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Proposed policies in light of procedures adopted
by Palestinian universities during emergency

Nuha Iter!, Mervat Sharabati-Shahin?, Refa’ Jamal Ramahi® and Ghassan Omar Shahin**

Abstract: Higher education in Palestine, as in other countries, suddenly found itself
in the middle of the Covid19 pandemic. It was in March 2020 that the government
declared the state of emergency and ordered educational institutions on lockdown,
replacing oncampus teaching with online teaching. Within almost two weeks, all
universities started teaching in the new modality. This research aims to reveal the
procedures Palestinian universities resorted to during the emergency, due to
Covid19 pandemic; and to propose future policies for the continuity of teaching and
learning in times of emergency. The research used two data collection techniques, a
questionnaire and interviews. The questionnaire was distributed online to all faculty
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members at 10 Palestinian universities in the West Bank. It was able to collect 249
responses. Interviews were conducted with three vice presidents for academic
affairs. Results showed a diversity of procedures and actions were executed by
universities to assist students continue learning, such as the quick decision to switch
to eLearning. In addition, universities managed to keep students safely learning at
distance; administrative and support departments managed to keep up with their
duties. Results also revealed that universities were not adequately prepared for e-
Learning as there were no clear and integrated plans and policies, neither they were
able to manage learning within the new modality. This study proposes some future
policies for universities to follow when adopting and implementing e-Learning:
through e-Learning quality control policy; e-Learning assessment policy; and
readiness policy in emergencies for universities.

Subjects: Teaching & Learning - Education; ICT; Education Policy

Keywords: higher education institutions; teaching/learning policies; e-Learning in
emergency Covid-19 pandemic; emergency policy

1. Introduction

Despite the negative impacts the Covid-19 pandemic had on all sectors all over the world, it is an
opportunity to learn the most efficient methods to handle emergency, building on lessons learnt
from experiences such as SARS; hypothesizing that the virus outbreak would happen in several
waves; and other similar pandemics might happen. In this context, the World Bank has indicated
that governments have dealt with the pandemic in different methods and strategies. Some
countries have raised alert levels while keeping educational institutions open under strict health
measures; others have put forth protocols to deal with possible scenarios and cases; yet others
restricted direct physical contact by minimizing social and extracurricular activities; where others
have imposed complete closure and resorted to Internet-based education (Qazehaq & Shamis,
2020).

In the early 2020, the World Health Organization reported Covid-19 a pandemic, as it spread
quickly all over the world by March 2020 (WHO, 2020). The Covid-19 outbreak was a world-
shocking reality that disrupted individual and community life style, and the education sector
suffered as many others. Many countries declared a state of emergency that affected almost all
sectors. Schools and universities altered their practices and norms on all levels and switched to a
new unclear “norm” as a reaction to deal with Covid-19 pandemic, one of which was the switch to
Internet-based teaching and learning.

The pandemic revealed countries’ capabilities to deal with the emergency case in general and
specially in education. Interestingly, emergency management was a reaction, and not a pro-
action, as indicated in the report of National Center for Campus Public Safety-NCCPS (2016)
where some results showed that the campus mentality is dominant, as people think that incidents
should occur before engaging in improving emergency management programs. It also clearly
stated that 58% of those surveyed believe that emergency response plans are more common
than proactive/preemptive ones, in addition to 47% stated that staffing in emergency manage-
ment has not changed and there was a shortage in staff (National Center for Campus Public
Safety-NCCPS, 2016).

For the recent Covid-19 pandemic, the World Bank has issued some recommendations to
confront the pandemic. Of those, it recommended all countries have preemptive plans and
countermeasures set in place when faced with the pandemic for minimal damage, which included
tests’ protocols; health and sanitation campaign; closing down schools and other institutions while
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recommending education authorities to develop new learning models during emergency; and
making educational systems less vulnerable in emergencies (Qazehaq & Shamis, 2020). The
Palestinian National Authority declared emergency in the first week of March 2020 to confront
Covid-19, and asked universities to continue the education process off-campus in the shortest
possible time. In two weeks’ time, Palestinian universities had responded quickly to the emergency
and started teaching off-campus. This response raised the skepticisms of universities’ readiness
and ability to switch to e-Learning. According to Toquero (2020), higher education institutions
should respond effectively to stakeholders’ needs. Within this context, this research tries to shed
light on e-Learning practices, procedures and policies in emergency across higher education sector
in Palestine, and propose a set of policies for universities to adopt in emergency.

