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Marking the start of 2020, the coronavirus outbreak 
signiĲcantly impacted higher education and students 
across the globe. Students’ study plans were impacted 
by the rapidly escalating global health emergency. Uni-
versities found themselves in a challenging situation 

that inevitably imposed immediate alteration of poten-

tial enrollment plans and adoption of more compatible 

educational methods. Although this pandemic has enor-

mous negative eȬects on the world, it has also oȬered 
an indispensable opportunity; it forced the whole world 

to move in a diȬerent path that changed the hierar-
chy of power and granted equitable educational access 

through technology. In addition, it enforced all institu-

tions—especially educational ones—to move with the 

revolutionary ĳow of technology that they had been 
reluctant to follow, and have been slower than their 

students to adapt. Hence this pandemic is considered a 

game changer. With the widespread use of online and 
virtual space, institutions will strive to reach technolog-
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ical cultural competence, and will search for means to 

retain their students’ satisfaction and wellbeing.
It is noteworthy to admit that universities will 

spend a considerable amount of time navigating their 

way through this pandemic. During the past year, uni-

versities had to pivot to implement eȬective virtual 
and digital strategies, generate new tactics to reduce 

the impact on student mobility, and open the doors to 

new practices during and aȪer the immediate threat 
subsided. The pandemic revealed the essential role of 

several aspects: equity, inclusion and diversity, intercul-

tural competence, empathy, consideration, and digital 

transformation and data visualizations.

This article will discuss the diȬerent phases all insti-
tutions will go through, what path(s) higher education 
opted to follow, how educators can be prepared and 

ĳexible, and the new skills and cultures that will enable 
higher education to navigate the new normal. Finally, 

this article will discuss the impact of these acquired 

skills on strategic enrollment management.

Planning Framework

The lockdown experience has granted every one of us a 

prospect to contemplate, to research, and to understand 

the concept of agility in such unique situations within 

the educational context. “Scholars say shutdowns and 
remote work yielded insights for employers, work-

ers” (Pazzanese 2021). According to the Postpandemic 

Planning Framework research (Nielsen, LeHong, and 

Smith 2020) (see Figure 1, on page 19), enterprises 
go through three phases: respond, recover, and renew. 

AȪerward, they navigate diȬerent paths through the 
pandemic and any potential forthcoming crisis.

At Ĳrst, universities responded to the lockdown by 
remotely maintaining essential activities and functions. 

The reaction was to protect everyone’s health and safety. 
Then, came the recovery phase, which marked a restart 

of activities, a reopening to operate totally online or 

through adoption of a hybrid model, while taking pre-

cautionary measures. Next, institutions are, and will 

be, experiencing renewal, which is a time to develop 

innovative actions and to use the previous two phases 

in setting an outlook to serve the evolving educational 

needs and to proceed into the future with more agility 

and resilience.

Figure 1 shows both the Post Pandemic Planning 
Framework and the most common paths and desired 

outcomes to exit the pandemic, which will be discussed 

and elaborated on ȩom a higher education perspective 
in the following section.   This section highlights the 

most common actions, processes, and practices adopted 

by higher education to endure the “respond,” “recover,” 
and “renew” phases.

The Respond Phase

Once the pandemic hit, governments initiated lock-

downs to reduce infection rates by limiting physical 

human interactions. At educational institutions, all ac-

tivities grinded to a halt, and instructional activities 

turned online. During this “respond phase,” educational 
leaders made short-term decisions about business pro-

cesses and educational policies and prac-

tices; assessed the immediate impacts of 
the lockdown; and adopted a high level 
of ĳexibility and agility.

Based on Gartner’s (Nielsen, LeHong, 
and Smith 2020) research, this phase 
oȪen takes on two major forms: imme-

diate negative impacts and immediate 

positive eȬects. In educational insti-
tutions, some of these eȬects were as 

shown in Table 1.

The Recover Phase

AȪer a period of time into the lockdown, educational 
institutions were forced to reopen, even partially, and 

	TABLE 1 ➤	Immediate Impacts of the Pandemic

 Immediate Negative Impacts  Immediate Positive Impacts

	▶ Increase in withdrawals
	▶ Lower enrollment
	▶ Abrupt halt to face-to-face events

	▶ Usage of technological infrastructure
	▶ Incorporating EdTech, 

digitalization, and automation
	▶ Lower costs (internet and electricity)
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move into the “recover phase.” Educational leaders, like 
all organization leaders, were aware that life would not 

go back to “business as usual” or back to normal. To 
hamper the recover phase, leaders were advised, by 

Gartner, to factor in the following dynamics:

	˺ Reopening of society will not 

occur as a single event.

	˺ Reopening for individual enterprises 

may also occur as a series of events.

	˺ Reopening could be immediately 

followed by another lockdown.

	˺ The recover phase will be almost 

as chaotic as lockdown.

	˺ The recover phase may challenge enterprises 

both operationally and Ĳnancially.

	˺ The recover phase will be mired in a constantly 

changing Ĳnancial and trade landscape.

So how will higher education react to the aforemen-

tioned dynamics, and what are its consequences? The 
following points identiȫ some of higher education’s 
response actions to these dynamics:

	˺ Reopening of society through multiple events 

rather than as a single event. Educational insti-

tutions had to follow, as all other organizations, 

the governmental decisions on which sectors are 

essential to reopen and in what region as well as 

which sectors are not and will take a longer time 

before opening back up.

	˺ Reopening for individual enterprises may also 

occur gradually. For educational institutions, 

leaders had to decide which areas/departments 
and service divisions should be considered es-

sential and reopen those with additional pre-

cautionary measures (for example, counseling 

centers, libraries, labs, etc.) as well as decide on 

	 FIGURE 1 ➤ Postpandemic Planning Framework/How the Enterprise will Exit the Pandemic
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other nonessential divisions to be opened later 

(such as: sports complexes, face-to-face classes, 

etc.). Leaders had to remain vigilant, agile, ĳex-

ible, and swiȪ in their actions and responses 
throughout the pandemic.

