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The article analyzes domestic and foreign scien-
tific periodicals with the aim of systematizing the 
Ukrainian scientific discourse on distance educa-
tion and distance learning in order to identify the 
main frames of sociological reflection of the indi-
cated object. This article is one of the stages of 
the author's research project “Social Effects and 
Challenges of Distance Learning in the Higher 
Education of 
Ukraine: from COVID-19 to the War”, which is 
implemented within the framework of “Cambridge 
– NRFU 2022. Individual grants for research 
(development) for Ukrainian researchers (with 
the support of University of Cambridge, UK)”. 
The research frame refers to a stable research 
design structure that combines an approach to 
problem formulation, a theoretical-methodologi-
cal approach (including a disciplinary orientation 
and a set of basic concepts), and an approach 
to conclusions and generalizations. The selected 
research frames are arranged according to three 
discourses: general sociological (which includes 
the frame of adaptation and changes, the frame 
of problems and challenges), special sociological 
(which includes the frame of innovation and per-
spective, the frame of effectiveness and quality of 
education, the organizational and management 
frame) and cross-sociological (in which socio-
logical-pedagogical frame, social-psychological 
frame, socio-philosophical frame and profes-
sional-specific frames are used). Conclusions 
are drawn regarding the specifics of the modern 
scientific and sociological discourse around the 
issue of the forced transition to a distance learn-
ing format during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
full-scale invasion: eclecticism of the discourse, 
sectoral limitation and fixation on the institute of 
education, excessive technologicalness / tech-
nocracy, apologetics, detachment of research 
results. The need for a systematic critical analy-
sis of the defined social problem is emphasized.
Key words: distance learning, distance educa-
tion, higher education, studentship, education 
during the war, sociology of education.

У статті проводиться аналіз вітчизняної 
і іноземної наукової періодики з метою сис-

тематизації українського наукового дис-
курсу про дистанційну освіту і дистанційне 
навчання для виявлення основних фреймів 
соціологічної рефлексії позначеного об’єкта. 
Дана стаття є одним із етапів авторського 
дослідницького проєкту «Соціальні ефекти 
та виклики дистанційного навчання у вищій 
школі України: від COVID-19 до війни», що 
реалізується в межах «Кембридж – НФДУ 
2022. Індивідуальні гранти на проведення 
досліджень (розробок) для українських вче-
них (за підтримки Кембриджського універси-
тету, Велика Британія)». Під дослідницьким 
фреймом мається на увазі стійка структура 
дизайну дослідження, що поєднує у собі підхід 
до постановки проблеми, теоретико-мето-
дологічний підхід (у т. ч. дисциплінарна орі-
єнтація і набір основних понять) та підхід 
до висновків і узагальнень. Виділені дослід-
ницькі фрейми впорядковуються за трьома 
дискурсами: загальносоціологічним (до якого 
входять фрейм адаптації і змін, фрейм 
проблеми та викликів), спеціально-соціоло-
гічним (який включає фрейм інноваційності 
та перспективності, фрейм ефективності 
та якості освіти, організаційно-управлін-
ський фрейм) та крос-соціологічним (у якому 
використовуються соціолого-педагогічний 
фрейм, соціально-психологічний фрейм, 
соціально-філософський фрейм та профе-
сійно-специфічні фрейми). Робляться висно-
вки стосовно специфіки сучасного науко-
во-соціологічного дискурсу навколо питання 
вимушеного переходу до дистанційного 
формату навчання під час пандемії COVID-19 
та повномасштабного вторгнення: еклек-
тичність дискурсу, галузева обмеженість 
та зацикленість на інституті освіти, над-
мірна технологічність/технократичність, 
апологетичність, відстороненість резуль-
татів досліджень. Підкреслюється потреба 
в системному критичному аналізу окресле-
ної соціальної проблеми. 
Ключові слова: дистанційне навчання, дис-
танційна освіта, вища освіта, студент-
ство, освіта під час війни, соціологія освіти.

PROBING THE SCIENTIFIC-SOCIOLOGICAL DISCOURSE  
ON DISTANCE EDUCATION
ЗОНДУВАННЯ НАУКОВО-СОЦІОЛОГІЧНОГО ДИСКУРСУ  
ПРО ДИСТАНЦІЙНУ ОСВІТУ

СЕКЦІЯ 3 
СПЕЦІАЛЬНІ ТА ГАЛУЗЕВІ СОЦІОЛОГІЇ

The issue of digitalization and modernization 
of higher education, on the one hand, 
and the forced distribution of distance learning 
practices during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and full-scale military invasion, on the other 
hand, is of utmost relevance and so highly valued 
after in contemporary Ukrainian science. Initially, 

the primary corpus of publications related to 
COVID-19 themes, specifically the pandemic's 
impact on educational process organization, 
quality of education, etc. Subsequently, for evident 
reasons, the focus is shifted to the problematics 
of education during the wartime, namely distance 
learning near the frontline and in occupied 
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regions, distance education for forced displaced 
persons and refugees, among other issues.

