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Challenges of Online Education System

Laura Nicoleta Borhan PhD Candidate
wAlexandru Ioan Cuza” University of lasi

lauraborhan@yahoo.com

Abstract: This text addresses issues concerning the online educational system from
the perspective of quality standards — what quality means, what are the challenges
of a quality online learning program, what are the best practices, advantages of
learning within an online system, what aspects should be improved and strengthen
in order to meet the beneficiaries’ expectations and quality requirements.

Interest in online learning and participation continued to grow, registering an
increasing number of participants, especially since 2020, when schools and
universities were forced to launch and develop new online learning programs to
meet the current demand.

The quality of the online education system is often criticized, as being asked if the
quality of this system is similar to the one specific to conventional education. This
study explores a series of aspects linked to and influencing the quality of online
learning, taking into consideration that there is, sure, needed a framework to be
implemented within universities in order to achieve a performing educational
system, both for learning providers and also for the beneficiaries of the learning.
However, all stakeholders have a common interest in achieving a performing
education system to meet all expectations, and this is possible when measuring in
terms of didactics, technology and administration.

The most important aspects this text concerns are the following: are students as
satisfied with online courses as they are with face-to-face instruction?; is online
education meeting the social standards and the labour market requirements?; is
online education developed within an organized system? can ITC (Information and
Communication Technology) instruments meet the challenges generated by the
physical distance between student and teacher? Can they provide added value to
form challenging and soft skills and enrich learners’ experience?

Keywords: education, quality, online learning, interaction, institutional quality
policies

Introduction

Even if quality assurance in education is open to interpretations, especially online
learning, it is necessary to have a quality framework for reviewing the teaching
process in a reflective and evaluative manner. COVID-19 has created the need to
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face special situations, raising the issue of other possible pandemics and thus the
need for solutions for a normal, productive, healthy and quality life. Admitting
that the situation during the pandemic was under control — classes and even extra-
curricular activities went on, there is a need to approach this aspect at a deeper level.
Since education determines the quality of an individual's life, the online learning
system can improve knowledge, skills and individuality. Even if online learning
systemsregister certainadvantages (flexibility, networking, extended documentation,
better time management, technical skills), there is a need to framework quality
standards regarding planning, managing, developing, assessing and controlling the
process of e-learning.

Aim and Structure of the Study

In the context mentioned above, this study tries to find out what quality means
when talking about the online education system and to underline how the school
approaches the challenges of quality teaching in the online system and how
technology will be capitalized to offer students a richer, more engaging and holistic
learning experience. Therefore, the study aims to identify good practices in the
field of education, especially the online education system, to identify improved
aspects and strengthen educational policies from a quality educational standards
perspective.

However, quality in education is hard to define; quality assurance is when all internal
and external stakeholders (customers, suppliers and other interested parties) are
satisfied that standards will be met. Therefore, during the inquiry into the meaning
of quality in the online education system, the study addresses several aspects,
such as the premises to develop quality online education, the relationship between
school and society, the context of the needs, a comparison of traditional and online
education systems, quality issues regarding online education system — aspects to be
focused on and to be improved, specific methods of teaching and learning etc.

Premises for Developing the Quality of the e-Learning System

Online learning came out within the distance education system, initially conducted
through postal services. In 1840, for example, professor Isaac Pitman developed
the most widely used stenography system, now known as the Pitman Method,
using correspondence and postal services for sending didactics materials to his
students and receiving papers from these. (Mustapha Bukar Gana, 2017, p.8).
Over time the system has developed; if we think about the year 1960, when the
University of Illinois developed the first generalized computer-assisted instruction
system — PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automatic Teaching Operations). The
online system has developed continuously through technologies that allow access
to online learning systems and other digital tools in the modern world of our day.
Still, the digital revolution of education requires a complete renewal of pedagogical
approaches for teaching and learning.
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Some of the premises for analyzing quality assurance within online learning systems

are:

» How do changes and the evolution of society affect education, and what should
be done to meet current needs?

* One of the significant aims of education should be the adjustment to the evolution
of society, to the needs of students and the current labour market.

» Educational institutions are increasingly offering formal and informal online and
face-to-face learning, which is no longer the only way to learn.

« Even if online learning is gaining more and more control and more interest from
learners, several policies are still needed — regarding aspects such as planning,
development and assessment.

» Within the online system, beware of the danger of focusing on technology and
not on students’ needs. Of course, technology is instrumental in meeting needs,
but attention should also aid the particular demands.

» Soft skills should be an essential goal of education so that future citizens have
more professional and personal advantages.

