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Chapter 16
Supporting Elementary and Secondary 
Education During the Pandemic: A Case 
Study from the National Research 
University Higher School of Economics

Kosaretsky Sergey and Likhatskikh Elena

Abstract The COVID-19 pandemic has presented a formidable challenge to the 
Russian school system. Such global challenges and crises highlight the significance 
of the National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE)’s third 
mission: responsibility for the well-being of the community.

As one of the first universities to offer support to elementary and secondary edu-
cation systems in Russia during the pandemic, the HSE relied on its ability to create 
new scientific knowledge and make it useful in practice to provide versatile and 
targeted aid for students, teachers, regional administrators, and parents across the 
country. There were two main vectors of HSE activity at the time of the pandemic: 
(1) promoting the development of the Russian education system through research, 
monitoring, and coordination of scholars and analysts and (2) direct work with sec-
ondary and high school stakeholders using contemporary approaches for talent 
development and digital tools.

The pandemic revealed the importance of developing new areas of research and 
analysis. In line with the first vector, the HSE focused on:

• Monitoring and studying the situation and collecting and promoting university 
and school case studies on organizing work during a pandemic

• Leading and participating in professional reflections and discussions regarding 
experiences and training practices in the context of a lockdown
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The institution organized an array of surveys with students, teachers, parents, 
and representatives from regional and municipal education organizations and ana-
lyzed the results as quickly as possible. The main areas of research were problems 
of educational inequality and digital transformation. Based on the collected data, 
the Institute of Education managed to publish more than 30 analytical works 
between April and June of 2020.

For the second vector, the HSE developed programs that seek to expand its geo-
graphic reach, implement flexible recruitment, and digitize communication with 
school students. Such programs aimed at:

• Training personnel while consulting with administrators and educators on the 
technological and legal aspects of the work of schools.

• Providing online instruction and assistance for students learning software tools 
and preparing for exams.

• Helping parents arrange support for children in the transition to distance learning.

For this period, the HSE quickly and effectively expanded cooperation with 
schools in Moscow and regions around Russia that the institution developed over 
the last 15 years. Key current projects working in this direction are:

• The HSE School District
• The Lyceum Distributed Schools
• The Higher Students Academy
• The Higher School for Parents

16.1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic presented a formidable challenge to the Russian school 
system. Most schools have shifted to remote learning. Under these conditions, some 
students face barriers to access, and most of them have seen a reduction in the qual-
ity of education. An important factor in making it possible for schools to meet this 
challenge has been the support provided to them by institutions outside the school 
system. The nature of the challenge pushed schools in the direction of greater open-
ness. On the one hand, schools and teachers looked to bring in external resources. 
On the other hand, various stakeholders, such as civic organizations, volunteers, and 
universities, came to the schools’ aid. The united efforts of federal and local govern-
ments, extraordinary work by teachers and school administrators, collaboration 
among teachers, and participation of parents have combined to help schools weather 
this difficult time.

The National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE), a large 
research university, moved the programs for tens of thousands of students, as well 
as administrative processes, online. Thousands of personnel in Moscow and at 
branch campuses in three other Russian cities contributed to this effort. Nevertheless, 
the HSE did not focus solely on its own challenges but actively participated in sup-
porting the Russian school system. This support involved direct aid to schools, 
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teachers, students, and their families through various training and methodological 
support programs, studies, and consulting projects as well as hosting discussion 
forums. Both faculty and students, including volunteers and alumni, contributed to 
these projects.

This case study demonstrates the role that a major national university plays in 
supporting elementary and secondary education in Russia during a pandemic. This 
study lays out the specific strategy adopted by the HSE reflects its status as a 
research university and reveals its greater mission and the role it plays in the Russian 
education system.

We look at how expertise, standards, and practices developed in the university, 
including modes of collaboration within the institution and with outside partners, 
aided the execution of this strategy. New solutions and approaches developed during 
the pandemic, considering their collaborative context, their effectiveness, and their 
prospects for future use. Special attention is given to integrating the experience of 
the pandemic into the HSE’s future strategy in supporting elementary and second-
ary education, especially in terms of topics for future research and analysis. Overall, 
we seek to answer the question of how the university acted to fulfill its “third mis-
sion” during the pandemic.

16.2  The Higher School of Economics: Strategy 
and Groundwork to Respond to the Challenge 
of the Pandemic in Elementary and Secondary Schools

In this paper, we can see some of the vectors of HSE activity related to supporting 
schools at the time of the pandemic. Globally, it makes sense to look at the pan-
demic as just one phenomenon within a larger trend toward an age of increasing 
uncertainty. For this reason, the university’s actions during the pandemic, including 
in the field of K-12 education, can be seen as a test of whether the chosen vectors of 
development are on the right track and of the university’s readiness to act on them.