The apparent relevance and indisputable 
urgency of this research direction (as well as 
the relative accessibility of the research object to 
a significant number of research subjects due to 
their institutional affiliation with the first one, as 
in the case of the authors of this article) elicits 
a natural response: over the past three to four 
years, dozens (possibly hundreds) of articles 
and monographs have been published on this 
topic, fundamentally or applied-scientifically 
explaining the essence of the problem, its 
institutional manifestations, and so forth. In 
effect, domestic scientific periodicals are 
filled with materials that identify and describe 
the peculiarities of the higher education system's 
adaptation to forced distantialization.

Consequently, it is rather challenging to 
supplement this body of scientific output with 
something novel, breakthrough, and extraordinary, 
especially before a certain “order” is established 
within it.

Accordingly, the aim of this article is to system-
atize the Ukrainian scientific discourse on distance 
education and distance learning to identify the main 
frames of sociological reflection on the desig-
nated object. This article is one of the stages 
of the author's research project “Social Effects 
and Challenges of Distance Learning in the Higher 
Education of Ukraine: from COVID-19 to the War”, 
implemented within “Cambridge – NRFU 2022. 
Individual grants for research (development) for 
Ukrainian researchers (with the support of Univer-
sity of Cambridge, UK)”.

We will analize the main corpus of publications 
about the system of distance education and/or 
the process of distance learning in higher education 
in Ukraine for the period from 2020 to the first 
half of 2024 in Ukrainian and foreign professional 
journals, as well as thematic monographs, 
conference proceedings, and research projects 
for the outlined period. We do not aim to collect 
a complete array of publications, as le jeu n'en 
vaut pas la chandelle; we consider it sufficient 
to analize the most typical research frames that 
are actualized with direct focus on the specified 
issues. By research frame, we mean a stable 
structure of research design that combines 
the approach to problem statement, theoretical 
and methodological approach (including 
disciplinary orientation and a set of basic 
concepts), and the approach to conclusions 
and generalizations. We systematize the frames 
through 3 main discourses: general sociological, 
special sociological, and cross-sociological. 

1. General Sociological Discourse, 
i.e., a systematic attempt to study social 
processes and phenomena in interconnection 
with the higher education subsystem, using 
general sociological methodology, producing 

conclusions and generalizations about 
the societal level – such discourse is present, 
active, but rather limited. It is not without reason 
that even in the description of this discourse, we 
have actively used the terminology of the systems 
approach and structural functionalism, as they 
are characteristic of most of the publications we 
have considered that can be attributed to this 
discourse. This logically leads to two main frames:

1.1. Frame of Change and Adaptation. Distance 
education is viewed as a way for the social system 
to adapt to the challenges of COVID-19 initially, 
and then to the full-scale invasion. This rather 
self-evident, but no less valuable perspective 
on framing the research problem is usually 
implements in an attempt to validly evaluate 
the transformation of learning and teaching 
practices: active use of statistical and quantitative 
sociological data to determine the scale of changes 
and adaptations provides broad analytical results. 
At the same time, there is also a certain limitation 
to this approach – the statement of the adaptive 
nature of these transformations and the fixation 
of quantitative indicators of this process occurs 
in the format of an instantant cut, almost 
without an attempt to trace certain dynamics 
(except through comparing the situation 
“before” and “now”; forecasts of the situation's 
development are also usually not offered, although 
this is quite easily explained by the current 
general social situation, in which any predictions 
are unrelevant). Examples of publications created 
within this frame [1; 6; 17; 27; 33; 35].

1.2. Frame of Problems and Challenges. 
This frame proposes to view the process 
and result of the forced transition to distance 
education as a social problem and a societal 
challenge – it can be considered the least realized. 
There are isolated publications whose authors 
attempt to look at the long-term effects of this 
forced transition, while offering a community-wide 
perspective. While the previous frame emphasizes 
the publication and analysis of fresh empirical data, 
this frame is characterized by the continuation 
of general sociological theorizing with the addition 
of specifics regarding distance education (e.g., 
[3; 34]). This frame itself implies the need for 
a critical approach to both the system of (distance) 
education and societal transformations as 
a whole, therefore we see it as the most promising 
in our search; also, the obvious quantitative 
and qualitative lack of scientific production in this 
direction is a symptom of deficiencies in domestic 
sociological science itself.