	˺ Reopening followed by another lockdown or 

multi-wave lockdown scenario. Visualizing, de-

Ĳning, and settling in the new normal will re-

main the long-term objective for all businesses. 

However, as the region, and higher education, 

oscillate between lockdown and reopening, no 

progress should be taken as a given.

	˺ The recover phase is as chaotic as lockdown. 

This will be obvious in educational institutions 

when the need to scale back up to meet students’ 
pent-up demand arises and overwhelms the fac-

ulty and administrative staȬ.

	˺ The recover phase will not be a uniform one; 
this will inevitably strain enterprises both oper-

ationally and Ĳnancially. Educational institutions 
found themselves wondering, in terms of opera-

tions, how they could provide quality education 

and services to fulĲll students’ needs and lead 
them successfully through their learning jour-

ney; in terms of Ĳnance, how could they secure 
Ĳnances, to keep serving the students and the 
community as a whole in a professional and ex-

clusive manner.

	˺ The recover phase will be mired in a constantly 

changing Ĳnancial and trade landscape. This will 
aȬect international students’ mobility and en-

rollment status. Educational institutions should 

be aware of all these regulations to communi-

cate with their continuing and prospective in-

ternational students. Meanwhile, institutions 

concentrate on recruiting local students or of-

fering online degrees until the travel bans and 

any other governmental restrictions wane.

The Renew Phase

As soon as a more stable and “new normal” environment 
appears, the enterprises will be enforced to move into 

the renew phase. The Gartner report (2020) pinpointed 

that “once the chaotic environment of the recover phase 
settles down, enterprises will experience the real “new 
normal.” Jeȳey Wheatman, research vice president at 
Gartner, stated: “The future starts to become more plan-

nable” (Gartner 2020). However, businesses as well as 
educational institutions are already immersed into the 

renewal phase. The abrupt necessities of the new era 

forced all institutions to adopt new practices and tech-

niques in oȬering their products and services. Nonethe-

less, institutions need to be ĳexible and nimble, as some 
of these new practices, if not all, have to be modiĲed 
and tweaked when new needs are revealed.

At the time the pandemic subsides and everything 

is somewhat settled, higher education will likely ac-

celerate plans and strategies to renew themselves. The 

strategies would be devised only when: a) the compet-
itive landscape becomes transparent, less chaotic, and 

driven by economic forces only; b) students’ demand 
and enrollment Ĳgures ĳuctuate less and become more 
stable; c) students’ new digital needs become obvious, 
attainable, and fulĲlled; and d) staȬ and faculty compe-

tencies are aligned.

Moving ȩom the discussion of the three phases, the 
following section looks at the Ĳve main paths through 
the pandemic proposed by Gartner (see Figure 1) (Niel-
sen, LeHong, and Smith 2020) and the implications of 
each path on educational institutions.

Gartner’s Description of the  
Five Paths through the Pandemic

	˺ Return (to pre-pandemic levels): “The default path 
for an enterprise is to return to normal activity lev-

els. During the full and partial lockdown period, im-

pacts may have been drastic, but they are temporary, 

and life will eventually return back to (a) normal.”

	˺ Reduce (to levels lower than before the pandemic): 
This path will be followed if “demand does not re-

turn to pre-pandemic levels; supply does not have 
the capacity to fulĲll the demand; and an enterprise 
deliberately reduces the operations in one area of 

the business in favor of another.”

	˺ Retire (because business can no longer be sustained, 

post-pandemic): “The Retire path is usually taken 
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when one or both of these two situations exist: the 

business or operating models were already strug-

gling prior to COVID-19; the enterprise wants to 
deliberately sunset a part of the business in favor of 

moving to a newly reinvented business. Executive 

leaders shouldn’t think of the [r]etire path as en-

tirely negative. It can lead to a deliberate reinvention 

or selling oȬ parts of the business.”

	˺ Reinvent (to be better positioned in a post-pandemic 

world): “Some parts of an enterprise will take this 
path to come out stronger than they were before 

the pandemic. The reinventions typically come ȩom 
enterprises Ĳnding that the current main business 
model is under (increased) pressure ȩom COVID-19 

and that there is a need (or opportunity) to change 
the business or operating model. This aggressive 

path is oȪen associated with becoming a more dig-

ital business.”

	˺ Rescale (to continue to accelerate newfound 

growth): “This path is taken by parts of the enter-

prise that beneĲted signiĲcantly ȩom the lockdown 
situation. These enterprises, or parts of them, may 

have been growing, but COVID-19 is now requir-

ing them to deal with signiĲcant, oȪen exponential 
growth. Therefore, the key for these enterprises is to 

rescale the business and operating model to handle 

the vastly increased volume. As a result, enterprises 

can turn short-term, immediate impacts of COVID-
19 into sustainable long-term business”.

To manage the abovementioned phases and choose 

the necessary path(s) to follow with agility, new cul-
tures need to be built, and numerous capabilities need 

to be acquired and mastered. In addition, real eȬort has 
to be exerted to prepare and upskill higher education 

constituents, faculty, staȬ, and students, to navigate the 
new normal. The following section will discuss Ĳrstly 
the necessity of building data and digital culture, how 

to accept it, demonstrate it appropriately, and beneĲt 
ȩom it. Then, the article addresses the steps for pre-

	TABLE 2 ➤	Projection of Postpandemic Phases on Educational 
Institutions (Advantages & Challenges)

Path Example Advantage Challenge

Return OƬering face-to-face classes 
and meetings, organizing 
social events, etc.

More engagement, social 
interaction, and psychological 
relief that we’re back to normal

Faculty, administrative staƬ, and 
student needs and expectations 
have changed. Digital transformation 
has imposed itself.

Reduce Lower demand on non- 
professional degrees

Resources will be directed 
to professional and 
undergraduate degrees

Furloughs, upskilling staƬ to meet 
the new positions requirements 
in a short period of time

Retire Closing certain programs Looking for new programs, online 
degrees, blended degrees

Extensive research needs to be 
conducted in a timely manner 
to survey the market and oƬer 
new programs that match the 
new careers accelerated in 
reaction to the pandemic.