* How do we measure success in online learning? One of the quantifiers is the
satisfaction of the need for learning. To achieve this goal, a mechanism should
be created through which the leading market players (universities, research
institutes, government, and economic agents) can work together to achieve the
expected economic and social growth goal.

Relation between School Institution and Society

There is an excellent connection between education and society since education
generates economic and social growth. Moreover, a substantial effect of education
is giving people the necessary skills to manage their own lives, compete in the
market, to be actively responsible for their facts. This is why one of the quality
system indicators is the employment degree and the satisfaction of all educational
services beneficiaries — institutions, students, economic agents, and society.

Learning must recognize the relations between the social and economic actors
engaged in the educational activity (Neculau, 2004, pp. 11-12). Therefore, the
school's role is essential within man-community conjunction from the perspective
of two mutual and complementary sides. One of them regards the effect of
education on the progress of society, which is revealed both by the level and quality
of education offered to each individual as a member of the community and by
the adjustment of the educational system to the economic, cultural, scientific and
political evolution of the society. The other side of this relation invokes how society
determines the individual’s education through the type of information transferred to
people, the effects of the environment in which people live and learn, the influence
of community characteristics that lead to specific educational ideals, the principles
and ideals of the community, expressed by the way society selects, classifies,
evaluates and disseminates educational knowledge (Bernstein, 1971, p.47).
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Therefore, education and society (with all its ideals and changes) are in a
relationship of mutuality: education is determined by the society's values and ideals
(Hanuszkiewicz, 2019, p.203), and the individual actions have consequences on the
social group (as the individual is a result of both the educational process and the
social effects and changes).

The evolution of society is an unceasing process, education always being a priority
area in the interest of the state and society; need permanent training to meet the
current requirements of society so that young people would be able to adapt to social
and professional life actively. Moreover, technological development significantly
affects society at the educational, social and economic levels, in close connection
with the competencies that citizens should have.

This progress impacts the lifestyle, the way of learning, the automation of processes
at work, the emergence of the need for digital skills, and the emergence of new
trades. Multiple and profound changes mark the current reality. One of the lessons
learned is that the education system should be prepared for any conditions, and it
should prepare young people to be ready for adult life, involving active participation
in community life, flexibility, openness to the new, and active involvement in their
learning process.

The Online Learning in the Context of Needs Analysis

Besides the inherent development of society on all levels, especially the technological
one, the current reality reveals other factors (war, diseases etc.), certifying that
being physically present is no longer the only option to learn today. Hence, society
needs to be prepared for digital education by reconfiguring the whole learning
system. Moreover, according to the development policies and strategies in the field,
the long-term strategic vision for digital education envisages the development of
an ecosystem of high-performance digital education, as well as the development
of relevant digital skills and competencies in this regard (Action Plan for Digital
Education for 2021-2017).

Digital education is, therefore, a goal of education and, at the same time, a means
of accessing information and acquiring the knowledge necessary for complete
personal development. Therefore, it is necessary to create a digitalized, flexible
education system that will concur with developing a digital and sustainable
society. For this, it should respond to the changes and demands of society by
training active citizens, ready to manage challenges and to be integrated into the
labour market.

No doubt that the online learning system also has some questionable aspects: the
lack of direct communication and interpersonal relationships, increased dependence
on the digital environment, the higher degree of fatigue (extended use of computers
can harm the general state of health), teacher's diminished control, the distraction
of students by multiple external factors, longer time to correct tests for the teacher,
difficulties in the assessment process.
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Some of the most problematic aspects of online learning are individual counselling
and personalized support for students with special learning needs, which are more
difficult to be developed within the online systems, at least at the moment. In
addition, online education also increases certain inequities in that it can significantly
affect economically and socially disadvantaged social groups, characterized by low-
income, rural backgrounds - groups that in traditional education also had barriers in
terms of participation in education.

The identified critical aspects generate, in turn, a series of needs/approaches necessary
in order to achieve the goal of a high-performance digital education. Among these
needs, we mention: completing a methodology based on the use of ICT for all
scholar subjects, adapting the curriculum to digital education, establishing methods
for assessing the digital skills of students and teachers, training them in the use of
digital tools, providing high-performance platforms and resources online learning.
The teacher has to reorient himself in the didactic approach to prove innovation,
and creativity, to make more effort to attract students in the learning process,
and to make them overcome the resistance to change. There is also a need for an
e-learning system with procedures and measures for at-risk groups and methods
of remote psychological counselling. Otherwise, it could increase inequality of
opportunity in education and the risk of disadvantaged socio-economic learners
dropping out of school (see lack of internet connection and digital tools). An online
learning education system should consider several issues to solve them, meeting
quality standards from the perspective of meeting the needs of direct and indirect
beneficiaries of the learning process.