2. Special Sociological Discourse. 
This primarily refers to work in the direction 
of sociology of education, as well as other related 
branch sociologies and/or middle-range theories 
(sociology of parenting, sociology of youth, 
sociology of work, sociology of management, 
sociology of science, etc.). Although we do 
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not want to and cannot give a valid quantitative 
assessment of publication activity, based on quite 
unambiguous impressions, it is this discourse 
that is most captured by this issue. The reason, 
apparently, is that this is now the most obvious 
and noticeable problem in the subject field for those 
working in these areas; and for domestic sociology, 
this is traditionally one of the most sought-after 
niches. Even without considering the fact of these 
unequivocally revolutionary transformations 
of the education system and the learning process, 
which – take this (for now) as a metaphor – have 
passed the point of no return in the process 
of digitalization and computerization, the set 
of main research frames remains the same as 
if we were conducting our analysis on an array 
of “pre-distance” publications of the domestic 
special sociological educational discourse.

2.1. Frame of Innovation and Prospects. 
This frame unfolds in the wake of modernization 
and digitalization theories, raising questions 
about progressive changes in the education 
system through the involvement of the latest 
information and social technologies. The forced 
transition to distance learning format is usually 
viewed as an opportunity for accelerated 
modernization of traditional approaches to 
organizing the educational process. Research 
questions are related to how exactly to promote 
the implementation of new technologies in 
the higher education system, how to adopt best 
practices from institutions in other countries, 
what prospects and opportunities are provided 
by modernization through digitalization 
and algorithmization of higher education, 
and so on. The argumentation for such an openly 
optimistic view of these forced changes usually 
lies in articulating the fact of gradual information 
and technical progress in the “out-of-classroom 
world”; and in such a formulation of research 
questions, a dissonance is assumed and implied 
between “advanced” digital practices (artificial 
intelligence and neural networks, supplemented 
reality technologies, etc.) widespread in other 
spheres of life – consumption, mass culture, 
production, etc. – and the “backward” practices 
of the traditional higher education system. The 
limitations of the research potential of such a frame 
are obvious (if only due to the existing engagement 
and excessive declarativeness), nevertheless, 
the practical and socio-technological potential 
of this research direction can indeed claim to have 
a tangible result, which is embodied in a relatively 
large amount of scientific production [5; 11; 14; 
20; 26; 32].

2.2. Frame of Educational Efficiency 
and Quality. This is also one of the classic 
and always in-demand frames – the sociological 
study of the quality and efficiency of education, 
which gains new relevance and new waves 
of popularity after the forced transition to a distance 

learning format. It is assumed that the procedures 
of teaching, assimilation and verification 
of educational materials (in the scientific-
instrumental sense), as well as the functions 
and norms of the institution of education as 
such (in the scientific-descriptive sense) are 
forms of sociation specific to offline learning, 
and after the transition to distance learning, not 
only a reorganization of the institution is required, 
but also a rethinking of approaches to evaluating 
its functioning. More prosaic and urgent topics are 
also raised, in particular attempts at sociological 
assessment of new practices, solutions, 
approaches to improving the quality of education, 
which in the crisis-transition period, obviously, 
has a high risk of declining. We hesitated for 
quite a while whether it was worth attributing this 
frame specifically to special sociological frames 
(to the sociology of education), but we still 
decided to do so: in such format studies, there 
are attempts to use sociological interpretation 
and make certain sociological-methodological 
generalizations, even though the main result often 
goes beyond the competencies of sociology 
(towards pedagogy, management theory, 
etc.). At the same time, the quality/efficiency 
of education is considered here in relation to 
other social institutions – how this will affect 
the labor market, what consequences this will 
have in terms of access to education, how this 
relates to the available material and intangible 
resources of the population, how this will affect 
on the processes of scientific development 
and academic culture, etc. Among the examples 
of publications in this frame, we can mention 
the following [23; 24; 29; 37; 38].

2.3. Organizational and Management Frame. 
This frame raises urgent issues regarding problems 
and challenges during the organization of learning 
in a distance format: starting from the peculiarities 
of implementing distance learning at the micro 
level [12], continuing with the organizational 
level [4], and ending with the institutional level 
[9; 10; 16; 18; 28]. Work within this frame has 
clear and specific objectives – disseminating 
experience in making management decisions, 
recommendations, and advice on organizing 
the work process. This results in a systematic 
adherence to statutory and legal acts, which ties 
them to the problem field of organizational theory, 
jurisprudence, and public administration theory. 
Although such a “grounded” orientation allows 
for tangible results with sufficient prospects for 
implementation and approbation, it is still more 
of an instrumental use of scientific methods, which 
does not allow for the development of a system 
of scientific worldview.