Reinvent Collaboration among the region’s 
institutions and internationally 
to oƬer dual degrees

Students beneƮt from the 
diversity of their programs.

Speedy negotiations to reach 
the terms, conditions and 
accreditation of such programs.

Rescale Business intelligence and virtual 
meetings platforms / the high 
demand on CS and data science

Branded institutional technological 
infrastructure, attract international 
students for online degrees / surge 
in enrollment for these courses

Upskill students, staƬ, and faculty 
to use these platforms smoothly / 
Ʈnding reputable faculty members 
with profound experience to hire
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paring students, staȬ, faculty, and the community for 
the change and upskilling their competencies to wisely 

handle the post-pandemic phases and to reach the op-

timum results:

	˺ Engage in creative strategies to collect and an-

alyze data to determine whether to retire, rein-

vent, or rescale a program or student support 

system.

	˺ Consider the multiple factors the students must 

navigate as they enter the university and adapt 

to online or post-pandemic university environ-

ments (both in terms of student support services 

and mode of delivery).

	˺ Consider the essential learning students must 

have to successfully connect and transfer uni-

versity learning to career goals.

Finally, the anticipated impact of upskilling student, 

staȬ, faculty, and the whole community on enrollment 
management plans will be deliberated.

Building Data and Digital Culture

Data and digital cultures are necessary in making accu-

rate decisions during the three phases of “respond,” “re-

cover,” and “renew,” giving order to the chaotic recovery 
phase and choosing the suitable path for the present in 

the renew phase. Moreover, data and using advancing 

technology is key in improving students’ educational 
outcomes and optimizing their experience. Likewise, 

providing data-based models is essential for supporting 

higher education goals to enhance the eȯciency and 
quality of teaching and learning. In addition, using data 
and advanced analytics presents the opportunity to more 
eȬectively improve the learning outcomes of vulnerable 
and disadvantaged students. “Everything ȩom student 
recruitment to curriculum development and partner-

ship management, has the potential to be organized 

more eȬectively with the right data strategy” (QS 2020).
To eȯciently evaluate the success of the institu-

tional processes, ongoing assessment and action based 

on the data collected, and the insights reached ȩom 
processing the data, is needed. Business Intelligence 

platforms moderated by ArtiĲcial Intelligence (AI) are 

useful for gathering active data, but most important is 

to know which data should be collected and analyzed 

for each assessment stage. Although pre-COVID data 

models have tremendous capacity to give leaders im-

portant insights to help them navigate the crisis and the 

next normal, institutions should not rely on past pat-

terns to predict the future, given the immense change 

in students’ enrollment, interests, career opportunities, 
and travel restraints.

Subsequently, leaders should be prepared to:

	˺ Shore up pre-COVID data models,

	˺ Stabilize new critical models to recalibrate strat-

egies for the changing landscape, and

	˺ Forge new data partnerships.

Collaboration among the region’s institutions and 
international institutions can provide a threshold for 

creating a data repository to use on a continuous basis 

to: build the data, assessment, and digital culture; pre-

dict the ĳourishing future; and conĲdently construct 
the new equitable life learning journey for students, 

faculty, staȬ, and the community as a whole.
It is pivotal to: introduce plans for promoting al-

teration, clariȫ how the future will be diȬerent ȩom 
the past, and categorize the strategies that need to be 

executed to make that future a reality to higher educa-

tion stakeholders—faculty, staȬ, students and commu-

nity. Although change was inevitable and apparent to 

all people, the fear of change is an induced feature in 

most human beings and may hinder progress. Accord-

ingly, institutions need to communicate with empathy, 

clarity, and reason to convince their stakeholders of the 

necessity, and beneĲt of, modiĲcation. To prepare them 
for change, leaders need to troubleshoot in a structured 

way; the institution has to speak their language, artic-

ulate the problem statement, walk them through the 

nuances, communicate the hypothesis, and choose the 

appropriate visualization to emphasize the strategies 

and next steps while continuously and repetitively ex-

plaining why the data insight matter to them. Subse-

quently, stakeholders will be mentally, psychologically, 

and physically equipped for variation. And to ensure 

continuity, it is important to monitor and support them.
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Introducing Variation through 
Visuals and Process Mapping
Providing visual information indicates a focus on the 

big picture and improving the whole, rather than a 

focus on individual processes (Shou et al. 2017). What 
really inspires innovation is visualizing students’ ex-

pedition and the role and eȬect of each staȬ member 
along the journey. This type of value stream mapping, 

or process mapping, is used ȩequently in industry and 
visually displays all actions related to completing a 

process (Alexander and Fadden 2017; Shou, et al. 2017, 
Puckett 2021).

Assisting stakeholders to imagine, visualize, and 

sense their inĳuence and impact on student journeys 
would urge them to embark on change enthusiastically, 

courageously, and steadily. It is rousing for higher 

education to picture the student success journey as a 

raceway, where the team’s collective eȬort in oȬering 
support to students, in every step of the journey, is 

like the pit crew that oȬers car maintenance and the 

racer reassurance promptly, eȯciently, and eȬectively 
throughout the race, to ensure a successful and safe 

Ĳnale. It is deemed necessary for the journey’s success 
that the pit crew be well trained on which data to col-

lect and analyze for each step of the journey. Hassanein 

(2020) provides the data to be collected and analyzed. 
This data enables staȬ to lead eȯciently, eȬectively, 
and in a timely manner the whole journey and endure 

variations, foresee challenges and obstacles, and make 

necessary innovative actions and decisions.

Students’ journey—beginning with application and 
orientation, through academic and Ĳnancial support 
and services, and ending with graduation and alumni 

services—could be a lifelong thrilling experience where 

faculty and staȬ collaboration is key in not only reach-

ing enrollment targets and retaining students but also in 

assisting students to thrive through their academic or 

lifelong journey steadfastly and successfully. Further-

more, it prepares students to select wisely and accept 

the subsequent journey(s) that work for them.