2. Problem statement

The declaration of emergency by authorities in Palestine has caused universities to act accordingly
to maintain education under emergency. Each university has responded individually, but without
taking into account the readiness of faculty and students for e-Learning. The proposed methods of
teaching varied between universities as well. The significance of this study comes from its focus on
the procedures that were adopted by Palestinian universities during the pandemic. It would be
beneficial for the Ministry of Higher Education and the universities to adopt the proposed policies of
this study in order to maintain the quality of learning during emergencies. This study aims to shed
light on emergency e-Learning practices, procedures, and regulations in Palestine’s higher educa-
tion sector and offers a set of guidelines for universities to follow. Therefore, it would be prudent to
explore and identify those policies at Palestinian traditional universities by answering the main
question: what were the policies followed by Palestinian traditional universities during the pan-
demic? This question could be further divided into the following two questions:

(1) What measures did Palestinian traditional universities take to ensure continuity of the
education process during the pandemic?

(2) What would be future policies to be adopted by Palestinian traditional universities to ensure
continuity of education during and after the pandemic?

Answering these questions, the research tries to achieve the following two objectives:

(1) Identify measures taken by Palestinian traditional universities during the Covid-19 pandemic
to ensure continuity of education

(2) Propose future policies that ensure the continuity of education in emergencies at Palestinian
traditional universities after the pandemic.

The following literature review begins with a detailed overview of the relevant research. After that,
the data collection process is described in detail. Then, the results and general discussion section.
Finally, the paper provides some recommendations for universities and for future research.

3. Literature review

With the continuous spread of Covid-19, more universities closed their campuses and switched to
e-Learning, therefore students as well as faculty members were affected. This prompted research-
ers and international organizations such as Crawford et al. (2020), UNESCO (2020), United Nations
(2020), Cuaton (2020), Quezada et al. (2020), Jena (2020), Yulia (2020), Salmi (2020), and Toquero
(2020) to raise concerns like: how did universities manage to switch to e-Learning quickly? How did
students and faculty accept it? These concerns are mostly directed to low-income countries due to
limited resources and capabilities where many crucial assets are questionable. The readiness of
homes, faculty technical skills, the Internet bandwidth, e-content access, and instructional design
skills are causes for concern, seeing, as many higher education institutions were quick to switch to
Internet-based learning before minding e-teaching/learning methods and skill (Crawford et al,,
2020). According to UNESCO (2020), distance learning has imposed itself in the Arab World due to
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Covid-19 pandemic, therefore the need for planning and improving the quality of education
became of priority in order to achieve learning outcomes. Moreover, for that to materialize, efforts
should be directed to digital content creation, variety, analysis and evaluation, and the use of new
learning methods. However, it should be noticed that such type of education is not and should not
be an alternative to normal education UNESCO, 2020.

Internationally, the United Nations announced that the pandemic has caused the largest effect
on education in history, as more than 1.58 billion amounting to 94% of students worldwide have
been affected on all educational levels and forms United Nations, 2020. As Covid-19 was surpris-
ingly spreading all over in a fast mode, it is obvious that it needs to be dealt with in a way to keep
its effect on society to a minimum; maintaining fair and sustainable opportunities to minimize the
effect of this sudden change. This change process needs to be considered as a learning process
rather than a re-action, where proper measures and actions on all levels at higher education
institutions should be taken; otherwise, big leaps would be needed at later stage Hall & Hord, 2015.
Because almost everyone has dealt with the pandemic as an incident, universities’ responses in the
six areas covered by World Health Organization were different, ranging from social distancing in
campus, to implementing certain measures for e-Learning, to those who did not implement even
social distances at campuses (Crawford et al., 2020). According to UNESCO (2020), there were no
clear policies to close schools and universities on a national scale in countries such as Brazil,
Canada, Greenland, Russia and United States of America.