The Quiality of the Online Learning System

In order to determine how the online learning system can meet the quality standards,
itis necessary to determine what the quality refers to. Quality is the totality of features
and characteristics of a product or service that bear on its ability to satisfy stated
or implied needs (Ellis, 1993, p. 16). Off course, we are taking in view here all the
stakeholders involved — universities, teachers, students, the academic community,
social, economic and cultural actors, and the whole society, as the ultimate goal of
education is to support the best outcomes for the learners.

The key pillars to provide quality online education regard:

» Teaching and learning activities (the type of activities, but also other tools
to facilitate interaction between teacher and learner and between learners
themselves — social networks, public groups, platforms for discussion, blogs,
discussion forums, video tools, podcasts, videoconferences.

» Assessment — types, methods and procedures — to assess the teaching process
and qualitative interviews and analysis are needed to explore the students’
satisfaction.

» Extra-curricular activities — carried out through online mentoring programs,
interactive games, book clubs etc.
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 Digital infrastructure — digital libraries, internet bord accessible for many users,
management systems for digital tools.

* Conventions regarding all activities — teaching, research, mentoring, extra-
curricular activities, and personal data protection.

We also can talk about a series of terms when talking about quality regarding online
education:

* Quality assurance mechanisms (tools, processes and actors) - the quality of the
teaching process means the standards it must meet.

* A clearly defined system of principles, criteria, standards and indicators is
reflected in all aspects of the educational process: planning, development,
evaluation, and assessment. In addition, the quality system also refers to
assurance, management, control, and self-evaluation: quality assurance refers
to accomplishing the satisfaction of the customers involved; quality control
considers the conformity of standards and the steps to be taken if needed; quality
assessment involves an external check of educational services. Off course, the
abovementioned terms are only complete with the commitment to improvement
and development (Ellis, 1993, p. 19).

* Online learning quality also derives from analyzing the identified needs and
problems (which should be addressed by all the actors involved in the educational
process - direct and indirect beneficiaries) and how they are approached.

In addition to the above, the following aspects should be taken into account in the

design and development of an online education system that meets quality standards:

» development of teaching materials which are adapted to the online learning
process;

» development of interactive learning methodologies, course design, and delivery
methodologies;

» support is given to teachers in the design of courses;

 ensuring the technical resources needed to deliver the courses (institutions should
provide costs dedicated to these issues);

* providing institutional support (vision, planning and infrastructure);

» supplying adequate support to students to facilitate learning, including mentoring;

« establishing a methodology for assessing knowledge and ensuring the security of
€xams.

Some experts approach quality in education as perspectives rather than as definitions
- the "five ways of thinking about quality" (Harvey, Green, 1993, pp.9-34): quality
as exception/ excellence - meeting the highest academic standards and not always
being achieved; quality as perfection or consistency - as a process of rejecting the
flaws; consistency means continuous improvement and elimination of flaws; quality
as purpose - when measured through the accomplishment level of an aim; quality
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as value for money - quality is achieved when you can attain a better result at the
same or a lower cost/investment; quality as the transformation has in view learning
centred on the student - quality is achieved when the learning proves transformative
for the student.

Hence the question of how to measure success in online learning. The most relevant
criterion is satisfying the student's learning need, this being the leading benchmark
in determining the quality of the educational activity. Online learning should not
be a series of ideas to be transmitted. However, it should be interactive and make
the student think. One of the biggest dangers of digital education is the focus on
technology (which should be seen as a tool rather than a goal) instead of the needs of
the beneficiaries. Online learning must be built as a collaborative process between
the beneficiary and the learning environment. The evaluation of the quality level
by the student takes into account criteria that refer to assistance through tutorials in
the use of platforms and learning tools, the level of communication and cooperation
during the classes, transparency and the existence of supporting information.
Other important outcomes to prove the quality standards of the online learning
process are the degree of employment after graduating and the usage of academic
research results. For this, it is mandatory to consider the correspondence between
curricula and the current labour market requirements. Employment after graduating
affects both the graduates and the employers, as school institution participates in the
economic and social life of the community. Based on scientific results, partnerships
between academic institutes and economic agents will increase the economic and
technological level of innovation.