	 FIGURE 2 ➤ Students’ Journey—Raceway
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Pit Crew’s (Stakeholders) 
Competency
The foremost objective of the ediȫing and leveling prac-

tice for academic and administrative staȬ is to apprise 
them with the skills that grant them the compatibil-

ity with the digital, interdisciplinary, and intercultural 

mindset to be competent in piloting the dynamic new 

era. Accordingly, the goal is to: lead with empathy and 

consideration; ensure diversity and inclusion; be ca-

pable of oȬering better advising and individualized 
learning journeys to students; allow students to see the 
future with ȩesh critical eyes; and, above all, create 
global citizens who keep on learning and developing 

their future selves mentally and psychologically. Fur-

thermore, such leaders help students feel committed 

toward their society and contribute to their commu-

nities by broadening their mindsets, leveraging their 

skills and, accordingly, their educational/social status so 
as not to leave anyone behind in this digital revolution.

Preparing the Pit Crew

Certain skillsets need to be acquired and mastered in 

order to deĲne and navigate the new normal challenges 
and to proceed into the future with more agility and 

resilience. This includes professional skills as well as 

intangible skills that are the core of nurturing people’s 
creativity and intelligence—those that help the learning 

arena’s constituents (faculty, staȬ, and students) retain 
their wellbeing and mental health. This also includes 

oȬering material resources that are essential to sustain 
the purpose of leading institutions. It is necessary that 

stakeholders understand the beneĲt of adopting new 
skills on their careers.

To espouse gradual yet accelerated transformation, 

and to ensure its scalability and generality, institutions 

may wish to pull together a guiding interdisciplinary 

team: one with leadership skills, bias for action, cred-

ibility, communications ability, authority, and analyti-

cal/technological skills. This team would be considered 
higher education “innovation sprouts,” as they are the 
ones who would lead and pace up the change.

Training could be oȬered Ĳrst to the guiding team, 
who would make sure to communicate their experi-

ence to the institution’s members in order to: encourage 
others to understand; be mentally and psychologically 
equipped to accept the training; get buy-in; and em-

power others to act. This creates trust, commitment, and 

enthusiasm for the whole team. The optimum goal of the 

training is to persuade faculty and staȬ with the inevita-
bility of change, prepare them to adopt this change, and 

be nimble for any upcoming deviations. Subsequently, 

upskilling staȬ through adopting new practices for fol-
lowing the right path/s and changing their path/s when 
necessary helps them better serve students and the insti-

tution as a whole. Moreover, it is important to be ĳexible 
and agile by using “their learning ȩom this period to ask 
themselves questions like: What have I learned about 
what allows people to be productive and have a better 

quality of work life? And, should I be revisiting the way 
we do things around here based on that? What have I 
learned about communicating with my workforce? And 
what do I want to make sure we continue to do because 

[the] practice that we developed in this crisis is better 
than what we were doing?” (Pazzanese 2021).

In addition, the sudden conversion of all activities 

(classes as well as advising and mentorship) ȩom face-
to-face to online can be challenging for faculty, students, 

and staȬ alike. The keys to manage this situation are: 
careful and clear planning, open, continuous, and ro-

bust communication, community support, collabora-

tion, and acts of empathy.

The following section deĲnes higher education con-

stituents, the suggested skillset they need to be acquired, 

and areas of improvement.

Faculty

DeĲnition: Teaching/academic staȬ within an educa-

tional institution.

The aptitudes deemed of utmost importance for fac-

ulty members to navigate the new era include:

	˺ Online teaching

	˺ EdTech

	˺ Interdisciplinary mindset

Faculty members have to be directed on the means 

of how to convert a face-to-face course to online mode 
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of instruction. It is also essential for faculty to be qual-

iĲed to communicate clearly and ȩequently with their 
students. In addition, they should present class plans 

to students in advance. Also, faculty need to be guided 

to: have adaptability with options and deadlines; follow 
alternative assessment strategies; be aware of students’ 
needs and offer support; and fulfill their individ-

ual requirements, where possible, with empathy and 

thoughtfulness.

Furthermore, each institution desires to select the 

tools that suit its environment and assist in attaining 

the institutional strategic targets. These tools, along 

with a learning management system (LMS), should 
allow faculty to: communicate and engage with stu-

dents, share learning materials: record lectures in video, 

audio, slides, or any other format; oȬer synchronous 
and asynchronous classes; upload and grade assign-

ments while oȬering constructive feedback in the most 
convenient set-up to the student; and conduct online 
live discussions. In addition, it is important to clariȫ 
the online proctoring solutions that aid faculty mem-

bers in that regard.

Above all, faculty have to be acquainted with digital 

transformation tools and feel at ease while using them. 

OȬering pedagogy, information on technology, and re-

mote support to faculty would assist and encourage them 

to be creative, master the virtual teaching platforms, use 

visual, augmented and mixed realities (VR, AR, and MR) 
in their online classes, if possible, and therefore enable 

a successful smooth and productive transition. It would 

also enable the creation of innovative teaching method-

ologies and creative and engaging materials.

Besides oȬering training to all faculty members on 
using these tools, it would be beneĲcial to oȬer re-

ȩeshers, articles, manuals, guidelines, and/or webinars 
to keep faculty abreast of all new methods of teaching 

online. Also, a one-on-one consultation upon faculty’s 
request would increase faculty’s comfort with using 
online tools and allow them to spend more time on 

ingenuity and specialized topics rather than struggling 

to use these tools.

Higher education could build discipline-speciĲc 
centers, such as business, Ĳnance, and mechanical cen-

ters. Faculty members should be guided to lead these 

centers proĲciently, to regularly organize individual 
mentoring and team workshops for students. These ac-

tivities would support academic programs through in-

tegrating experiential activities into discipline courses.

