduction 
It was in the middle of March 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic forced Austria and Slovenia 
into the first lockdown ever. With public life coming to a sudden halt, also universities and their 
students faced an unprecedented situation: Overnight, the COVID-19 pandemic made teaching 
on the university campus impossible and brought about profound changes in studies. It was the 
beginning of studying online and academic staff as well as students staying in “home office” 
instead of meeting in a lecture hall. Until today – beginning of June 2021 – students in Austria 
and Slovenia are still not back at their campuses. By now, a return of students to the university 
campus is only planned for autumn 2021. 
As students spent almost one and a half years in distance learning, it is the intention of this 
paper to take a look back at the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on the higher education 
sector. How did universities in Austria and Slovenia transform from teaching on campus to 
completely remote? Which tools have been used and how effective were these tools in digital 
teaching? Concerning the students’ perspective, the paper wants to find out how their study life 
has changed and how different parts of their lives – for example their mental well-being, their 
financial situation or their future plans – have been affected. To take a look at new possibilities 
for digitisation in the university ecosystem, best practice examples of digital tools will be 
presented at the end of the paper. 
2. Higher education systems in Austria and Slovenia 
In order to give a comprehensive overview of the impacts the COVID-19 pandemic had on the 
higher education sector and its students in Austria and Slovenia, it is necessary to first take a 
look at the respective higher education systems. 
2.1 The Austrian university ecosystem 
The total of 73 Austrian universities is divided into 22 public universities, 21 universities of 
applied sciences, 14 universities of teacher education and 16 private universities (Franzen, 
2021). Around 340 000 students are enrolled at the Austrian universities, roughly two quarters 
of whom are studying actively (ann.: complete more than 16 ECTS per year) (Federal Ministry 
of Education, Science and Research, 2021). As legal entities, universities can make independent 
decisions about many areas of teaching, research and administration. This also applies to the 
area of digitisation. However, since the digital transformation is affecting all areas of people's 
lives, Austrian-wide measures have also been taken. For example, from 2019 to 2021 the 
Austrian Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Research (BMBWF) made a performance 
agreement with the 22 public universities to “promote structure-changing, directional and 
forward-looking projects” (Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Research, 2021). 
As the power of ultimate decision lies within the Austrian universities, the BMBWF can only 
suggest or provide them with their preferred tools. This led to a variety of digital tools being 
used across the Austrian university landscape. Students have to handle different campus-
management-systems and learning platforms at each university. There is also a gap between 
universities with lots of digital approaches and universities with only the most necessary digital 
elements. The former offer different study models like blended learning and hybrid studies or 
even online studies with only exams happening at the university campus. 
One could call it a “hotchpotch” of digital solutions in the Austrian university ecosystem, 
however the first steps to digital education have been taken. Eventually, the COVID-19 
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pandemic has accelerated the digital transformation at Austrian universities in an unprecedented 
way. 
2.2 The Slovenian university ecosystem 
In Slovenia, there are six universities, three public universities (University of Ljubljana, 
University of Maribor and University of Primorska), three private universities (University of 
Nova Gorica, University of Novo mesto and Nova univerza), one public higher education 
institute (Faculty for informational sciences of Novo mesto) and 41 private independent higher 
education institutions.  
Higher education institutions in Slovenia are universities, faculties, art academies and 
vocational colleges. They ensure the development of science, professionalism and art and in the 
educational process, they pass on knowledge from scientific, professional, research and artistic 
fields. Faculties, art academies and vocational colleges can also be established as independent 
higher education institutions outside of universities. In addition to public universities and 
independent higher education institutions, there are also private ones that independently 
determine their mission. Their operation is regulated by the same legal framework as the 
operation of public higher education institutions, which ensures comparable quality standards 
and operating possibilities for both types of institutions (Ministrstvo za izobraževanje, znanost, 
šolstvo in šport, 2021). 
Universities consist of several faculties from different fields. Some universities also have 
dislocated members and faculties in other cities like the University of Ljubljana where the 
Faculty of Theology is in Maribor. 
Higher education institutions are universities (consisting of member faculties and academies) 
and independent higher education institutions that are not part of universities but operate as 
vocational colleges or independent faculties. Vocational colleges are a special part of tertiary 
education, where two-year study programs take place, educating for professional standards. 
(Študentska organizacija Slovenije, 2021). 
As in Austria and Slovenia, the digital ecosystem is very diverse. Students at different 
universities have to use different campus management systems and other digital tools. As there 
is no central entity to provide these tools. University and sometimes also faculties alone had to 
find ways to optimize their processes.  