In the context of increasing employability, we mention another need of the
educational system - that of developing software skills, which increases the chances
of employment and work retention. Specific surveys suggest that 70% of employees
are promoted for their hard skills, but 80% leave work because of a lack of
communication and self-management abilities (Leadership studies). These abilities
include intellectual, social, and interpersonal communication skills and character
traits that are helpful in social and professional life and relate to problem-solving
skills, use of experiences, time planning and management, communication and
teamwork, initiative and responsibility for one's deeds and decisions. The didactic
activity is thus analyzed not only in school results but in acquired thinking and
observation skills, the education having the role of developing the students' potential
to prepare them for life. Soft skills training emphasizes the holistic perspective of
online learning because, in addition to acquiring technical knowledge in a particular
field (hard skills), it is necessary for graduates to become valuable people both to
themselves and to society, as active, involved, capable persons to manage their own
life. Today's young people build the future of society, so that it will depend on the
type of guidance offered to them. The fulfilment of quality standards also considers
the responsibility of the provider of education services, in this case, not only to the
direct beneficiary but also to the whole society as a final beneficiary.
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Online Education vs Traditional Education

Online learning reveals the inconsistency of traditional learning methods, given the
decreased involvement of the student in the traditional learning process. Therefore,
the short comparison between the two systems concerns the learning methods, the
curriculum structure and content, and the central element of the educational process
(is this the child or the school information?).

Emphasizing the contrasts does not aim to blame or reject certain practices but to
identify the best solutions to provide a sustainable education. It is necessary to reset
the traditional system, which may be considered too rigid once students learn more
in a constrained system, focused on the transmission and assertion of information
by teachers "from above and outside" (Dewey, 1977, pp. 175-176).

A modern system is needed to focus on personalized learning, individual needs
and the usage of students' skills and experiences. Specific to the traditional system,
transmission is perceived as an educational activity, carried out mainly by adults
on young people, a social form specific to the traditional society, with imperative
connotations, which generates direct and passive knowledge through its receptive
nature (Blais, Gauchet, Ottavi, 2019, pp.22-23). The specialization of traditional
educational institutions in the production of goods and the approach of learning as a
consumer product (Illich, 2017, pp.107-108) is often criticized. Online learning sets
up the premises for establishing a relationship between man and his environment,
the educators' access to simple tools in the environment so that resources should
not be approached as mere learning tools but as some that lead learners to a self-
learning process.

Suppose the traditional learning system is relatively static, not adapted to a society
characterized by permanent changes. In that case, online learning is defined by
a dynamic approach to learning, aligned with the changing society, capitalization
of individuality, learning through involvement and self-effort, and the learner
becoming an active participant (co-author) in their learning process.

The synthesis of this comparison emphasizes that subordinating a student's
experience and life to the school curriculum (which is specific to the traditional
style) determines a mechanical educational process, often perceived by the student
as a challenging, tiring, unattractive task. Therefore, it is recommended to consider
the objects of study as tools to activate the didactic content through correspondence
with real life. The study becomes educational as it highlights the processes and
the evolution of the economic-social life, becoming an integrating factor of all
knowledge learned. The efficiency and value of school subjects can be achieved
only by the possibility they offer to use, interpret and control past experiences and,
at the same time to provide tools for control and management of present and future
experiences, possible only through the opportunity of direct contact with real life.
Online learning, specific to modern education, replaces the classic meaning of the
learning act - focused on an imposed transmission, with a modern one, focused on
the initiative and action of the individual, because “we live the end of education of
10
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the young generation by the previous generation, education that has existed since
our origins” (de Haan, 1996).

The quantity and measurable character of the school's successes, specific to the
traditional framework, limits the sphere of personal development, which cannot
be framed in quantifiable parameters. Hence the hierarchy system is inappropriate,
as well as the act of relating the educable to institutional standards instead of own
needs and achievements. These would be quantifiable and measurable after studies
completion when young people enter the economic and social market, this being
an important quality indicator of the educational learning system. The excessive
standardization of the traditional education system is closely connected with low
learner involvement and responsibility for their growth process. The learning
activities within the online system are instead understood as a manifestation of
its own, generated by its own impulses. Lack of fostering responsibility for
its development is equal to a social regression and by no means to an increase
necessary for society. Online school could turn the process of compulsory learning
into a desired form of learning, an assumed choice.

The opposition between the two learning systems is apparent, the goal not being
a negative result, considering that the evaluation of some contrasting components
does not generate positive results but rather errors of perspective on the whole
educational picture. The analysis aims to review learning, identify answers on how
learning occurs, ways of greater openness to knowledge, and solutions for learning
to meet quality standards.