Finally, it’s advantageous for higher education to 
work across academic disciplines, breaking down silos 

and bonding disparate strands of knowledge across 

diȬerent Ĳelds of study to adopt a multilateral, multi-
cultural, and multidisciplinary approach. As the inter-

disciplinary mindset is a key to navigate the new era, it 

would be eȬective to build collaboration between fac-

ulty members ȩom diȬerent disciplines. Getting faculty 
engaged in multidisciplinary projects would enhance 

their experience, allowing them to feel the empower-

ment of multicultural backgrounds and diverse skills 

and how all disciplines complement one another. Ac-

cordingly, they will be conscious of the positive impact 

of interdisciplinary mindset and guide and inspire their 

students to dive into the transdisciplinary world.

StaȬ
DeĲnition: all administrative staȬ handling the educa-
tional organization

The capabilities that are crucial for enabling staȬ 
members to administer the institutions in a profes-

sional and competent manner include:

	˺ EdTech

	˺ Data Analysis

	˺ ArtiĲcial Intelligence (AI)

StaȬ are the backbone within a student-centered 
institution. StaȬ progress and performance are key to 
shaping the new normal. StaȬ embodies the majority of 
the pit crew; oȬer all the above-mentioned training for 
faculty; devise students’ study plans; and advise them.

Accordingly, it’s essential to set the institution’s ad-

aptation means and leverage staȬ’s awareness of these 
means to reach the optimum goal, which is student 

satisfaction and success. This would allow staȬ to re-

deĲne student journeys and oȬer individualized plans, 
as discussed earlier. Moreover, it’s crucial to enhance 
staȬ members’ data and digital skills to better serve 
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the overarching goal, which is accommodating individ-

ual educational and developmental plans and students’ 
needs. Educating staȬ on how to be digitally literate 
oȬers capabilities beyond what was once thought im-

possible when it comes to emerging technologies, such 

as artiĲcial intelligence (AI), machine learning, Internet 
of Things (IoT), and data science.

It is believed that “…enrollment management direc-

tors are a breed of academic professionals who are en-

amored with technology and know how to use it. They 

have a well-deserved reputation for being early and eager 

adopters of apps, platforms, and tools to help them target 

and engage prospective students” (Farrell 2021a). How-

ever, it is vital to acquaint all staȬ members, not only 
enrollment manager directors, with these digital and 

technological skills to be able to compete in this new era.

Some institutions have the opportunity, Ĳnancial 
resources, and the technological inȩastructure to use 
VR, AR, and MR to conduct professional customized 

training and oȬer it to all staȬ, at all levels, in order to 
be oriented to the ongoing modiĲcation and their ac-

countability. This is advantageous as it would allow staȬ 
to visualize optimum scenarios, interact with real life 

situations, and feel these experiences emotionally. Each 

staȬ member could then be exposed to the whole jour-
ney and take extra trainings on their role. This would 

enhance skills in problem-solving, collaboration, and 

creativity. VR, AR, and MR would contribute to: upskill-

ing staȬ quickly and eȯciently; improving their engage-

ment; increasing their knowledge retention; minimizing 
learning time, fear, and resistance to change; and, above 
all, retaining staȬ.

“To better assess the business value of innovation, ex-

ecutive leaders should select a combination of input, 

process, and output measures while the innovation 

program is being undertaken. Early measures will help 

determine whether the program is on track, as they 

measure activity and progress” (Panetta 2021).
New measures should be implemented to empower 

institutions to face the new era’s challenges. To eȯ-

ciently evaluate the success of the new procedures, an 

ongoing assessment, and ĳexibility to act according 
to the data collected and the insights reached ȩom 

processing it, would be beneĲcial. Leveraging staȬ’s 
analytical skills would have an exemplary eȬect on 
conducting accurate data analysis, disclosing precise 

insights, and taking the necessary actions that matter 

to the whole institution and direct it to the right path 

in a timely manner. This would inevitably contribute in 

serving, supporting, and retaining students.

Also, using these skills in analyzing the data ex-

tracted, students’ patterns, behaviors, interests, passion, 
trends, and challenges, would allow staȬ to accommo-

date the educational journey in general and take cus-

tomized actions to assist each student based on each 

one’s experience. They would then be able to oȬer a 
personalized study plan and better support the student 

according to their needs and challenges throughout 

their journey.

Furthermore, training staȬ to apply Emotion AI 
may be of great beneĲt. It would enable them to follow 
up on students’ wellbeing, mental health, and other 
challenges and oȬer timely, empathetic support and 
communication. In addition, AI would enable staȬ to 
optimize students’ potentials, accelerate their abilities 
and innovation, and reveal their concealed capacities. 

It may also allow staȬ to group students together ac-

cording to their behaviors and interests to boost their 

academic and lateral thinking and social skills (whether 

virtually or face-to-face).

Faculty and StaȬ
For faculty and staȬ to endure all these changes and 
absorb all the new knowledge and skillset, they need 

to address their wellbeing. Stress associated with the 

pandemic has its repercussions, which aȬect mental 
and physical health. Self-care has become essential in 

these uncertain times. Guiding faculty and staȬ on how 
to embrace change while remaining calm, steadfast, and 

hopeful can be truly life-changing for them and, subse-

quently, the whole institution. It is important to assist 

all higher education members with work-life balance 

to foster personal and professional gains.

The pandemic has pushed higher education into a 

new territory, that of exploring ways to mitigate the 

eȬects of the coronavirus. COVID-19 might even be 

https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/combine-cluster-complement-3-fundamentals-of-combinatorial-digital-innovation/
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considered a blessing in disguise, in such a way that it 

develops the opportunity to explore faculty and staȬ’s 
capabilities and tap into their potential. Encouraging 

faculty and staȬ to do research would open a new 
forum for their involvement in decision-making and 

enrich existing data by providing their perspective. Fi-

nally, providing online resources, webinars, training, 

workshops, and new means of communication and in-

teraction can strengthen and support networking and 

keep faculty and staȬ energized and engaged; it can also 
fuel motivation to create change.

Design thinking capability is deĲned as “a compa-
ny’s ability to deploy design practice to support its in-

novation eȬorts on strategic and functional levels” (de 
Paula 2020). Backing faculty and staȬ up with innova-

tive and creative tools and processes, like design think-

ing, to come up with meaningful ideas that solve the 

problems they’re encountering, would stimulate and 
assist them in achieving better results in a timely man-

ner. It would also grant them the enthusiasm, courage, 

and conĲdence to explore hidden needs, collaborate 
together to solve problems, and create new processes 

and means to reach optimum goals.