The HSE is the largest hub for social and economic research in Russia and one of 
the top-ranked higher education institutions in Eastern Europe (ranked in the top 
3135 of the QS “Top 50 Under 50” ranking  and the 57th of the  «THE Young 
University Rankings»). Today, the HSE unites 4 campuses that employ 7000+ 
research and teaching faculty and enrolls 45,000+ undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents. The HSE’s academic portfolio numbers 270+ degree programs and 60+ PhD 
offerings, along with 170+ MOOCs that enroll 3+ million students from 190+ coun-
tries. There are no bachelor-level programs for teachers at the university; however, 
the institution offers master’s degree level programs for teachers, principals, and 
district administrators.

In Russia, most universities are teaching universities, yet, while the HSE offers 
hundreds of bachelor’s and master’s programs, the university’s mission is defined 
by its status as a research university. R&D is conducted at the HSE by 90+ research 
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centers and 30+ international laboratories. The Higher School of Economics has the 
top QS Ranking in Education in Russia, and it is regarded as the most significant 
contributor to evidence-based education reform and the improvement of national 
education policies in the country. The HSE’s development strategy for research 
activities aims to broaden the impact of its research and increase its contribution to 
social development, including in the field of education. It seeks to spread the appre-
ciation of new knowledge and the wide adoption of new techniques and technolo-
gies. There are several fields, including education, in which the HSE’s mission both 
conduct this research locally and distribute it globally, integrating Russian research 
into the global conversation.

In addition to academic research, the HSE monitors studies in key areas of eco-
nomic and social development and carries out analytical work for the Russian 
Government, the President of Russia, the Federal Assembly, and federal ministries 
and agencies. In 2020, the university instituted a new HSE Development Program, 
in effect until 2030, based on a structure of providing solutions to the most difficult 
challenges that Russia faces.

16.2.1  First Area of Support

The first area of the university’s contribution in the context of the pandemic involved 
assisting the Russian education system through conducting research and monitoring 
and coordinating the work of scholars and analysts.

Launched in 2012, the HSE’s Institute of Education (IOE) takes the lead in edu-
cation research both within the university and in the country. The IOE’s team com-
prises 250+ faculty, visiting professors, junior staff as well as 15+ centers and 
laboratories. Several large-scale education studies by the HSE are closely linked to 
issues that are central to the pandemic’s impact on education.

One area of academic contribution is that of education inequality research. While 
this is a main topic of international research and education policy, it received only 
peripheral political attention in Russia for many years and lacks priority in 
education- related studies. The HSE has been purposefully promoting this direction 
for research, including developing international cooperation in this field. HSE pub-
lications on schools working in difficult conditions, the impact of social status on 
education outcomes and trajectories, and academic resilience have started to change 
this situation in recent years. The HSE engages in advocacy on these issues in the 
Russian political arena.

Another high-priority topic is that of digital transformation in education. The 
university quickly embarked upon a wide range of studies covering all levels of 
education, including K-12. Two years ago, the HSE launched a laboratory for the 
digital transformation of education.

The university prioritizes building wide-ranging partnerships with various stake-
holders in the education system: public authorities in regions and municipalities, 
teacher training centers, private companies, and youth development institutions.  
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For example, HSE partners with leading Russian EdTech companies such as Yandex, 
Skyeng, UchiRu, and GlobalLab. The university consulted for some of Russia’s 
most populous regions on topics of strategic development and education policy and 
developed several projects to support regions in their efforts to improve the quality 
of education.

Overall, the university is geared toward producing and applying new knowledge 
for developing the country and its regions. This strategy is a key aspect of the New 
Flagship Model (Froumin & Leshukov, 2016). The contribution of higher education 
institutions to regional development is a theme that has attracted growing attention 
in recent years. (Arbo & Benneworth, 2007; Pinheiro et al., 2012).

16.2.2  Second Area of Support

The second area of HSE focus is working with secondary and high school students, 
who are also potential enrollees of the HSE, using contemporary approaches to 
training and schooling. The HSE’s development program seeks to expand its geo-
graphic reach, implement flexible student recruitment programs, and digitize com-
munication with students. The development program also provides guidance for 
schools across the country to make use of the tools created by the HSE for integrat-
ing contemporary digital technologies into their work. Forming a large network of 
partner schools, the university established a specialized general education depart-
ment to work with schools and regional education management bodies. Its key proj-
ects are the “HSE School District,” the Lyceum Distributed Schools, and the Higher 
Students Academy.

The “HSE School District” is a community of schools that partners with the 
university and aligns with its approach to education and human development. These 
schools create academic pathways for admission to cutting-edge universities, 
including the HSE, for their graduates. Within the framework of partnering with 
schools, the HSE develops methods for improving school quality and introducing 
the latest educational technologies and organizational solutions.

The HSE lyceum opened as a part of the HSE to create individualized education 
pathways for 10th and 11th graders. As a result of the growing interest of students 
and their parents in the educational technologies of the lyceum, specialized lyceum 
classes and groups opened in 29 schools in Moscow and one of the regions (“HSE 
Distributed Lyceum School”). The “HSE Lyceum Distributed Schools” is an oppor-
tunity for high school students in Moscow to enroll in HSE Lyceum programs and 
in specialized tracks governed by HSE standards while attending other schools. The 
“Higher Students Academy” is a school project aimed at immersing middle and 
high school students in the research environment of the university for several years, 
leading up to admission. Academic support for school students is provided by uni-
versity professors.