Emphasizing contrasts does not aim at blaming or rejecting certain practices but
at identifying the interdependent relations between learning items that lead to
the success of the educational process. A revised education model aims to reduce
the student's dependence on the educator and the system by activating him in his
learning process, both attitudinal and practical. Online learning can achieve this
goal by providing the individual with the means to understand the world around
him so that he can develop his ability to manage his own life, adapt to different
conditions, and acquire skills that will ensure his general well-being.

Conclusions

As the short analysis shows, the online learning system has several advantages:
the existence of digital resources (platforms, libraries, databases) and their easy
access, saving information delivered during classes, an interactive learning process,
development of digital skills, faster communication, building soft skills, an engaging,
interactive learning process that involves the learner's resources (through discovery,
research, experiencing). Furthermore, a qualitative online learning system is built
on a process in which the role of the teacher is not to transmit information but to
guide people in their development process, combining technical knowledge with
soft skills - imagination, creative thinking, focused on identifying solutions and
action plans.
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We do not exclude any education, but we emphasize the advantages of online
learning that give it the quality assurance of the learning process. A quality learning
system considers the importance of developing, monitoring, and assessing teaching.
In addition, improving teaching means improving students' learning, stressing their
responsibility and involvement in their learning (Brown, Atkins, 1988, pp.1-2).
We saw already that one of the essential quantifiers of quality education is the actors'
satisfaction and the accomplishment of their needs, both teachers and students,
and of course, the whole society as an indirect beneficiary. Online education is a
complex process and different from the conventional one — face to face system.
Learning effectiveness depends on the processes, methods and involvement of the
participants. If these are achieved, they become opportunities, rendering a greater
diversity in studying 6tools and interactions with different people — including the
international environment.

Regarding specific tools, ITC instruments have to meet the challenges generated
by the physical distance between students and teachers. However, they also can
bring added value, embodied in improved teacher and student performance, so in
an upgraded learning experience—yvideo presentations replace experiential learning
and transfer good practices to meet the learners’ expectations.

Quality assurance refers to the planned and systematic actions necessary to provide
adequate confidence that a product or service will satisfy given requirements for
quality (Borahan, Ziarati, 2002, p.914). A successful and valuable online learning
system is a complex one, both intellectually and socially, consisting of a set of
general abilities, engagement in academic goals and perseverance in facing
challenges. An effective and qualitative education system is systematic, stimulating,
and caring (Cohen, 1981, pp.281-309), defined by direct and indirect beneficiaries
of educational services, built on shared values, and assumed in partnership between
school and community.
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Abstract: This article is not a purely theoretical approach. Instead, it results from
observations and reflections based on fifty years of teaching in French and foreign
universities. | am fortunate to continue this activity as an emeritus professor and
through several expert reports on the governance of certain higher education
institutions and the current challenges facing our universities.

After recalling the three fundamental objectives of any university, this article evokes
recurring problems. Then it sets out the main avenues for the necessary pedagogical
and organisational adaptation. This necessity has been rekindled by the recent
health crisis and the geopolitical conflict resulting from Russia's intervention in
Ukraine.

Keywords: university education, knowledge industry, investment or human capital,
university governance, professional integration

Introduction

The Three Objectives of a University

The birth of the first university in Constantinople (Pandidakterion) in 425 A.D.
— though closer to an old school than to a university in the medieval sense — was
followed, during the 11" century, by the creation in Europe by the first great
university: Alma mater studiorum in 1088, which became the University of Bologna;
the University of Oxford from 1098; the University of Modena in 1175; Universitas
magistrorum et scholarium Parisiensis, which in 1200 became the University of
Paris (the Collége de Sorbonne, one of the components of the original university,
was founded in 1257); the University of Cambridge in 1209; the University of
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Salamanca in 1218; Medical School of Montpellier in 1220 (then the university
in 1289; the University of Coimbra in 1290; University of Rome (La Sapienza) in
1303...

Between the 15" and 19" centuries, the universities multiplied and diversified their
teaching, which until then had focused on theology and canon law. At the same
time, they moved from the control of the Christian Churches to that of the States.
Initially a source of knowledge for a few initiates, our universities became a vector
of social promotion for the benefit of an elite [of a particular social class] before
being conceived today as a knowledge industry that must produce more and more
capital or human investment.

As such, the university mission requires the achievement of three objectives:
a cognitive objective — the production of knowledge; a pedagogical objective —
the transmission of this knowledge; and finally, a democratic objective — the
dissemination of its action to the most significant number of people, regardless of
their social background.