The aforementioned skillset would allow the pit 

crew not only to manage the digital transformation 

and the mechanics of engaging in an online format 

eȯciently, but also will fortiȫ them with the tools 
necessary to contribute in reaching higher education 

optimum results through: determining whether to re-

tire, reinvent, or rescale a program or student support 

system; considering the multiple factors the student 
must navigate as they enter the university adapt to on-

line or post-pandemic university environments; and 
evaluating and devising the essential learning students 

must have to successfully connect and transfer univer-

sity learning to career goals. Above all, it will allow 

them to shape, deĲne, and innovate the new normal.

Community

DeĲnition: people surrounding students, like parents and 

society members who are not aȯliated to the institu-

tion or disadvantaged so that they can’t attain an educa-

tional degree for any reason.

“Expanding access to quality and aȬordable education 
is a central element to eliminating extreme poverty and 

promoting shared prosperity” (Casanova 2020).
Many in higher education neglect the communi-

ty’s inĳuence on their students. It is imperative to get 
community members on board in this revolutionary 

journey and to not leave anyone behind. Training and 

awareness sessions oȬered to the surrounding commu-

nity can assist in students’ progress. This could be part 
of the social activities that students do and part of their 

commitment to give back to their community. In other 

words, faculty, staȬ, students, and the community as a 
whole are in one boat. Diversity, equity, and inclusion 

is a catalyst for the betterment of educational commu-

nity and beyond. Upskilling the whole community’s 
responsiveness and adaptation means and enhancing 

their skills is vital. It is a mutual beneĲt relationship 
where no one is excluded or leȪ without essential skills.

“Access to tech has greatly exacerbated gaps between 
socio-economic groups, whether you look at this by 

country, city, or drilling down to discrepancies in your 

neighborhood” (Wright 2021). To narrow the technologi-
cal gap, higher education could oȬer proper training for 
surrounding communities. The community members 

could be segmented according to their needs (educa-

tional, psychological, mental, etc.). Consequently, ad-

equate training sessions could be oȬered in a timely 
manner and in the right context—one-on-one sessions, 

general sessions, and workshops—based on availability 

of experts and resources. Training content could cover 

a wide range of basic to advanced topics. Basic topics 

might include: How do you surf the internet? What are 
the advantages of the new virtual era? Why is it essential 
for students to spend time in online sessions, and how 

can you support/assist them in avoiding any repercus-
sions? Potential advanced topics could include: What are 
the skills needed to be acquainted with the new era, and 

how can you adopt these skills? How do you integrate 
these skills in your daily life? How could you engage 
with the elephant (student) in the room? How do you 
maintain work life balance? How do you approach the 
work ȩom home or hybrid work mode challenges? How 
can you be a lifelong learner and join the learning arena?
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The abovementioned skills are suȯcient for higher 
education stakeholders to: manage the recovery phase; 
augment their vision on which path to follow and the 

tools needed to walk through it; and equip them with 
ĳexibility and agility required to switch between paths, 
if necessary.

The Pit Crew Impact

Students Competency, Success 
Journey, and Career Goals

Supporting student success has become more formida-

ble and urgent than ever. In new modalities, students 
need continuous advice to help them psychologically 

and mentally handle the pressures and manage the 

workload. It is crucial that these tips be built on ex-

periences and good practices ȩom around the world. 
All students within an educational institution, whether 

degree or non-degree seeking, professional, or lifelong 

learners, should be assisted in developing a broad, in-

novative, ĳexible, agile, and interdisciplinary mindset 
to be acquainted with the new era’s skillset.

Online Learning

To streamline the online journey and guarantee online 

learning success, the trained pit crew (academic and 

administrative staȬ ) can share with the students the 
guidelines for successful transition to virtual classes. 

Furthermore, faculty should establish expectations for 

students who are learning online. These include: what 

to expect when learning in real-time; how to partic-

ipate and engage in classes with instructors and col-

leagues; what to assume when learning at their own 
pace; how to upload individual and group assignments 
and presentations; when to expect to receive grades, 
grading rubrics, and deadlines; and how exams will be 
administered. During these challenging conditions, stu-

dents need to have access to the learning materials at all 

times. Higher education campuses need to attain Learn-

ing Management Systems (LMS) and guide students on 
how to navigate these platforms. These systems facili-

tate student access to content, resources, and other use-

ful materials as well as facilitate communication. This 

would grant students the ĳexibility to set their own 
study schedules, learn at their own pace, and reduce 

their anxiety. Moreover, students need to be aware of 

the “academic integrity” principle, which is a commit-
ment, even in the face of adversity, to Ĳve fundamental 
values: honesty, trust, fairness, respect, and responsibility 
(AUC 2022). Students should also be directed on how to 
access campus facilities like the library and writing cen-

ter as well as how to receive support ȩom IT, counseling 

and health centers, and any other available amenities.

Essential Learning Outcomes
In addition to course correspondence, instructor notiĲ-

cations, and announcements, it is important for faculty 

to provide tips on essential learning outcomes like time 

management, presenting with conĲdence, and team-

work. Also, oȬering guidance toward understanding 
and adopting the essential personal traits and character 

in the marketplace is key for the success of students’ 
future endeavors. Finally, it is beneĲcial to generate 
workshops that advise students on how to be commit-

ted, self-motivated and proactive learners, coachable, 

and adaptable to a fast-changing world.

Career Outcomes

Aligning student experiences with career outcomes is 

an important higher education goal. According to the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Lukins 2021), it is be-

lieved that the following skills are essential to succeed 

in future careers:

	˺ Cognitive ĳexibility;

	˺ Digital literacy and computational thinking;

	˺ Judgement and decision-making;

	˺ Emotional and social intelligence; and

	˺ Creative and innovative mindset.