3. Impact of COVID-19 on universities in Austria and Slovenia 
In 2018, the European Commission adopted a Communication on the digital education action 
plan, which aims to establish education with digital technologies and practical knowledge for 
the digital age. The COVID-19 pandemic also made a major contribution to this action plan. 
The basic purpose of the plan was to help the EU to individuals, educational institutions and 
education systems to better adapt their lives and work to the rapidly changing digital age 
(European Commission, 2021). 
"Emergency Remote Teaching" was the order of the day in March 2020. Within a very short 
time, university lecturers had to make teaching content digitally available. This "emergency 
remote teaching" contrasted sharply with a systematic and long-term planned development and 
implementation of online teaching. But in March 2020, time was pressing. From one day to the 
next, there had to be a switch to distance learning. How did universities in Austria and Slovenia 
cope with these drastic changes? 
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3.1 How Austrian universities adapted to distance learning 
Especially during the transition from face-to-face to distance learning, but also in the daily 
routine of digital teaching, project management played a major role at the university.  In order 
to find the balance between different teaching methods, such as webinars and asynchronous 
resources, there was a lot of exchange between e-learning experts and lecturers, says the 
Austrian e-learning expert Claudia Mössenlechner from Management Center Innsbruck in an 
article by the student app Studo (2020). 
Existing infrastructure was updated, but also supplemented with new tools – especially video 
conferencing software. Some of the teachers had to be introduced to these digital tools and 
courses had to be set up online from scratch. Universities that had already taken the first steps 
in terms of digital teaching before the COVID-19 pandemic were clearly at an advantage, at 
least in the first lockdown. 
In the course of the three digital semesters, the exchange with other universities and the 
BMBWF was also important in order to clarify structural issues together. How is it guaranteed 
that students can complete their studies as planned? What needs to be taken into account in 
online examinations? What happens to students' internships and semesters abroad? These 
Austria-wide questions needed collective answers (Zick, 2021). 
For students, the switch to distance learning in the first lockdown was not easy. In three surveys 
among Austrian students, the student app Studo found out how the COVID-19 pandemic 
affected their studies. 
3.2 How Slovenian universities adapted to distance learning 
During the epidemic, the distance learning process was carried out with the help of online 
classrooms, videoconferencing, recordings of lectures, and other forms of the study process, 
via e-mail, other forms of two-way mass communication, handouts, and additional materials 
for students. Recorded lectures and other materials are stored in online classrooms. If necessary, 
higher education teachers were also available to students for individual or group consultations 
via online teleconferencing tools and using online chat rooms and email. 
According to students, the quality of the experience often depended on the digital competence 
of the lecturer (Ministrstvo za izobraževanje, znanost in šport, 2020). 
Practical training, in particular in the fields of medicine, health sciences, and pharmacy, 
including field and laboratory exercises, posed a particular challenge. These started to be 
implemented again only with the opening of higher education institutions. If the learning bases 
remain open to students in the summer months, this year students will be able to make up for 
the delay with an extension to the summer and thus complete the years. In particular, there are 
problems with verifying the identity of students and taking written exams for large groups. 
Some institutions will introduce additional examination deadlines in the two remaining 
examination periods, thus extending the examination period. Students also pointed out the lack 
of their own ICT equipment and unstable internet connections, which prevented equal 
opportunities when taking distance exams (Ministrstvo za izobraževanje, znanost in šport, 
2020). 
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4. Social responsibility of universities for students during COVID-19 
Social responsibility in a simplified sense means being aware of the impact of our actions on 
all stakeholders. This definition is most easily used when describing the operation of 
companies, but social responsibility also covers every individual and educational institution. 
The concept of Corporate Digital Responsibility (CDR) states that organisations must develop 
a comprehensive, coherent set of norms included in their organisational culture that will govern 
the development and deployment of digital technology and data. (Lobschat et al., 2021) 
(Schwartz & Carroll, 2015) 
The definitions of social responsibility and digital responsibility are primarily focused on 
companies, but at the same time they suggest that society needs to be studied holistically. 
Education is a key part of every economy and country. It creates and shapes a workforce that 
will shape the economy and society. That is why we have carefully studied digitisation in 
education and given the reasons why education must be digitally oriented. 
Educational institutions around the world are aware that providing a quality and talented 
workforce is no longer sufficient to differentiate themselves from other educational institutions. 
For educational institutions to be perceived as responsible, it is necessary for graduates to prove 
their responsibility, to have concerns about environmental protection, care for the people, and 
sustainability awareness. Social responsibility (SR) is one of the useful tools by which 
organizations can positively influence society and through which an organisation can develop 
very good relationships with stakeholders. (Bocean et al., 2018) 
4.1 Mental well-being of students 
The pandemic and accompanying measures to prevent the spread of the coronavirus have also 
radically affected the field of education, throughout the entire vertical of the school system. 