The HSE recognizes the value that parents’ involvement can have on a young 
person’s education and gives special attention to this phenomenon in both its 
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research and its practice-based projects. The final HSE initiative, “Higher School 
for Parents” project, supports parents in helping their children make good choices  
in educational and professional contexts. The HSE is one of the first Russian  
universities to implement wide-ranging volunteer programs. Its activities are  
coordinated by the Volunteer Center, which is part of the Center for Supporting 
Student Initiatives.

An important question to ask in the pandemic context is: what groundwork 
(knowledge and expertise, partnerships, networks, etc.) was already in place in the 
vectors of development that would become relevant during the pandemic when 
these dramatic events began to unfold?

16.3  Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education 
During the Pandemic: Context, Content, 
and Organization

16.3.1  Russian Schools During the Pandemic

Most countries were forced to take extraordinary measures to maintain their educa-
tion system, keep classes going at all grade levels, and prepare students for college 
admission tests. Russia was no exception. In March 2020, students received a two- 
week suspension of classes, after which most school buildings in Russia (over 40 
thousand) were closed. Most school students (approximately 15 million) transi-
tioned to distance learning. This led to cancelling mandatory exit exams for ninth- 
grade graduates and postponing the USE (Unified State Exam) and reinstating it 
under augmented rules. The school year in Russia ended in May, with the next 
school year scheduled to start September 1st.

The federal structure of the state, and the specific way in which power is divided 
among levels of government, influenced the Russian education policy response to 
the challenge of the pandemic. Unlike many Asian and European countries, Russia 
did not create a centralized mechanism for organizing distance learning during the 
pandemic. Several methodological recommendations were issued at the federal 
level but left the decision-making to the regions.

The range of decisions made at the regional level was quite broad. The bulk of 
the responsibility for consulting and supporting the work of teachers lay with the 
regions, specifically with region-wide institutions of professional development and 
methodological support. However, in many regions, these institutions were not pre-
pared to quickly scale up operations or offer quality support. In these circumstances, 
the resources that universities were able to bring proved very significant. The Higher 
School of Economics was one of the first universities to offer support to schools 
and, more broadly, systems of elementary and secondary education.
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16.3.2  HSE Activity During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The HSE’s support for schools and school systems during the pandemic can be 
broken down into two categories. The first category involves conducting research 
and analysis and transmitting the knowledge gained to both practitioners and politi-
cians, including:

• Monitoring and studying the situation and collecting and promoting university 
and school case studies on organizing work during a pandemic

• Leading and participating in professional reflections and discussions regarding 
experiences and training practices in the lockdown context

The second category is that of practical aid to schools, their personnel, students, 
and parents, including:

• Training personnel while consulting administrators and educators on the techno-
logical and legal aspects of schools

• Providing online instruction and assistance for students learning software tools 
and preparing for exams

• Helping parents arrange support for children in the transition to distance learning

The coordinators of the main areas of work were the following HSE units: the 
Institute of Education, the General Education Department, and the HSE Student 
Initiative Support Center. Overall, the vice-chancellor for New Recruitment carried 
out coordination at the university level. The activities of the HSE during the pan-
demic concerning school and after-school education involved approximately 100 
employees (professors, analysts, researchers, and consultants) and 30 volunteers.

16.3.3  Practical Work at the Level of K-12 Education: Support 
for Schools, Teachers, Students, Parents

The HSE further supported the education system during the pandemic by expanding 
cooperation with schools in Moscow and other Russian regions in a relationship 
developed over the last 15  years. Established relations with schools allowed the 
programs of school support to be put into action quickly and effectively. Most of the 
HSE’s activities with schools and young people were successfully moved online, 
except for special events that were regularly held in regions outside Moscow. During 
the pandemic, the “HSE School District” project provided distance support to 18 
schools in Russian regions. Volunteer tutors provided individual and group lessons 
in nine school subjects for more than 100 students using memorization techniques 
and time management basics. Online career guidance and planning meetings were 
offered for some schools.
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The university traditionally runs large-scale advanced training programs for 
teachers and school leaders of the “HSE School District.” All advanced training 
courses were quickly transferred to an online remote format during the pandemic. 
The traditional 2020 Summer School offered 11 training areas, in which 450 teach-
ers were trained free of charge. The HSE offered psychological safety programs and 
other new courses.

All online courses offered during the pandemic made use of the HSE’s digital 
education and training platform. A total of 76 faculty members from 11 HSE depart-
ments were involved in teaching, 35% of whom had not offered courses before. 
During the pandemic, 579 students of the “HSE Distributed Lyceum School” were 
provided with online training by the university’s teachers. Lyceum’s 44 teachers 
were also supported by distance learning technologies.