However, many universities have long been suffering from a malaise arising from
an offer that could be better adapted to less and less trained and motivated students.
The accentuation of this malaise, under the effects of the recent health crisis and the
current geopolitical tension, requires a rapid pedagogical and institutional response.

I. Problems That Have Long Been Specific to Universities

A < University training is often unsuitable

In charge of producing knowledge, some training courses and their teaching may
not transmit it operationally. This transmission is inseparable from the subject's
assimilation. Following the Socratic method, the excellent teacher differs from
the one who knows but helps the other to know. It is only possible to transmit
knowledge if it is received and understood, i.e. assimilated by its recipient. Only the
assimilation of the knowledge provided generates the investment or human capital
essential for growth.

The transmission of knowledge must be a combinatorial and not an additive
process. It is not only a question of accumulating knowledge but also of linking
it together, combining it to respond to a given theoretical or practical problem.
Kant defined intelligence as the ability to make detours, i.e., an aptitude to create
relations between various elements of the same discipline or between more or less
related disciplines.

Some university courses limit themselves to giving students additional and more
in-depth knowledge than that transmitted by secondary education. In contrast, they
should also give an analytical capacity and method in research and professional
functions. Although this [what are we talking about?] often requires a certain degree
of abstraction, it must always be adapted to concrete cases to sustain the audience's
attention by showing them its use of it.
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Some courses also seem too closed, not arousing the audience's curiosity about
other disciplines more or less related to the original one chosen by the student. It is
not a question of knowing everything but of communicating with those who know
something else or who know differently.

B < Aless and less motivated student body

An individual's motivation is the natural force that triggers his or her determined
commitment to a particular action or activity. It is the natural force that drives him/
her to act not only for him/herself but also for others for reproduction or social
motivation. However, the image of the motivated and studious student pursuing
university studies to obtain the desired education has deteriorated over time. Indeed,
the evolution of the socio-economic and family context, the recent health crisis and
the current geopolitical conflict have weakened and demotivated him.

It is increasingly difficult for them to find their way, training and a job that suits
them, given a potentially unfavourable economic climate and a frequent mismatch
between the qualifications offered and those required. In addition, since they often
have to work to meet their needs and finance their studies, they need more time to
pursue them. So, in many cases, they try to learn for the sake of learning rather than
for understanding.

In social and family terms, today's students often suffer from a less secure and
more exclusive framework, which is a source of a lack of serenity, autonomy and
personality that is detrimental to their necessary social integration. Such difficulties
explain many drop-outs in the first year and too many marks below 5 out of 20! (1)

C e Insufficiently efficient knowledge production

The unsuitability of specific university courses, coupled with lower student
motivation, hinders knowledge production and broadens the knowledge field
incumbent on the university.

It should be remembered that the Lisbon Strategy (2000) expressly enjoins the
European Union to become a global leader in knowledge and innovation. This
objective was confirmed by the 2020 strategy, which focuses on increasing its
productivity, competitiveness, and growth.

The theory of endogenous growth reveals the beneficial impact of knowledge on
growth, which depends on the combination of labour and capital factors and their
efficiency. However, if in 1970, Robert Solow's work (2) showed that technical
progress explains the efficiency of capital, it does not inform us about the origin of
this technical progress.

We had to wait for Paul Romer's research (3) in 1986 to see that technical progress
originated in the stock of knowledge, which was linked to investment development.
A stock of knowledge that Robert Lucas (4), in 1988, assimilated to the whole
of individuals' physical, intellectual and technical capacities. He describes this as
human capital or human investment.
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I1. The Necessary Pedagogical and Organisational Adaptation

A « Aneedaccentuated by the recent health crisis and the current geopolitical
crisis