Most educational processes took place at a distance, with the latter being mostly in the field of 
tertiary education. Feedback from professors, student organizations, and last but not least, the 
students themselves suggests an increase in mental distress in the student population. 
The COVID-19 pandemic concerned people in all age groups and with various professional 
backgrounds. As for Studo, the situation of the students was particularly interesting. In the three 
surveys among students, Studo concluded that especially in March and April 2020, more than 
half of Austria’s students felt anxiety and panic (Zick, 2020). These extreme emotions declined 
until December 2020. However, different mental challenges awaited the students during the 
three online-semesters: they struggled with work overload, felt isolated and disconnected to 
their fellow students (Zick, 2020). In the magazine “Psychologie in Österreich” the 
psychological effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on Austrian students were described as 
follows: “Fear and uncertainty due to the change of long-term plans and the change of study 
modalities increase the psychological stress enormously. In order to avoid long-term 
consequences, the development of individual resources and protective factors as well as the 
expansion of professional offers for the promotion and maintenance of mental health are of 
utmost importance.” (Jäger & Zick, 2021) 
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Figure 1 Ill. 1: Does the current situation around the Corona virus trigger feelings of anxiety 
or panic in you? 

 
Survey by Studo in March 2020. 

In Slovenia the National Institute for Public Health conducted research between students in 
Slovenia about the impact the COVID-19 crisis had on their mental health. Only 22.4 % of 
participants reported no symptoms of depression, and 54.94 % reported moderate to severe 
symptoms of depression (PHQ-9 ≥ 10), with 16.02 % of participants reporting severe symptoms 
of depression. The results also indicate that the students had more pronounced depressive 
symptoms and lower levels of resilience or psychological flexibility/resistance at the same time 
as the more pronounced anxiety symptoms. Mental flexibility has an important protective role 
in dealing with stressful situations for the mental health of the individual, which is an unstable 
environment that allows us to effectively adapt to difficult life situations and resilience in 
stressful circumstances. Therefore, we also checked the expression of the latter in the student 
population. 
Data on mental health among students suggest that the need for a holistic approach to student 
teaching is urgent. During the pandemic, many lost loved ones, lost social contacts and friends, 
and had family problems. Here, the task of peers, educational institutions, and professors is to 
come to the aid of students and help them with their individual approaches to study. 

4.2 Financial situation of students 
With many students losing their minor employment or part time jobs, the COVID-19 pandemic 
also toughened the financial situation of students. To support students during these times, the 
Austrian students’ union (ÖH) and the federal ministry of education offered an emergency fund 
for students for the first time ever. 450,000 € were budgeted for the study years 2020/2021 
(Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Research, 2020). 

6. Conclusion 
It was a challenging year for students and universities. The COVID-19 pandemic brought a lot 
of changes to which everybody had to adapt to – privately and professionally. But COVID-19 
also gave us a reason to invest more in digital solutions and to accelerate the digital 
transformation. Despite the challenging first months of the crisis, a lot of universities saw the 
opportunity to support new ideas emerging from the crisis and to try out new ways of teaching. 
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For students, the transformation during the COVID-19 pandemic was not always easy. 
Witnessing the initial difficulties of universities and lecturers with digital tools, the students 
became sceptical of distance learning. Over time, both universities and students got used to 
teaching and learning online and helped each other in improving the usage of these digital tools. 
The social challenges of students – their mental well-being, financial situation and uncertain 
plans for the future – are still present up to a certain degree. However, official institutions as 
well as student representatives are aware of these issues and support for students is available. 
During the crisis, the role of digital tools in higher education has also become more important. 
In addition to the classic learning management systems and video conferencing tools, mobile 
apps were increasingly used. The two most used student apps in Austria and Slovenia, Studo 
and Leksi, were able to implement new development projects during the crisis and thus support 
higher education institutions. The services of student apps have complemented the offers of 
higher education institutions – fr  example, as communication channels, contact tracing tools 
or for interaction between students. 
We believe that these digital tools are here to stay. COVID-19 accelerated the digital 
transformation in the higher education sector and tools which emerged as a great support for 
universities and students during the crisis will do so in the future as well. It can be said that in 
general it needs both: a highly developed physical ecosystem – the university campus −, where 
people can meet and exchange themselves with others and digital tools, helping people to 
communicate and collaborate efficiently even from afar. 
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