Consequently, new teaching/learning reality has emerged. Due to the pandemic, different
countries have tried different setups for teaching and learning be it on national or institutional
levels. According to Bensaid and Brahimi (2020), universities in the Gulf Cooperative Council
Countries—GCC—have switched to Internet-based learning to ensure continuity of education,
with flexible and varied assessment methods and e-resources, in addition to counselling services,
however different between countries. In another corner of the world, the Philippines’ higher
education authority has taken some actions and measures to maintain successful learning such
as developing examination protocols in light of the WHO instructions, providing students with
necessary information and support with counselling services (Cuaton, 2020). Other measures were
also implemented such as having in-campus clinics, amending academic calendar, assessing
students using available measures, cancelling extracurricular activities, and deferring graduation
ceremonies (Cuaton, 2020). One of the colleges in California, USA, prepared a plan to switch to
Internet-based learning due to Covid-19, taking into account several dimensions such as technol-
ogy-based teaching strategies, alternative technology-based assessment methods, feedback,
course emotional engagement and psychological support (Quezada et al., 2020). In India, Jena
(2020))) reported that higher education institutions adopted flexible education services and mea-
sures; also reported the emergence of new learning patterns; new views and trends and predicting
that this situation would continue, resulting in a would-be new teaching and learning models in
India. Exploring the responses of 20 universities to Covid-19 pandemic in 20 different countries,
Crawford et al. (2020) reported that there was no unified reaction or responses among these. The
study showed that high-income countries reported high number of infections; and most of them
have closed all campuses and switched to Internet-based learning except United States, while all
developing countries, with the exception of a few, announced the closure of all schools and
universities on a local basis. On the other hand, countries such as India, China, South Koreaq,
Hong Kong and South Africa extended the semester break and resort to e-Learning.
Underdeveloped countries have resorted to free e-Learning platforms and resources to make-up
for the loss (Crawford et al., 2020). The study concluded that though there was not enough time for
unified international actions; universities all over need to join forces on domestic and international
levels to maintain high standards of digital education and to provide students and communities at
home with support to improve the learning environment.

In Saudi Arabia, King Abdulaziz University acknowledged the importance of proper infrastructure
it has based its fourth plan on, as when the pandemic spread, students were denied access to
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campus and the university switched to e-Learning. The university’s plan with installed infrastruc-
ture, an accumulated experience with e-Learning combined with faculty training and additional
training on Blackboard Ultra aided in the smooth transition to e-Learning with almost no obstacles
(King Abdulaziz University, 2020). On the other hand, Yulia (2020) pointed out that in Indonesia;
universities were closed and switched to e-Learning, where lecturers used a variety of teaching
methods suitable for e-Learning. On a contrary view, José S and Serpa (2020) considered Covid-19
as an opportunity to improve sustainability in higher education, suggesting that Covid-19 has
caused improvement in sustaining digital development in higher education combined with chal-
lenges. It added that Covid-19 has provided good conditions to all stakeholders, for new commit-
ments towards sustainable development in higher education such as enforcing rigorous scientific
practices and supporting the inclusion of needed policies.

Jelinska and Paradowski (2021) concluded that despite the negative effect of Covid-19 pan-
demic, it might bring positive developments to education after the pandemic; therefore, institu-
tions should be ready for long-term support for both teachers and students. They also found that
teachers who have prior experience with teaching remotely or using synchronous methods are
more adaptable and engaged in the transition to new teaching modality (Jelinska & Paradowski,
2021). In its guide for policy makers in academic, technical and vocational education, UNESCO
(2020) recommended that there should be managed change for planning future of e-Learning,
adequate policies and regulations for blended learning, converting traditional contents into high-
quality digital contents. In addition to that, it recommended adoption of quality standards in e-
Learning, more investment in e-Learning, setting forth international plans towards digitalization,
and acknowledging the important role of big data in education UNESCO, 2020. This indeed put
more pressure on higher education to meet expectations and demands of different parties.
Toquero (2020) argued that higher education institutes must respond effectively and efficiently
in administrative practices, as the pandemic is changing the way the education system is exe-
cuted, and therefore evidences of good practices and handling of crises are much needed. This
could be, according to Toquero (2020), in the form of “strengthen data monitoring, documentation
and evidence-based practices of the services and programs that are offered to the students”
(Toquero, 2020). In addition, Toquero (2020) recommends that faculty need to put more efforts,
among others, in strategic planning, documenting best processes and improve learning.