The recent health crisis and conflict with Russia have accentuated university
vulnerability. The containment practices put in place to prevent the spread of Covid
have increased the isolation of each individual. The use of distance learning has
only partially reduced it, as it does not allow full interactivity between people while
encouraging some to disperse. The current geopolitical context induces additional
insecurity and anxiety in generations which, unlike the older ones, have not been
hardened by the conflicts they have experienced.
In such a context, it is urgent that the pedagogy and the organisation of teaching
comfort the student by allowing him to acquire the analysis, which will enable him
to take a step back and reduce his dependence on an environment which can disturb
him. At the same time, the motivation essential to his academic progress requires
that his analytical training, as previously mentioned, be closely linked to reality
and the concrete problems he will be called upon to solve. From this point of view,
the opposition between theory and practice, between academic and professional
training, seems to us to have little foundation. On the contrary, referring to the
intervention of Professor Dani Rodrik (Harvard University) on 21 May 2019 at
the Mexico Conference, this opposition can only encourage precariousness and the
disappearance of skilled jobs, the breakdown of the social lift and, as a result, the
current economic and democratic malaise.
Let us observe that the professionalisation of specific training courses requires the
use of an increased number of experienced and qualified people from [exercising?]
a commercial, industrial, financial or scientific activity... It is also necessary that
these people, recruited as temporary workers, have the availability and the pedagogy
required to communicate with their audiences and to convince them to enter the
world of work rather than desert it.
In addition, teachers who dominate the audience with their knowledge and
experience should not dominate the student as a person. Their possible need to
dominate must be replaced by their ability to integrate. Students' motivation should
also be stimulated by the achievement of qualifying degrees that give them credit
in the labour market. Finally, it should be remembered that when students — or their
families — are responsible for financing their studies, they should be remunerated
for the training they have received and not for obtaining a more or less disqualified
diploma almost automatically.

B ¢ Adaptations favourable to better professional integration

In many countries, particularly France, greater professional integration is necessary
to increase the activity rate, reduce unemployment and facilitate, thanks to more
contributors, the financing of the redistributive pension system in countries where
the active population must finance the pensions of those who are no longer active
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(5). The need for professional integration is not only imposed on graduates looking
for their first job but also on those who have yet to graduate within the framework
of a sandwich course which should allow them to combine, in parallel, time spent
in apprenticeship and university studies.

It should be remembered that work-linked training, which is more common in
master's programmes than in bachelor's programmes, has several advantages. It
allows for earlier immersion in the business world. Second, it develops professional
skills — taking the initiative and personal responsibility — which can only make it
easier to find a first job on a fixed-term or permanent contract. Third, by offering the
status of an employee, an apprenticeship gives the right to remuneration, possible
bonuses and paid leave — material benefits to help the candidate cover his or her
expenses while studying.

It should be noted. However, combining academic and professional activity, an
apprenticeship linked to continuing education imposes a very intensive work rhythm
with fewer weeks of leave in an academic year (rather five than twelve!). It should
also be noted that while apprenticeships are much more professionally inclusive
than work placements, the latter — which should continue to exist when possible,
mainly when carried out in another country — provides an opening onto another
socio-cultural context and an ability to manage a certain uprootedness which gives
the capacities for adaptation that are increasingly in demand in our societies. (6)
Improving professional integration, or reintegration, is now imperative for young
"seniors" who find themselves out of work after 50 years ofage and/or early retirement.
Therefore, university structures must revitalise their continuing education system in
order to enable these "unwillingly inactive" to reform and reinvent themselves and
thus continue their activity or change it so that their professional reintegration is
also a social reintegration and so that they can once again contribute to the financing
of the pension system before benefiting from it themselves when the time comes.

C « Specific adaptations in the so-called "Eastern" countries: the case of
Romania

In the European countries that belonged to the Soviet bloc, the transition from
a centralised, dirigiste system to a liberal, decentralised one has given rise to
behaviours that are eager for private initiative and a higher standard of living than
had been experienced in these countries before. Four other specific difficulties arise
from this development, which we observed in Romania during our expert reports
commissioned by the Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
— ARACIS (7). It should be pointed out that other countries with a centralised,
dirigiste system, in which we have had the opportunity to teach, suffer from them
to varying degrees. However, our work is limited to Romania, a country whose
university structures we have studied on several occasions and whose geographical
extent explains the creation of numerous higher education entities since its opening
— the result is a significant disparity in the university fabric, hence the amplification
of a need for adaptation that is already well underway.
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The first is the growing heterogeneity of university provision following the
emergence of numerous private institutions, whether or not they are recognised as
being of public utility. They complement, and more often than not compete with,
existing institutions, although often with more significant difficulties in terms of the
quality of teaching and accommodation facilities, teaching staft and skills, and the
credibility of the diplomas awarded.

The second difficulty is the existence of several more or less phantom entities,
given the absenteeism of teachers and students. This absenteeism is explained, for
the former, by the need to have a job and an income, but also, for the latter, by the
need to have a complementary activity to increase their income, which is considered
insufficient. It should be noted that the absence of the former is the consequence of
the latter and vice versa.

The third challenge is the need for more transparency in the system of governance
of specific institutions, whose executive remains under the exclusive control of their
founders or the influence of a few networks maintaining equivocal links between
academic, commercial, financial and other activities.