Training students on these skills enables them to 

be compatible and eȬectively manage and fulĲl the 
era’s requirements and challenges. It would also allow 
them to: be adaptable and agile in acquiring new skills, 

change their paths, and Ĳnd the best means to navigate 
the challenges not yet encountered. Above all, it will 

create a pipeline of self-reliant talents.

https://www.wits.ac.za/
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Connectivity

Most importantly, students need to stay connected to 

overcome the challenges of isolation and disconnect-

edness and to thrive. Regular communication with stu-

dents via email or mobile apps is vital and engaging. 

The most eȬective communication is short and to the 
point in order to keep students’ curiosity and attention. 

“We need to train scholars to deal with the challenges of 
the 21st century, some which we may not yet have en-

countered,” says Professor Adam Habib, Vice-Chancel-
lor and Principal of the University of the Witwatersrand 

(Lukins 2021).

Mental and Psychological Health
Furthermore, students should be allowed the chance 

to convey their challenges, fears, and needs; express 
their concerns and/or fatigue; and communicate their 
dreams. They need to be well informed about whom 

they can conĲde in. When the student expresses chal-
lenges, the institution’s skillful, competent pit crew can 
immediately oȬer individualized study plans to satisȫ 
and retain students, help them complete their degrees 

in a timely manner, see their future with a critical eye, 

and gain the skills and enthusiasm to keep developing 

themselves and learning for their entire life. These are 

the global citizens who will build valuable, ample, and 

compatible societies.

Students’ Journey

Success in supporting students throughout their jour-

ney—not just in the above-mentioned aspects and the 

steps in Figure 3 but in any way that addresses individ-

ual student needs and their surrounding environment 

would contribute positively toward access and equity 

for all students. “[H]igher education institutions have an 
obligation to work toward equity for their students. Eq-

uity is grounded in the principle of fairness. In higher 

education, equity refers to ensuring that each student 

receives what they need to be successful through the 

intentional design of the college experience” (Achieving 

the Dream 2021).
It would also be advantageous to regularly assess 

students’ satisfaction in order determine and Ĳx any 

loopholes early on. Consistent feedback on the eȯcacy 
of the LMS, the usefulness of online platforms, and the 

eȬectiveness of procedures, regulations, and advisement 
would allow the pit crew to adjust and accommodate 

students’ needs in and out of class as well as foster new 
creative practices. This would certainly contribute to 

increasing student satisfaction rates and, subsequently, 

positively to impacting retention.

Enrollment Management

As previously stated, in order to impact student behav-

iors, patterns, and trends, provide eȬective evaluation 
and monitoring, and to expand staȬ capacity and aug-

ment their ability in decision-making, higher education 

needs to:

	˺ Upskill staȬ in diȬerent aspects,

	˺ Create a data reservoir,

	˺ Guide staȬ on the best means 
of analyzing data, and

	˺ Use new assessment tools and 

ArtiĲcial Intelligence (AI).

Consequently, this allows higher education to 

make more reliable enrollment projections and accu-

rately plan for course oȬerings, major popularity, class 
enrollment, credit hours’ distribution, and all other 

“assessment building blocks” (Hassanein 2020). In addi-
tion, staȬ would be capable and have the autonomy to 
continuously evaluate and monitor applicants/students 
in order to oȬer timely recommendations, corrective 
actions, and practices for accommodating ȩequent 
changes. Moreover, staȬ would be able to revamp in-

stitutions’ approaches and adjust the new tools to: plan 
and adopt the best means for reaching enrollment goals; 
identiȫ needs; devise strategies for improvement; and 
work on crisis management plan/procedure to respond 
to the unprecedented ripple eȬects ȩom the spread 
of coronavirus in the most eȯcient way possible. This 
would help reduce the impact on student agility, allow 

the adoption and implementation of new procedures 

and practices, and strengthen student enrollment.
Accordingly, in the model explicated below, the six 

enrollment management assessment phases stated by 

https://www.wits.ac.za/
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Hassanein (2020), are inĳuenced by upskilling the as-
sessment, recruitment, admissions, Ĳnancial, and stu-

dent services teams. It would allow them to implement 

new practices and serve and support students through 

determining, evaluating, and fulĲlling their needs.
The following segment illustrates the potential im-

pact of upskilling the pit crew on the six enrollment 

management assessment phases, enrollment projec-

tions, recruitment, admissions, students’ journey, reten-

tion, and Ĳnancial support and funding opportunities.

Phase 1: Enrollment Projections
Using the data repository and the acquired analytical 

skills ȩom training, the institution would have a Ĳner 
visionary projection on numbers of students who are 

new, returning/readmitted, continuing, expected to 
graduate or withdrawal/take a leave of absence, and no 
shows. Consequently, planning would be reliable and 

valuable for upcoming semesters.

“Recommendations—oȬered aȪer this assessment 
phase—enable academic programs to review their class 

oȬerings and size and to work on discipline-speciĲc 
recruitment strategies and activities. The recommen-

dations also assist in setting recruitment targets, mod-

iȫing admissions cycles and targets, where necessary, 
and establishing discipline-speciĲc and overall enroll-
ment targets. They also provide graduate programs with 

insights regarding the necessity of developing inter-

disciplinary programs to increase overall enrollment” 

(Hassanein 2020).

Phase 2: Recruitment

Student diversity enriches graduate students’ experi-
ences and leverages their intercultural sensitivity levels 

(Hassanein 2020). The better the enrollment projection 
phase is handled, the better the recruitment is managed, 

and plans, targets, and objectives are set according to 

the following data: total number of students needed to 

be recruited; percentage of national vs. international 
students; student demographics; percentage composi-
tion of international students by nationality; percentage 
gender distribution; and institutions of higher educa-
tion where prior degrees were earned. Higher education 

may add to this data according to the nature of the 

institution and preset strategic goals.