Locally, Palestine has declared a state of emergency on 5 March 2020, due to Covid-19. Varied
reactions among affected communities were reported. However, because education affects almost
every home, Palestinian traditional universities were quick in putting forth some measures and
alternatives to assure the continuity of the education process in this emergency, as more than
170,000 students in higher education sector were directly affected (MOHE, 2020-a). As the pan-
demic continued, Palestinian traditional universities responded differently based on the institu-
tion’s capabilities and infrastructure; but not according to a pre-set policy. MOHE has announced
that there will be a strategy for the digitalization of higher education to facilitate the digital
transformation in higher education institutions (MOHE, 2020-a). It added that a by-law draft for
e-Learning is being prepared, among other initiatives, and put forth to go through appropriate
legislative channels. Moreover, results of a study conducted during second semester of the aca-
demic year 2019-2020 by Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research MOHE (2020-b)
showed that 81.5% of lecturers and 41% of students in their institution have trained them on e-
Learning, while 67.1% of lecturers and 44% of students agree that e-Learning has accomplished
the knowledge part of intended learning outcomes. In addition, 70.9% of lecturers and 39.9% of
students indicated that e-Learning touched on all aspect of the curricula based on course outline,
while 71.8% of lecturers and 43.2% of students indicated that e-Learning has given more oppor-
tunities for lecturer-student communications (Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research
MOHE, 2019). The study recommended, among others, that e-Learning be used as a support to
face-to-face teaching and learning, e-Learning platforms be made available to higher education,
training faculty and students on e-Learning, e-Learning by-law to be implemented and monitored
by the ministry and the universities.
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4. Methodology

Mixed method approach was used—quantitative/descriptive, qualitative/interactive—for complet-
ing this study. The researchers used the funneling method to develop the questionnaire, where
some items were extracted from literature. Other items were constructed by the researchers based
on their experiences; taking into account the local context. The questionnaire consisted of three
parts: demographic data of three items, and the second part consisted of 44 items and the third
has two open-end questions. The second part of the questionnaire consisting of 44 items was
designed based on Likert-scale—Strongly Agree, Agree, neutral, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree.
These were converted into numeric values as “5” for SA and “1 for SD.

The population consisted of all 5000-faculty members at 10 traditional Palestinian universities in
the West Bank of Palestine according to statistical reports issued in 2019 and 2021 by the Ministry
of Higher Education and Scientific research (Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific research
MOHE, 2019). The questionnaire was distributed online, using Google Forms, due to the emergency.
It was sent over to university officials to forward it to the faculty members at their respected
universities. In addition to that, the researchers forwarded it through their personal connections,
especially to faculty members at universities where officials failed to do so, asking them to forward
it to others as well. Unfortunately, there were only 249 responses, while it should be around 360
responses based on confidence level of 95% and confidence interval of 5% (Creative Research
Systems, n.d.). As the sample size should be 360; and there are 249 responses, then the response
rate is 249/360 which is equal to 69.17%. This number of responses could be attributed to the fact
that there were many questionnaires distributed to faculty members by other researcher during
the same period, where faculty members commented, they were fed-up filling questionnaires. In
addition, officials at some universities did not forward the questionnaire to their faculty member,
and even one VP responded by saying, “we shall not distribute it to our faculty because some of
them are doing research similar to this one”.

In addition to the questionnaire, three vice presidents for academic affairs at three universities
were interviewed. The interview questions were developed; and passed to the VPs to answer.

Both instruments were subject to 10 experts’ judgment—review—of varied academic back-
grounds. Comments and suggestions were taken into account to enhance both instruments.
Then, a pilot test was conducted by sending the questionnaire to 30 faculty members of various
background and from different universities, to test it, informing them that it is in fact a pilot test
and their comments are welcomed. There were 12 female and 11 male respondents, coming from
different academic fields as shown in Table 1.

The questionnaire scored a reliability of 0.927 based on Cronbach’s Alpha, which is considered
very high; and indicates that the questionnaire can be distributed and used as shown in Table 2.