3. Cross-Sociological Discourse. This refers 
to the discourse concerning distance education 
and distance learning that is constructed 
at the intersection of sociology with other related 
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disciplines. This discourse is the most diffuse, as 
the evident and urgent social problem – the forced 
transition to distance education – though falling 
within sociology's problematic field, is of interest 
to many other disciplines as well. The cross-
disciplinary discourse is of interest to us, if 
only because sociology quite often acts as 
one of the components of this very cross-
disciplinarization, although in a subordinate 
position due to the relatively low level of autonomy 
of the sociological field itself. On the other hand, 
the methodоlogy of research by colleagues in 
the socio-humanitarian sector has often served as 
inspiration for sociology itself, and in this context, 
probing the body of work of “neighboring” 
disciplines will certainly not be superfluous.

3.1. Sociological-Pedagogical Frame. The 
name of this frame is highly conditional, as it 
would be more appropriate to term it the “frame 
of pedagogy using sociological methods”. This 
implies that such publications are prepared within 
the pedagogical paradigm and for pedagogical 
purposes, but sociological research methods 
(most frequently quantitative and qualitative 
surveys) are included into the research toolkit. 
Examples of such publications include [2; 7; 15; 
36; 39].

3.2. Social Psychological Frame. This frame 
is not “cross-disciplinary” in its pure form, as it 
usually has a clear disciplinary affiliation – to social 
psychology. However, the hybrid nature of this 
discipline, built on a combination of sociology, 
psychology, and anthropology, allows us to 
interpret the scientific output of this frame as 
part of an interdisciplinary discourse (here, 
the question lies more in the convenience of such 
a decision rather than its heuristic potential).

In terms of content, these studies relate to 
a large number of objects of study in social 
psychology that becomes relevant during 
distance learning formats – motivation for learning 
[13], psychological comfort [31], problems 
of isolation [21], and so on. A significant portion 
of the problematic field of social psychology 
in studying issues related to the transition to 
distance learning overlaps with the problematic 
field of sociology. Therefore, cooperation 
and collaboration are possible here, although 
they are not particularly observed at the moment.

3.3. Socio-Philosophical Frame. Similar 
to the previous frame, the boundary between 
sociology and social philosophy is more 
formally administrative than substantively 
heuristic. Nevertheless, there is a significant 
specificity in studying problems related to 
distance education: sociology (both general-
theoretical and specialized) still strives to base 
itself on empirical data, while social philosophy 
manages without them, considering broader 
issues – prerequisites [25], foundations [19], 
ethical problems [30], and so on.

3.4. Profession-Specific Frames. Such 
publications, as in the previous case, often 
use sociological methods to address their own 
questions. In particular, a fairly common research 
design is determining the peculiarities of teaching 
certain disciplines in a distance format – for example, 
for medical students [22], psychology students [8], 
and almost all other university specialties – using 
various technologies and methods for teaching, 
etc. This is an obviously in-demand and extremely 
productive frame, however, it is of little interest in 
the context of our research.

Conclusion. Based on the results of probing 
the scientific-sociological discourse on distance 
education, we can note that, predictably, 
the vast majority of publications belong to 
the field of sociology (sociology of education); 
to some extent, an interdisciplinary approach is 
involved, for example, combining sociology with 
pedagogy; but general sociological publications 
are rather an exception. This gives rise to a number 
of epistemological problems that also cannot be 
overlooked:

1. Eclecticism of knowledge and data. 
Research results are often disconnected in terms 
of aspects of the problem, studied social groups 
and communities, institutions, and territories. 
A large number of heterogeneous and multi-level 
data on this topic makes it impossible to either 
construct a comprehensive scientific picture or 
reach the level of systemic policy in the long term.

2. Sectoral limitation and fixation on 
the institution of education. Almost all domestic 
studies on education topics are confined only to 
the issue of education, ignoring the interrelation 
between the institution/field of education and other 
institutions/fields – economy and labor market, 
family, politics, etc. That is, problems in the field 
of education are considered in a vacuum, detached 
from social processes and structures. This leads to 
the next problem.

3. Excessive technologicalness / technocratic 
focus. The focus of research on applied institutional 
issues allows to some extent to deal with individual 
symptoms – form, technology, organization 
of the work process, etc., but does not allow 
addressing the question of the “health” of the entire 
“social organism” – social structures and processes 
that underlie the challenges of distance education.

4. Apologetic nature and/or detachment 
of research results. The above-mentioned problems 
(eclecticism, limitation, technocracy) logically lead 
to the fact that research results can only describe 
and/or justify the situation, but not explain it. This is 
often complemented by a purely engaged emphasis 
on achievements in the implementation of distance 
education, which creates a rather tendentious 
picture – of more or less successful struggle 
of educators against the elements. Undoubtedly, 
this field of knowledge lacks a systemic critical view 
that would allow “looking behind the scenes”.
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