Along with the General Education Department and volunteers, the Institute of 
Education provided its resources in support of schools, their administrators, and 
teachers. At the start of school closures, professors, students, and alumni of the 
Education Management program in partnership with the International Education 
Club arranged an online conference called “A Day in the Life of a Mobile School” 
on March 24, 2020. The administrative track of conferences, which had 7700 view-
ers, included workshop sessions with leading experts, school principals, and leaders 
of digital transformation. The track for teachers (11,500 viewers) offered workshop 
sessions and practical exercises.

The Institute of Education created the website “Distance Teaching,” where 
Institute of Education experts gathered virtually to comment on schools’ ongoing 
transition to distance learning, examine case studies, and discuss issues of concern. 
The “Online Law” channel was also launched on YouTube to explain the numerous 
legal conflicts that arose in the process of educational institutions’ work during the 
suspension of classes, including specific requests from the audience the channel 
covered 12 issues and had a total audience of 20,818 people.

In addition, traditional forms of instruction at the “Higher Students Academy” 
were replaced by online classes in a Minecraft model of the campus. In a game 
popular among school children, HSE students designed a virtual model of the cam-
pus online in Minecraft to remind students of the HSE campus in the Moscow 
region where the traditional Academy and associated projects are usually held. The 
virtual campus completely resembles the real campus both inside and out. Professors, 
volunteers, and students conducted online classes in various subjects. For two 
months of work, over 1000 students joined the classes from more than 15 cities, and 
towns of the Russian Federation, participating in more than 200 lessons. 
Schoolteachers were provided with the opportunity to connect and observe the 
methods of working with students. The Academy’s presence on the VK social net-
work, a newly launched Instagram channel, and the YouTube channel “Holidays in 
the Higher Students’ Academy,” provided interaction with participants.

The pandemic requires a significant increase in parental involvement in school 
students’ education, entailing a significant burden. Trying to make resources avail-
able to this group, the Institute of Education posted YouTube video tutorials for 
parents (five issues with a total audience of 4577 people). The General Education 
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Department implemented the “Higher School for Parents” project, comprising 11 
online parent-teacher meetings with 54,400 views.

16.3.4  Analytical and Research Work

The pandemic revealed the importance of developing new areas of analysis and 
research. The following types of monitoring and research were deployed as quickly 
as possible:

• A survey as part of the international study “School Barometer” (277 education 
management bodies, 1111 representatives of school administration, 11,788 
teachers, 22,080 students, and 34,963 parents)

• A questionnaire survey of teachers (4500 teachers from 85 regions of Russia)
• Interviews with teenagers and parents at HSE partner schools (2500 people in 15 

regions of Russia)
• Expert interviews with the representatives of regional and municipal education 

authorities (15 interviews from 11 regions)
• An internet survey of 18,270 parents and 15,520 children, 620 administrators, 

and 5331 teachers from all federal districts about the transition of extracurricular 
education to distance learning during the pandemic.

In addition, the HSE analyzed the management practices of regions, schools, 
after-school programs, and teachers. The Institute monitored publications in the 
media and social networks and gathered data from providers of digital educational 
services and platforms. The HSE quickly analyzed the collected data to answer the 
following key questions:

• What was the level of readiness of regions, education systems of different levels, 
teachers, parents, and students for the transition to distance teaching and 
learning?

• What barriers and difficulties did they face? What were the strategies, models, 
and practices used under the new circumstances? What was their comparative 
efficiency?

• What is the projected scale of learning loss due to the pandemic? How does the 
institution minimize negative impacts and compensate for those losses?

• What changes in the way parents work and live have occurred in relation to their 
absence from and participation in their children’s education? What are the chil-
dren’s opportunities for additional education and self-development during a 
lockdown?

• How has communication between schools and parents changed with distance 
learning?

• How satisfied are the main participants in the education system with the new 
educational format? What are the positive and negative lessons?
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The promptness of the analysis and the ensuing publications are noteworthy. 
Indeed, this level of intensity of a publication has had no analogs in “normal” times.

Since May, the HSE publishes a bulletin on the impact of the pandemic on social 
and economic sectors and included articles on the “Pandemic and Education.” For 
immediate placement on the HSE website, the institution created a “Remote 
Supervisor” section with opt-in emails and an optional question-and-answer sec-
tion. It aggregates developments in instructional and methodological materials on 
transitioning to distance learning formats as well as news and experiences in the 
practical application of online schooling formats (20 issues). The “Education under 
Pandemic Conditions” page was created on the website of the Institute of Education 
as a place for briefs and extra editions of “The Facts,” “Modern Analytics of 
Education” and other publications.1 Their total number exceeded 30 issues between 
April and June.

The publications covered topics such as Russian platforms and services for dis-
tance education; knowledge assessment and exit exams under pandemic conditions; 
the readiness of regional school systems to face the challenge of the pandemic; the 
transition of regional school systems to distance education; the transformation of 
after-school education practices for children; legal regulation of wages and paid 
services in schools under labor restraints; additional topics related to viruses and 
epidemics and education standards; distance education in school; extracurricular 
organizations for children; and changes in teenagers’ lives and study habits.