Data collected through the questionnaire were analyzed using the SPSS software. It first was
converted from Google Forms into a Google sheet, and then exported to SPSS.

The reliability of the final questionnaire with 249 responses scored 0.873 based on Cronbach’s
Alpha as shown in Table 3.

The demographic characteristics of the respondents are shown in the following Tables 4-7.

The percentage of female participants could be attributed to a similar percentage of female
faculty members at these universities. Table 5 shows the distribution of respondents according to
universities. Names of the universities were coded as universityl, University2, etc. for privacy
issues. The varied percentages of responses based on university; could be attributed to what has
been mentioned above regarding the sample size and the actual number of responses.
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Table 2. Reliability of the questionnaire based on the pilot test

Reliability statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha No. of items

927 44

In Table 6, the distribution of respondents based on field/specialization is demonstrated. The
largest percentage of responses come from engineering, followed by computer sciences and
information technology, and then economics, finance and management, while lowest come from
medical, health and life science. This is reasonable as not all universities have medical and health
sciences programs, while the high majority have engineering and computer science/information
technology programs.

Table 7 shows the distribution of the respondents according to their experience. Faculty mem-
bers with more than 15 years of experience were the top respondents, while others scored similar
percentages.

For making the results of the main seven questions demonstrated in Table 8 more understand-
able and simpler to interpret, the researchers resorted to classifying the results in general and the
Means of each question under three categories: Low, Medium and High, according to the equation:

Equation 1: Length of interval = (highest value in Likert scale—lowest value in Likert scale)/number
of categories

L=(5-1)/3=4/3=1.33

For the interview questions, the three interview results were compared and analyzed. Responses to
each interview question were analyzed individually to find common things as well as differences,
and then individual as well as collective responses were connected to each other to extract ideas
and impeded policies in these universities as described by the VPs.

5. Results and discussions

In this section, discussion of the results reported is highlighted. For the first research question
“What measures did Palestinian traditional universities take to ensure continuity of the education
process during the pandemic?”, it was fulfilled through the data collected using questionnaire. In
addition to that, results of three interviews with vice presidents for academic affairs at three
universities were used to answer this research question. Data from 7 items of the questionnaire
concerned with measures and procedures taken by universities during the pandemic, particularly
in the second semester of the academic year 2019-2020, were analyzed as shown in Table 9. The
mean value was interpreted and clarified by using three categories: high, medium and low
according to equation 1 above:

This is indicated in Table 8.

Table 9 clearly shows that the average of mean for all seven items is 3.92 which is considered
high, indicating that respondents overall agree with measures taken by universities. On the other
hand, the average standard deviation for all seven items is 0.918, which indicates that the overall
responses are not far from the average mean. This in turn indicates that there is an acceptable
normal distribution. With the exception of items 4 and 7 of Table 9, all items has standard
deviation below 1.0.
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Table 8. Interpretation of mean value

Range Meaning
[1-2.33] Low

[2.34-3.67] ' Medium

[3.68-5] Meaning

It is clearly noticed that 85.5% of respondents highly agree or agree that universities have taken
the decision to move to e-Learning at the right time. The overall mean for this question was 4.18;
which is considered high; while only 10.8% were neutral and only 36% did not agree with that. This
clearly indicates that the decision to move to e-Learning was taken at the right time according to
faculty members. This is in line with what vice presidents for academic affairs reported in the
interviews as the preparation to move to e-Learning was done within 1-2 weeks from the
declaration of the emergency act by the Palestinian government. One of the VPs said “we start
to update our ITC in February but we made things faster at beginning of March and we started to
teach online on March 10th“. Evidences that support this claim can be clearly found in the press
releases and announcements made by various universities. Example can be found in Palestine
Polytechnic University (PPU; 2020-a) and b; BZU (2020)-a and b; PTUK (2020), Abu Alrub (2020),
(Palestine Polytechnic University (PPU), 2020-b) where it clearly shows that the move was quick to
adopting e-learning. It seems that the quick measures and preparations by universities, such as
meetings; committees formulation; building on past experiences of Israeli military imposed clo-
sures among other things, according to VPs, have all helped in taking such decision and imple-
mentation. “We had experiences where the university was closed several times; both for short or
long period; by the Israeli forces, and we had to continue teaching in the traditional way by either
extend the semester and do some make-up classes or use off-campus classrooms to continue”
one of the VPs said. In addition to that, the acceptance of such measures by faculty members and
their abilities to handle similar situations in the past has helped in this direction. This is generally in
line with what Crawford et al. (2020) reported that most universities in developed countries have
closed their campuses and shifted to Internet-based teaching and learning, while most developing
and under-developed countries have closed all universities and schools. On the other hand,
countries such as Brazil and Singapore, the decision was individual/local but not as a country
policy (Crawford et al.,, 2020).