Recruitment teams may also wish to engage graduate 

faculty in recruitment and outreach. As stated by Puckett 

(2021) as students are being recruited to speciĲc pro-

grams, it tends to be more eȯcient and eȬective for fac-

ulty in each program to be involved in the recruitment 

and admissions process. This type of relationship mar-

keting can be successful (Vander Schee 2010), but it is 
also important that a central GEM representative is avail-
able to work with program faculty to ensure that they 

are aware of all recruitment opportunities and follow 

all regulations related to recruitment and enrollment.

The recruitment team would have the awareness, 

vision, skills, and tools to conduct webinars for appli-

cants to show: how the institution is managing the cri-

sis, the various virtual and on campus opportunities, 

and success stories. The team would also follow up 

with accepted applicants to encourage them to register 

and matriculate as well as construct digital marketing 

campaigns. To compensate for the slower pace of lead 

generation, the team may rely more on connecting with 

students who indicated an interest in their institutions 

through niche social media apps to directly engage pro-

spective applicants earlier in the admissions cycle.

Phase 3: Admission

“Admissions directors have long faced uphill battles in 
meeting institutional enrollment targets, and the past 

year has made it even harder to overcome these hurdles” 

(Farrell 2021a).
Amidst the pandemic, admissions professionals are 

leveraging technology in their Ĳrst exclusively virtual 
admissions cycle, ȩom identiȫing prospective appli-
cants to persuading accepted students. The admissions 
team plays a vital role in managing the crisis. Along 

with digitalizing the admissions cycle and showing 

some ĳexibility with the deadlines, they should adopt 
new approaches to matriculate the accepted applicants. 

The admissions team would work on contacting the 

incomplete applicants to inform them of the possibil-

ity of completing their applications; prepare speciĲc 
admissions letters for several student cases during the 
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pandemic; evaluate the possibility of implementing 
rolling admissions and oȬering ĳexible admissions 
waiving options; and exploring other eȬective admis-
sions strategies.

Phase 4: Financial Support and 
Funding Opportunities

Due to COVID-19, this amenity is crucial for attracting 

new students and retaining continuing ones, as dis-

cussed earlier in the admissions phase. The availability 

of funds, will inevitably surge the admissions rates.

The upskilled staȬ would then have the resource-

fulness and skills to navigate the current situation 

during and aȪer the pandemic as the allocation of 
available funds requires meticulous management. The 

staȬ would expertly 1. use the available data insights 
to prepare a budget and detect the projected new and 

continuing students in need, 2. induce a fellowship/
scholarship coverage plan for upcoming semesters and 

years, 3. accommodate the needed fellowships oȬering 
for continuing and new students with complete admis-

sions, and 4. plan and assess the possibility of funds 
reallocation and emergency funds creation.

Meanwhile the fellowships team would: create an 

emergency fellowship application for both new and 

continuing students; administer external fellowships 
allocations on students according to their Ĳnal deci-
sions; coordinate with external donors about the possi-
bility of assigning these allocations to other students if 

necessary; and review with external donors their new 
plans and the likelihood of changing any policies and 

regulations in favor of the students.

Phase 5 and 6: Students’ 
Journey and Retention

To increase student retention rates, the team should 

contact continuing students to give them adequate ad-

vice and reassurance during this diȯcult time. Extend 
the study period for thesis students and/or those who 
were not able to graduate. Contact students who with-

drew and other students who weren’t enrolled to:

	˺ Know the reason behind the withdrawal;

	˺ Assist in solving any challenges;

	˺ Refer to the fellowship team if needed; and

	˺ Alert the student with remaining semesters in 

their study period.

Work on creating strong internal communication 
with programs and all institutional oȯces to retain stu-

dents by accommodating their needs. Provide individ-

ualized advising to students, and tweak their journeys 

according to their needs and the challenges they face. 

Above all, it is necessary to lead with empathy, regularly 

check on student’s wellbeing, listen to them, and direct 
them to the adequate department. Student satisfaction 

and retention rates would likely increase due to consis-

tent, adequate support, accommodations, and services.

Conclusion

Higher education institutions  have the societal re-

sponsibility of providing guidance to students, faculty, 

staȬ, and administration (Viebahn 2002; Bantanur, et al. 
2015), and their decisions aȬect the economic, social, 
and environmental dimensions of the communities and 

regions around them (Katiliute, et al. 2014). In these 
challenging times, higher education’s role is vital more 
than ever to fulĲll the demands and needs of the new 
technological era.

The oȬered insights on Gartner’s (Nielsen, LeHong, 
and Smith 2020) ȩamework for the diȬerent phases 
and pathways the institutions have been through and 

are following is extremely useful in assisting higher 

education in utilizing pathways to shape, deĲne, and 
navigate the new normal.

By higher education taking the lead and capitalizing 

on the advantages of the digital transformation that was 

imposed worldwide, a revolutionary new era would be 

successfully created. It is higher education’s responsi-
bility, in this new era, to maintain the social and in-

tellectual balance and ensure the development of the 

communities through illuminating the three constitu-

ents of the learning arena (staȬ, faculty, and students) 
and the community as a whole.

Following the abovementioned ȩamework of up-

skilling staȬ and faculty will enable higher education 
institutions to a. engage in creative strategies, b. exam-
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ine, reinvent, and rescale services and programs, c. con-

sider data to visualize the student experience, d. support 

students, and e. individualize their journey. This, subse-

quently, would create successful global citizens who are 

capable of learning and improving their future selves 

within an educational institution and beyond. These 

students would become professional lifelong learners 

committed to giving back to their communities and 

leaving no one behind in this technological revolution.

Above all, improving and supporting the wellbeing 

and mental health of faculty and staȬ is key for keep-

ing up and competing in this indeterminate period and 

navigating the new normal, once shaped. Finally, it is 

clear that higher education will spend a long time dis-

covering the necessary skills compatible with the new 

era. It entails agility, ĳexibility, and alertness to deĲne 
and set the new normal. Moreover, it demands exten-

sive continuous research to discover how to navigate 

and preserve successfulness in this new normal. Along-

side the community, the new era’s needs, skillsets, and 
mindsets are indispensable to adapt to and navigate the 

new normal as well as to eliminate any potential bar-

riers and to contribute in delineating, outlining, and 

determining the new normal.
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