16.3.5  University as a Communication Hub

In the situation of the pandemic in Russia, methodological support for schools and 
teachers from the federal government was very limited. This was partly due to the 
division of powers between the federal center and the regions. Nonhierarchical mod-
els of aid, strategies of interaction, and mutual assistance proved effective for com-
batting the issue. The scale and novelty of the challenges created a new demand in the 
professional community for an exchange of views and discussion on various aspects 
of the education process. The HSE arranged and actively participated in such events.

A regular open workshop from the Institute of Education naturally transformed 
into a webinar and became an important communication platform. Webinars dis-
cussing the impact and lessons of the pandemic for education were held with the 
participation of leading HSE researchers and experts alongside colleagues from 
other educational and public institutions as well as experts from the World Bank. 
Institute of Education scholars moderated and spoke at panel discussions on the 
organization of schooling during the quarantine at Russia’s leading educational 
forum “Moscow International Education Fair” and at some discussion forums in 
Russian regions. A total of more than a thousand people participated in these events.

1 https://ioe.hse.ru/distance_learning
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16.3.6  Working with Stakeholders

HSE leaders regularly sent materials to the government and the president’s admin-
istration, yet the Russian Ministry of Education, which recently underwent a change 
in leadership, did not commit to any of the research or analysis from the HSE during 
the pandemic. However, there is evidence that leadership and relevant departments 
paid attention to the HSE’s results from its various studies and monitoring efforts—
the government asked the HSE to prepare a pandemic report on the education system.

HSE scholars maintained communication with administrators and government 
representatives from dozens of Russian regions. Leaders of regional education sys-
tems responded to calls for participation in surveys on school systems’ reactions to 
the pandemic and best practices. They noted the importance of engaging in such 
studies and the value of the results for administrators. Interest from the media was 
high throughout the period, and Institute of Education scholars were asked for com-
ments on their efforts by leading publications and radio stations. The research and 
analysis produced by the Institute, as well as the dialogue with representatives of the 
school community, became very important factors for understanding the processes 
underway, predicting consequences, and building education policy.

16.4  Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education 
During the Pandemic: Outcomes and Lessons 
for the Future

Using cutting-edge digital tools, the HSE extended its knowledge, human resources, 
and methodological know-how to all those involved in schooling: teachers, stu-
dents, parents, and principals. The HSE staff produced high-quality solutions to 
meet the administrative, educational, and technical challenges.

New formats for working with schools emerged through the university recruiting 
its students to conduct lessons and assist with homework and providing schools 
from around the country access to and support in using online blended education 
courses from the HSE Lyceum. The HSE also had direct engagement with partici-
pants in the Higher Students Academy through social networks and without the 
school as an intermediary. The effectiveness of the distance learning format lies in 
its ability to expand access, which grew steadily throughout the pandemic and wid-
ened its geographic reach. For example, the number of teachers taking professional 
development courses nearly doubled. Surveys of teachers enrolled in HSE courses 
during the pandemic revealed that 60% wanted to take part in courses via the online 
format. Positive responses came from school students and parents as well.

Within the framework of the Lyceum Distributed Schools project, the pandemic 
led to the first cooperation agreements outside of Moscow. HSE activities were not, 
however, limited to direct support. Other important aspects included research, con-
sulting, and organizing communications. Indeed, the HSE’s mission was not to 
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figure out how many schools could be supported directly but rather to engage with 
the nation’s entire elementary and secondary education system and strengthen its 
ability to respond to the pandemic’s challenges.

In addition, the pandemic tested HSE’s readiness to successfully implement the 
strategic directions stated in the Development Program and Mission of the univer-
sity, such as contributing to the development of regional education systems, includ-
ing support of schools and students in the regions as well as expert and analytical 
support of educational policy in the country. At the same time, previous undertak-
ings in these areas, as well as in the areas of “leadership in the digital transformation 
of education” and “participating in global processes” become crucial for the task of 
promptly providing comprehensive support for the entire education system and for 
specific target groups to ensure effective work in the context of the pandemic. These 
undertakings included:

• Extensive research and development helped interpret the unfolding processes 
and provide consultations to officials and practitioners

• Databases of statistics, international studies of education quality, and human and 
organizational resources to monitor research and surveys for quickly estimating 
and forecasting events

• Collaboration with leading universities and international organizations—that 
ensured prompt exchange of data, firsthand experience, assessment of pandemic 
impacts, and cooperation in establishing monitoring, research tools, and 
recommendations

• Partnership relations with regional education management bodies and educa-
tional institutions (including modern models of consortiums and school net-
works); alumnus communities, which enabled the quick collection of data and 
best practices; and the involvement of practitioners in consulting, methodologi-
cal work, and professional development programs

• Participation in drafting the national educational policy agenda and extracurricu-
lar education based on evidence-based research

Furthermore, the HSE’s educational research strategy proved effective in the 
domain of education inequality. The pandemic allowed many politicians, and soci-
ety as a whole, to see differences between learning environments at home, which, in 
times outside of the pandemic, were ignored. The crisis clearly showed the role 
(actual and potential) of the school in equalizing opportunities and compensating 
for the deficit of family resources. As stated by HSE researchers have written about 
in their reports publications, this compensation is not only in terms of education but 
also in terms of basic needs, including nutrition, safety, and psychological support. 
These differences are related to the geographical location of residences (access to 
the Internet), the material well-being of the family (computer, workplace), and cul-
tural and parental involvement in education. These factors determine the nature of 
education, its quality, and its outcomes.