The third item of Table 9 is ranked high, the same as the first one with a mean of 4.18. It shows
that 86.7% of respondents agree with this, while 3.2% disagree, and 10% were neutral. This result
shows that the decision and actions taken by universities to resort to Internet-based learning have
helped the government in implementing the emergency plan through keeping students home,
while taken safety measures in-campus achieved students’ safety objective, and at the same time
won faculty members satisfaction and support. This result is seconded by the VPs of academic
affairs who assured that the existence of e-Learning units or centers at these universities has
helped in easing and facilitating the move to e-Learning within this short time of about 1-2 weeks.
It is also supported by the press releases and reports as shown in Palestine Polytechnic University
(PPU; 2020-a) and (PPU 2020-b); BZU (2020)-a and BZU (2020-b); PTUK (Palestine Technical
University-Kadoorie (PTUK), 2020) and Jawabrah (2020). These results are similar to what Yulia
(2020) has reported that the educators move to Internet-based learning has helped the
Indonesian government controlling the Covid-19 spread, and also in line with (Bensaid &
Brahimi, 2020) which described how universities used several methods and means and how they
adopt to internet-based learning in an effective way in coordination with their governments.
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The second item “support and service units have maintained basic operations during pandemic”
has scored second with a 3.98 high mean, where 74.7% of the sample agreed that these units
have maintained basic operations during pandemic. On the other hand, 19.3% were neutral, and
6.0% disagree with that. This is in line with what VPs have said about universities’ preparing and
equipping such units to maintain teaching and learning, and finish the semester. This result
assures what was reported in King Abdulaziz university fourth plan (2020), which clearly indicates
the importance of having and maintaining proper infrastructure, as the existence and readiness of
electronic infrastructure; in addition to long experience in e-Learning systems and continuous
training of faculty have a major role in smoothly transitioning to e-Learning with almost no serious
obstacles. It is also consistent with what Jelinska and Paradowski (2021) have concluded in their
research stressing the importance of proper long-term support for faculty members and students.

The sixth item “university adopted new assessment methods to finish second semester” ranked
third with a high mean score of 3.89, where 74.3% indicate they strongly agree or agree with this.
On the other hand, 18.5% of the sample was neutral and 7.2 disagree with it. The VPs answers
assured this result as universities resort to a variety of new assessment methods. “We instruct
faculty members to assign 60% for homework and reports and 40% for exams*, one VP said, while
another said “We emphasized to faculty members to use assessment methods other than tradi-
tional exams”. However, the disagreement of some faculty with this item could be attributed to the
fact that universities switched to e-Learning without training faculty on instructional strategies
and assessments methods for e-Learning, or it could be that some of the faculty have used such
methods previously. This result agrees with that of Bensaid and Brahimi (2020) that universities
switched to Internet-based learning to ensure knowledge continuity, and the use of a variety of
assessment methods. It also agrees with Cuaton (2020) and with that of Quezada, Talbot. & Parker
(2020) in taking different measures regarding assessments and other learning activities.

The fifth item ranked fourth, scoring a high mean of 3.86, where 69.5% indicated an agreement
with this question, while 22.9 were neutral, with 7.6% disagreeing, as shown in Table 9. The VPs
said that universities relied on different electronic channels for announcements, instructions and
communication with both staff and students. For those who disagree with this item, their response
could be attributed to their reliance on official traditional methods of communications, and not
following up with e-channels, due perhaps to lack of technological skills. This result goes along
with that of Cuaton (2020), where certain measures and responses were implemented to assure
the smooth information flow and psychological support to both students and employees.

