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	Author’s Feedback (It is mandatory that authors should write his/her feedback here)



	Please write a few sentences regarding the importance of this manuscript for the scientific community. A minimum of 3-4 sentences may be required for this part.


	This manuscript makes an important contribution to the scientific community by reframing the digital divide in higher education as a governance and management challenge rather than a purely technological issue. By applying Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory in a comparative benchmarking analysis, the study deepens theoretical understanding of why universities across different regions adopt similar digital inclusion strategies while achieving unequal equity outcomes. The inclusion of a Philippine university alongside globally recognized institutions provides valuable empirical insight from a developing and middle-income context that is often underrepresented in international higher education research. Overall, the study offers a conceptually grounded and policy-relevant framework that can inform future research, institutional decision-making, and comparative studies on digital equity in higher education.
	

	Is the title of the article suitable?

(If not please suggest an alternative title)


	Yes, it is ok, but I have suggested the alternative title depending on emphasis:
1. Governance- and theory-forward (recommended for higher education or policy journals)
Managing the Digital Divide in Higher Education: A Comparative Benchmarking Study of Institutional Governance Strategies

	

	Is the abstract of the article comprehensive? Do you suggest the addition (or deletion) of some points in this section? Please write your suggestions here.


	Yes, the abstract is generally comprehensive, coherent, and appropriate for an original research article, especially for qualitative and policy-oriented journals. It clearly states the topic, approach, data sources, theoretical framing, key findings, and conclusions
	

	Is the manuscript scientifically, correct? Please write here.
	Overall, the manuscript is scientifically sound and methodologically appropriate for a qualitative, theory-informed benchmarking study in higher education research. The research design, use of Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory, and reliance on systematic document analysis are consistent with established qualitative research standards and are correctly applied throughout the study.

From a methodological perspective, the sampling logic, benchmarking rationale, and use of purposive case selection are well justified and aligned with contemporary qualitative research guidance. The study correctly avoids claims of statistical generalizability and instead emphasizes analytical comparison and theoretical interpretation, which is appropriate for the chosen design. The procedures for data analysis, formation of strategy clusters, and trustworthiness (credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability) are clearly articulated and consistent with qualitative research best practices.

From a theoretical standpoint, the application of Institutional Theory, particularly institutional isomorphism, and Equity and Access Theory is conceptually accurate and coherently integrated into the analysis and discussion. The interpretations drawn from these frameworks are cautious, logically reasoned, and supported by documentary evidence, without overstating causal relationships or outcomes.

There are no major scientific or conceptual errors in the manuscript. The primary limitations relate to scope, specifically reliance on publicly available documents and a small number of benchmark institutions, but these limitations are explicitly acknowledged and do not undermine the scientific correctness of the study. As written, the manuscript meets accepted standards of rigor, transparency, and theoretical alignment for qualitative research in higher education management and policy.
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	Are the references sufficient and recent? If you have suggestions of additional references, please mention them in the review form.
	Yes , the references in the manuscript are generally sufficient, relevant, and include many recent (2023–2025) studies, which is appropriate for a topic grounded in rapidly evolving areas like digital transformation and equity in higher education. The list includes key theoretical sources (e.g., DiMaggio & Powell on Institutional Theory; Sen and Rawls on equity and justice) and current empirical and policy literature on the digital divide, higher education management, and ASEAN/regional contexts.

That said, to further strengthen the theoretical framing and situate this study within broader scholarly discussions, researchers may consider adding a few established and recent works in each of the following areas:
Digital Divide and Digital Inequality Theory
While van Dijk (2019) and Mikhailov et al. (2024) are solid, adding foundational and contemporary perspectives can enhance conceptual depth:

· Hilbert, M. (2011). Digital gender divide or technologically empowered women in developing countries? World Development for nuanced discussion of how digital divides intersect with social structures.

· Warschauer, M. (2003). Technology and Social Inclusion: Rethinking the Digital Divide. MIT Press. Classic work that remains central to equity discussions.



 2. Higher Education Digital Transformation
To reinforce the link between organizational strategy and digital transformation:

· Selwyn, N. (2016). Education and Technology: Key Issues and Debates. Bloomsbury. Provides a critical lens on the implementation of technology in higher education.

· Ali, W. (2020). Online and Remote Learning in Higher Education Institutes: A Necessity in Light of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Higher Education Studies: Recent context on how institutions manage digital shifts.



 3. Institutional Theory in Higher Education
To deepen the institutional analysis:

· Scott, W.R. (2014). Institutions and Organizations: Ideas, Interests, and Identities. Sage. A more recent edition than some of the cited works, useful if reviewers seek an updated framing.

· Greenwood, R., Oliver, C., Sahlin, K., & Suddaby, R. (2017). The SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism. Sage. Comprehensive treatment of institutional mechanisms relevant to governance and isomorphism.



 4. Equity and Access in Digital Learning
To support the manuscript’s equity claims:

· OECD (2021). Beyond Academic Learning: First Results from the Survey of Social and Emotional Skills. Offers additional insight into how digital learning intersects with broad participation and equity, useful in positioning your findings in global policy debates.

· Means, B., & Neisler, J. (2021). Teaching and Learning in K-12 during the COVID-19 Pandemic: Results from a National Survey. American Educational Research Journal. While not HE-specific, it contributes to understanding how digital divides manifest in learning contexts.



 5. ASEAN / Regional Context
A citation specifically focused on Southeast Asia can contextualize your regional claims:

· Merrill, B., & Fafard, P. (2022). Higher Education in Southeast Asia: Challenges for Research, Teaching, and Learning. Asia Pacific Journal of Education helps situate ASEAN’s digitalization goals within broader educational change debates.


	

	Is the language/English quality of the article suitable for scholarly communications?


	Yes
	

	Optional/General comments


	
	


	PART  2: 



	
	Reviewer’s comment
	Author’s Feedback (It is mandatory that authors should write his/her feedback here)



	Are there ethical issues in this manuscript? 
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