No information or data on children and families existed to use for rapidly identi-
fying risk groups and including them in support measures, thus HSE has established 
precedents for analytical work in this area (see Box 16.1).
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The digital transformation in education is another key area of HSE research and 
development in the context of the pandemic. Although a few years ago, the univer-
sity declared itself to be a leader in the country in promoting the digital transforma-
tion of education and started to deploy intensive research and development in this 
field, it was still unable to answer the questions raised by politicians, managers, and, 
especially, practitioners. With the onset of the pandemic, however, the university 
gained insights and information in real time, accelerating the institution’s under-
standing of digital transformation in education, which was potentially more useful 
than several years’ worth of local experimental research.

The transition of schooling to an online format proved to be an unplanned experi-
ment in the implementation of digital tools in the learning process. Given that there 
was no available alternative to digital education, the experiment took place under 

Box 16.1: Project: Social Impact Bonds. Improving Education 
Outcomes in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia)  
(https://вэб.рф/en/agent/sib/)
Since 2019, the Institute of Education has been conducting Russia’s first-ever 
social impact bond project in the Khangalassky District of the Republic of 
Sakha (Yakutia), incorporating 27 schools. Social impact bonds (SIBs) are a 
financial instrument that involves multi-stakeholder agreements between a 
public authority, investors, and providers of social service.2 The bond is paid 
out to investors only if a given result is achieved within the agreed-upon time-
frame. The project aims to improve academic achievement among students 
and overcome existing inequalities. It includes training teachers in contempo-
rary teaching methods, summer schools for underachieving students, semi-
nars for increasing parent participation and understanding, and other 
initiatives. During the project, a large dataset was collected on the socioeco-
nomic status of students’ families, the conditions of their education, and aca-
demic outcomes.

At the start of the pandemic, data were collected about whether students 
and teachers in the district had devices that could access digital platforms and 
services, along with the speed of internet connection. The data reflected the 
level of the district’s preparedness for the transition to online learning. With 
the help of these data, the institution assessed the scale and character of the 
digital gap between groups of students and groups of schools with varying 
socioeconomic backgrounds (Zvyagintsev et  al., 2020). It was significant. 
Based on this analysis, the university made recommendations for optimizing 
methods of teaching during the critical period leading up to the end of the 
school year and preparing for the start of the new school year, together with a 
long-term plan for overcoming education inequality.

2 Social Impact Bonds. A New Tool for Social Financing. Princeton University (2014): https://spia.
princeton.edu/sites/default/files/content/Social%20Impact%20Bonds%202014%20Final%20
Report.pdf
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nearly ideal conditions. Two factors contributed to the exceptional value of this 
experiment. First, it included all kinds of teachers, not just those who were the most 
innovative and digitally literate. Second, it provided a massive testing period for 
large national software platforms that have yet to be fully developed and imple-
mented. Some of the lessons learned would not have been made evident in pilot 
programs and would only have been encountered at the level of mass adoption, at 
which point it would have been nearly impossible to make significant changes to the 
platforms.

During the pandemic, the university collected unique data on the effectiveness of 
Russian educational online platforms and services, digital infrastructure of territo-
ries, and ICT competencies of teachers and students and researchers were able to 
confirm several hypotheses. For example, through this research, it became clear 
which types of services, resources, and organizational strategies (synchronous/
asynchronous) were the most in demand under the conditions of the pandemic. 
Institute of Education researchers ascertained areas of deficit, such as in infrastruc-
ture and training, that acted as barriers to implementing digital technologies.

The challenges of the pandemic pushed forward some of the HSE’s inquiry into 
some issues, which were being investigated prior to the pandemic, and shifted its 
priorities for the future. Indeed, researchers at universities are already formulating 
several new directions for research on digital education inequality and interface 
design for digital education platforms. These questions on interface design range 
from broad inquiry into factors that contribute to successful platform use, such as 
level of complexity and user-friendliness, to more specific questions about the 
effectiveness of various digital tools, services, and technologies for completing dif-
ferent assignments in individual subject areas.

Another lesson from the pandemic is the recognition of a need for the HSE to 
transition from a broad vision involving the recruitment of allies and promoting the 
bright future of digital education to a more specific focus on solving concrete prob-
lems faced by teachers through based on data assessment and targeted recommenda-
tions (see Box 16.2).