Again, the seventh item ranked fifth; scoring a mean of 3.72. Among the responses, 70.7%
agreed with this item, while 12.4 were neutral, and 16.8% disagreed as shown in Table 9. This is in
line with VPs’ responses to similar questions, where they indicated that universities adopted
different policies in this regard; as there was no official decision by the ministry. “We used the
normal grading method” one VP said, while another said “we give fly belt to the faculty members
for the assessment process such as oral exams, open exams, homework, online written exams,
projects, paper work, research papers”. This in fact explains the responses of those who indicated
their neutralism or disagreement with this item. It agrees also with Bensaid and Brahimi (2020)
which shows that students were given the flexibility to reject accumulative grades once they are
dissatisfied.

The fourth item in Table 9; ranked last; scoring an average mean of 3.64, where only 58.6%
agreed with it, while 27.7% were neutral and 13.6% disagreed. The VPs indicated that measures
and actions taken by universities were mainly centered around daily learning activities on e-
Learning platforms, reports and resolving technical and technological issues aroused, in addition
to issues related to plagiarism. These measures and activities in addition to students’ attendance
tolerance indicate that universities did not adopt any framework or proper measures to assure
quality in e-Learning. The “low” score of this item could be attributed to several reasons such as
low level of readiness of universities, faculty members and students for e-Learning adoption. In
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addition to lack of training, poor Internet services, students’ inability to own needed devices, and
on top of that all, the lack of clear policy and plan at universities to deal with such pandemic and
emergency. It seems also that universities did not give much attention to quality; rather they were
concerned with finishing the semester on time.

In general, these results are similar to those questions raised by Crawford et al. (2020) about the
quality of higher education especially in low-income countries with limited resources whether it be
technological, human or others.

For the second research question “What would be future policies to be adopted by Palestinian
traditional universities to ensure continuity of education during and after the pandemic?”; the
researchers tried to answer this question by:

(1) Extracting procedures that need attention at university and ministerial levels, which

(2

(3

(4

)

-~

=

emerged as a result of the discussing the first research question, such that;

* Universities introduced new quality control framework for e-Learning

» Universities adopted their own policies regarding final course-grades (pass/fail, incomplete,
actual grade)

* Universities adopted new assessment methods to end the semester

Analyzing results of VPs interviews, mainly in response to the following questions:

(a) What are the standards used to evaluate the university experience? VPs Answers varied,
where some say they did not use any, rather they relied on statistics provided by the e-
Learning platform or feedback from faculty and students through surveys, or their own
observations on the outcomes.

(b) How could your experience affect the education process after the pandemic? VPs por-
trayed some of their own expectations such as: develop blended learning framework that
is consistent with ministerial trends and vision, re-design the learning process within e-
Learning setup, and introducing new academic program online

(c) Did all students have had fair and equal education? VPs claimed that universities have
provided all they can, but it depended on students in doing the learning. They also said
that learning opportunities were assured as high as 90%, as learning environment at the
university side was maintained. However, the technical issues at students end—homes—
remain a key limitation that universities could do almost nothing about.

Resorting to literature concerning university response during the pandemic, mainly that of
José Sd and Serpa (2020), Yulia (2020), Crawford et al. (2020), Jena (2020))), and Cuaton
(2020), and Quezada et al. (2020). These researches reported that during the first stage,
though responses were prompt to switch to e-Learning, more attention should be directed
to teaching and learning strategies, assessment for e-Learning, in addition to infrastructure
at universities and homes, and providing fair opportunities for students to learn.

The researchers—as practitioners—who lived and were involved in such experience within
their own universities, and based on the above, have proposed the following blueprint
policies:

(A) Adherence to e-Learning quality control policy. The success of any educational sys-
tem depends largely on how to adhere to quality standards of planning; execution;
evaluation; and continuous improvements when adopting e-Learning. This indeed
requires clearly adopted policy for controlling quality of educational system. To assure
high-quality learning, the policy should not be isolated from the country-level quality
control policy, nor the international quality policies. For this policy to be executed
correctly there should be a clear methodology for quality control, taking into account
elements of quality learning systems; technological, pedagogical, and administrative,
where these elements should be monitored, managed and evaluated to control e-
Learning quality. Figure 1 portrays a blueprint for the proposed policy:
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Figure 1. Adherence to e-
Learning quality control policy.
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(B) Continuity and comprehensiveness of assessment process in e-Learning policy.
Assessment is an integral part in any education system, where students’ progress has
been monitored in knowledge; skills and values dimensions. Therefore, there should be a
policy to assure the continuity of assessment in e-Learning side by side with teaching and
learning process. This is needed to make sure that all goals and pedagogical competencies
are met, while students are carrying out activities; to help identify and recover gaps in the
learning process. In this context, comprehensiveness means assessing all dimensions of
learning such as knowledge, values, and skills, by using variety of fair assessment methods
taking into consideration students learning styles and capabilities, in addition to avoiding
cheating. Therefore, the assessment method should be carefully planned and selected to
correctly assess the objectives, while at the same time be complete and suitable. Figure 2
portrays the blueprint of proposed policy:

(c) University readiness for emergency management policy. In this context, it means all pre-
setup measures and procedures to mobilize all human resources and utilizing available
infrastructure to deal with crisis. It also means quick response to emergency, including
readiness to deal with emergency, different scenarios based on situation assessment, and
conducting surveys and opinion polls among employees and students. In addition to a
decentralized decision-making process. Figure 3 illustrates this policy

The researchers intend to validate these policies by having it reviewed by local and international
experts, and through surveying those involved within the universities whether its management,
employees or students.

6. Conclusions

Based on the results and discussions, the researchers concluded that universities have moved to e-
Learning in a timely manner, managed to maintain learning while assuring students’ safety,
maintained its basic services and support through respected units, adopted new assessment
methods during pandemic, made all instructions and announcements available electronically
and resorted to different policies regarding grading and final academic results.

On the other hand, although universities were quick in moving to e-Learning, it seems that they
were not truly ready to deal with the pandemic. This is evident through the fact that there were no
clear plans nor policies, and if existed, it was based on previous practices followed in emergencies
due to closures caused by the second Intifada. A second reason is the lack of e-Learning
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Figure 2. Continuity and com-
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systematic management readiness, which resulted in various technical, technological, and educa-
tional problems for both students and lecturers. In addition, universities dealt with ease with some
quality education measures while implementing e-Learning such as attendance. On the other
hand, poor telecommunications and Internet service infrastructure on national as well as univer-
sities and homes is another reason. Moreover, some students did not own digital devices and
finally, some lecturers lack basic technological skills to engage in e-Learning. However, universities
in general resorted to Ad hoc instructions and procedure to continue teaching. Although univer-
sities had implemented some procedures and measures in shifting to e-Learning, these could not
be considered as complete and comprehensive policies. However, it could be used as a base for
further developing adequate emergency policies

6.1. Recommendations

Based on the results and conclusions above, researchers recommend that universities should
adopt the proposed blueprint policies once validated, and should develop it further according to
each university’s vision and mission. Universities should build on and make good use of their own
previous experiences dealing with emergencies. Furthermore, universities should join forces with
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related ministries to push for better Internet services for e-Learning. In addition to that, univer-
sities should train their lecturers not only on technology but also on pedagogical dimension such
as teaching/learning and assessment methods especially for e-Learning setup. On ministerial level,
the ministry of higher education and scientific research should put forth a minimum assessment
and evaluation standards for all universities to adhere to, while giving each university the authority
to develop and improve its own further. On national and university level, a complete, clear and
precise assessment and evaluation standards should be developed and implemented based on
rigorous scientific and pedagogical principles in light of related international standards for e-
Learning within emergencies.

This paper advances a proposed policy dialogue for the Palestinian Government and policy
makers in Palestine. The researchers intend to test and validate these proposed policies as a
continuation of this research, which will open the door to an evidence-based approach to recon-
struction and sustainable development and put together immediate concerns of the present with
an eye on the future. Now, more than ever, the need is to see beyond the requirements and
constraints of COVID-19 and similar emergencies and act to secure gains in education based on
the recent past. We recommend to undertake further research to measure the efficiency and
effectiveness of e-learning in higher education sector in general and at Palestinian universities in

particular as a representative of third world countries/low-medium income countries.
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