Box 16.2: The “Innovation Ambassadors” Project
The HSE’s Institute of Education planned the launch of the “Education 
Innovation Ambassadors” project, a research collaboration with school com-
munities, with the first study was planned for March 2020. The University did 
not defer or cancel the project but instead worked quickly to develop an addi-
tional survey related to schools’ transitions. The questionnaire was supple-
mented with the methodologies of the “Technology Readiness Index 2.0” and 
“The Innovation Environment in Schools” (Innova), which measure organiza-
tions’ potential for digital innovation. The individual profiles created for 
teachers and schools were a key achievement of the institution’s analysis of 
the school system’s transformation.

(continued)

K. Sergey and L. Elena



257

16.5  Conclusion

There is every reason to believe that the challenges created by the pandemic will 
have an impact on the research agenda of the Institute of Education, bringing atten-
tion to research on the digital divide, psychological well-being, learning autonomy, 
and agency.

Reflecting on the experience of supporting schools during the pandemic, we can 
reaffirm the importance of creating specific mechanisms for organizing work around 
primary vectors. In addition to lessons learned in specific areas of research, the 
experience of supporting schools during this period stimulated the consideration of 
creating a set of primary research vectors at the Institute of Education; primary 
research vectors bring a concentration of research efforts to solve major challenges 
and gaps in the institution’s understanding of these issues. Such challenges require 
an interdisciplinary approach. Primary research vectors are influenced by the strat-
egy the university has in place for meeting the needs of key stakeholders, including 
the professional community and parents. By concentrating efforts around primary 
topics, the HSE attempts to accelerate the process of bringing solutions to the public 
and making a tangible contribution to improving the education system.

Additionally, we can reaffirm the initial vector choices: inequality and digitiza-
tion. HSE expertise and methodological resources were in great demand during the 
most acute period of the pandemic, and it seems that this demand will continue. The 
work during the pandemic also strengthened HSE’s reputation within the EdTech 
business community. The university noticed a growing interest among providers of 
digital education resources in working with the university. They see the HSE as a 
bridge to the education system and as a collaborator in overcoming the gap between 
tech companies and the education community.

A major benefit of the Education Innovation Ambassadors project is that 
the university does not simply keep the data for HSE’s research but gives it 
back to the schools—one hundred schools received individualized reports and 
recommendations. The feedback the HSE received from school principals 
indicated that the reports were very timely, allowing school leaders to reflect 
on the experience of the pandemic and make sense of both the successes and 
opportunities for growth in their school. During the pandemic, much of the 
effort was directed toward providing material and technical support. Now, it is 
important for schools to create an environment in which the digital tools they 
procured can be used effectively. In other words, teaching staff must take a 
creative approach to unlock the potential of these tools (Khavenson et al., 2020)

Box 16.2  (continued)
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Of course, the scale of the pandemic challenge and its novelty reveals the limita-
tions of any such undertaking. The response required serious organizational and 
management efforts on the part of the HSE’s administration, as well as the institu-
tion’s mobilization, creativity, and staff involvement. The timeliness of the univer-
sity’s management response to the pandemic was important as was the objective 
assessment of the nature of the challenge and its relationship to the university’s 
strategic objectives and areas of competency.

It was necessary to introduce new positions of coordinators in different areas of 
work and develop plans and regulations for monitoring each area. The complexity 
of the problem of organizing the teaching process during the pandemic tested the 
strength of existing channels of communication between different parts of the uni-
versity. A collaboration between the General Education Department, the Center for 
Supporting Student Initiatives, the office of career development, and the office for 
serving gifted students organized the volunteers that made the HSE’s work with 
school students possible. The Faculty of Communications, Media, and Design pro-
vided recommendations, installation, and support for the technologies that allowed 
the General Education Department to scale up the “Vyshka for Parents” project. 
The General Education Department also assisted the Institute of Education in carry-
ing out surveys through the network of partner schools.

However, the pandemic also revealed a need for improving the model of coop-
eration among various divisions of the university that are involved in working with 
schools. Foremost here is the relationship between the Institute of Education and the 
General Education Department. This reform should begin immediately, as the start 
of the new school year will mean even greater demand, coming from both regions 
and individual schools, for the university’s consulting and curricular support.

In addition, the current situation has provided justification for the transformation 
of the HSE’s model of communication and media activity, conducted over the past 
two years, including changes to the site and the creation and promotion of a social 
network presence. This allowed us to promptly inform the public, receive a greater 
volume of feedback, cover a broader audience, and consider the broad needs of the 
country. Noted above, the HSE’s system of communication at the time of the pan-
demic’s onset, coming after the upgrade, had considerable potential; new decisions 
were made to create dedicated sections and pages of the site and introduce new 
publication formats, with particular attention on visualization and the use of info-
graphics. Individual units and employees took the initiative by creating their own 
channels on YouTube and actively engaged their social networks with special-
ized posts.

The scope and intensity of the university’s communications with the professional 
community in the Russian regions have increased significantly during the pandemic. 
New communication formats and technologies are being used, including events 
such as the aforementioned online marathon, video consultations with the staff of 
the Institute of Education, and hotlines with teachers and parents. These technolo-
gies have demonstrated their potential for expanding audience coverage, segmenta-
tion, and a targeted orientation of communications. At the same time, the situation 
of the pandemic has clearly demonstrated both the possibility and the need to build 
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a new digital interface for regular interaction with target groups, considering the 
idiosyncrasies of Russian geography.

Today, as the HSE develops road maps for implementing the Development 
Program for 2030, the lessons learned from the HSE’s support for the school system 
during the pandemic include the following:

• Maintaining the online format for some of the HSE’s teacher training courses, 
transforming the digital learning environment to support partner schools, and 
aiding in preparing target groups of students

• Expanding the network of partnerships with schools, not only with high- 
performing schools but also schools facing challenges

• Strengthening research on the digitalization of education, as it relates to educa-
tional inequality under new learning conditions, digital lessons, digital tools for 
standardized testing, and student agency; on the integration of the experiences 
and reflections of practitioners; and on the promotion of active research

• Collaborating with leading universities and international organizations, ensuring 
swift exchange of data and firsthand experience of the pandemic’s impacts, 
which is critical for rapid and effective response

• Continuing the transformation of the institution’s model of communications and 
media activity; disseminating knowledge to ensure audience coverage; and 
accelerating the feedback loop

The experience of the pandemic provides a great number of lessons to be applied 
in the future development of the HSE. However, the key lesson not only applies to 
the university’s internal affairs but also resonates with a broader discussion of how 
the model of the university should evolve in the twenty-first century (Douglass, 
2016). Global challenges and crises highlight the significance of the university’s 
third mission: responsibility for the well-being of the community. The success of 
this mission hinges on the university’s ability to create new scientific knowledge 
and bring it to practical application. The ways in which a given social system (in the 
HSE’s case, elementary and secondary education) reacts to a situation of crisis are 
a source of knowledge and direction for the future of that system. The task of the 
university, then, is to create mechanisms to gather that knowledge quickly and effi-
ciently under those conditions, use it to refine education policy, and improve educa-
tional practices.

References

Arbo, P., & Benneworth, P. (2007). Understanding the Regional Contribution of Higher Education 
Institutions: A literature review. OECD.

Douglass, J. A. (Ed.). (2016). The New Flagship University. Changing the Paradigm from Global 
Ranking to National Relevancy. Palgrave Macmillan US.

Khavenson, T. E., Kotik, N. V., & Koroleva, D. O. (2020). Monitoring of Education markets and 
organizations (Informational Bulletin) (Vol. 8). HSE Publishing House.

16 Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education During the Pandemic: A Case…



260

Froumin, I., & Leshukov, O. (2016). The Soviet Flagship University model and its contemporary 
transition. In J. A. Douglass (Ed.), The New Flagship University. Changing the Paradigm from 
global ranking to National Relevancy (pp. 173–190). Palgrave Macmillan US.

Pinheiro, R., Jones, G. C., & Benneworth, P. S. (2012). Universities and regional development: A 
critical assessment of tensions and contradictions (International studies in higher education). 
Routledge.

Zvyagintsev, R., Kersha, J., & Pinskaya, M. (2020). Transition to distance education: Municipal 
case study: https://ioe.hse.ru/data/2020/05/06/1544066282/%D0%A1%D0%90%D
0%9E_5.pdf

Kosaretsky Sergey is Director of the Pinsky Centre for General and Extracurricular Education, 
Institute of Education, National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow and 
holds a PhD in educational psychology. He is an expert in the field of inequity in general and 
extracurricular education, school effectiveness, and educational reforms. He participated in proj-
ects of OECD, UNICEF, World Bank. He is a member of the Expert Council on Education Issues 
by the State Duma of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation

E-mail: skosaretski@hse.ru

Likhatskikh Elena is Head of Office for Primary and Secondary Education National Research 
University Higher School of Economics (HSE). She coordinates the interaction between the 
Higher School of Economics and elementary and secondary educational organizations. She is 
responsible for communicating the Higher School of Economics with regional and local educa-
tional authorities organizes.

E-mail: elihackih@hse.ru

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by 
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder.

K. Sergey and L. Elena

https://ioe.hse.ru/data/2020/05/06/1544066282/САО_5.pdf
https://ioe.hse.ru/data/2020/05/06/1544066282/САО_5.pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Chapter 16: Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education During the Pandemic: A Case Study from the National Research University Higher School of Economics
	16.1 Introduction
	16.2 The Higher School of Economics: Strategy and Groundwork to Respond to the Challenge of the Pandemic in Elementary and Secondary Schools
	16.2.1 First Area of Support
	16.2.2 Second Area of Support

	16.3 Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education During the Pandemic: Context, Content, and Organization
	16.3.1 Russian Schools During the Pandemic
	16.3.2 HSE Activity During the COVID-19 Pandemic
	16.3.3 Practical Work at the Level of K-12 Education: Support for Schools, Teachers, Students, Parents
	16.3.4 Analytical and Research Work
	16.3.5 University as a Communication Hub
	16.3.6 Working with Stakeholders

	16.4 Supporting Elementary and Secondary Education During the Pandemic: Outcomes and Lessons for the Future
	16.5 Conclusion
	References