The fourth difficulty is the dogmatism of the transmission of knowledge, specific to
the old authoritarian regime, which tends to stifle any analytical and critical spirit.
This spirit should nevertheless be instilled in higher education. Hence submissive
behaviour is expected in examination papers, where the candidate is expected to
memorise the lectures he has received faithfully. The transition from a centralised
organisation resulting from the authoritarian regime to a decentralised organisation
aiming to be more liberal requires another societal culture substituting personal
responsibility for state coercion.

Faced with the problems posed by certain Romanian higher education institutions,
problems that are skilfully masked by the image they give themselves, the numerous
contributions and independent expert opinions of the Romanian Agency for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS) seem to us to be all the more indispensable
as they have contributed to the improvement of the situation for several years.

Conclusion

Higher Education and Societal Change

In our constantly changing societies, where education plays a significant role, the
problem of our universities is not only to reduce the failure rate of its students
or to be at the top of an international ranking list necessarily influenced by the
importance and the political, economic and financial credibility of the country in
which they are located.

The problem is also and above all, to manage the social demand for access to higher
education, and more precisely, to manage accessibility and outlets, to regulate
entry flows and to control the level of both entrants and exits so that the latter can
participate in a productive and dignified way in the life and constant changes of
society.
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Quality Management in the Romanian Education System in a
Post-pandemic Context — New Perspectives
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Abstract: The problem of the quality of education is becoming more and more acute
in the modern age. A society developing rapidly in all areas needs education with
adequate quality, as the high levels of development impose educational requirements
with adequate quality at these levels. The quality of education cannot be obtained
without obtaining quality in education, without obtaining quality in the educational
system! The SARS COV-2 pandemic has pushed education systems worldwide to
unprecedented uncertainty and entropy. These forced transitions also affected two
aspects of education: the quality of education (at the level of the classroom, and
school) and also the quality of education (quality in the entire educational system).
In this paper, we will expose some aspects of the new approaches to quality in the
Romanian education system after the powerful impact of the previous pandemic on
education systems.

Keywords: quality of education, quality in education, educational system,
management, pandemic

1. Introductory Aspects Regarding the Current State of Quality Assurance
in the Romanian Educational System

Quality assurance of education/in education is an approach initiated by the Bologna

Process, 1999,

This approach brought absolute novelties in the educational (university) environment

based on a shared link - the concept of harmonization of education systems in the 48

participating countries, through which:

* ’to introduce a three-cycle higher education system: bachelor's, master's, and
doctorate

* ensure mutual recognition of qualifications and training periods completed at
other foreign universities

Bologna Processes - The Bologna Process and the European Higher Education Area (1999).
Source: https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-
higher-education-area _ro

21


mailto:remus_china@yahoo.com
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_ro
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-area_ro

Quality Assurance Review Quality Management in the Romanian Education System
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION in a Post-pandemic Context — New Perspectives

* to implement a Quality Assurance System, t0 strengthen the quality and
relevance of the learning and teaching process."2.
The introduction of a "Quality Assurance System" involved the use of complex
mechanisms and procedures to create the necessary conditions to achieve this
fundamental goal: "quality assurance™ of education ("to strengthen the quality
and relevance of the learning and teaching process."®). Putting the approach into
practice meant, in reality, the implementation of specific elements of quality
assurance (CA) at the level of the educational system, Top-down! In the following
sense: a legislative-normative package was elaborated at the level of the educational
system that would regulate the AC approach and implicitly, the establishment of
entities whose primary purpose would be the "management” of the approach in the
Romanian educational system: ARACIS - RAQAHE*and ARACIP - RAQAPES. It
should be noted that in the Bologna process and all meetings of education ministers
in the EU-16 Member States held after the Bologna period, there was no mention of
the need to set up an entity dedicated to QA in the pre-university education system.
Universities were recommended to know and apply some practices of the business
environment involving quality assurance models, methods, techniques, and tools
(for example, PDCA Cycle, 1SO 9001 Model, EFQM Model, etc.). Romania was
among the few European countries - perhaps even the only one - that set up, for
the two major educational subsystems (university and pre-university), two distinct
entities, previously mentioned: ARACIS - RAQAHE and ARACIP - RAQAPE.
In the 17 years of operation, the two agencies have conducted thousands of
evaluations in the education system, developed standards and evaluation
methodologies, reports, and periodic analyzes on the outcome of evaluations in
the system. Nevertheless, in this period - relatively long - they failed to initiate a
fundamental process, established even by the Bologna Process (1999):
"-To implement a Quality Assurance System, to strengthen the quality and relevance
of the learning and teaching process."®(AN: in other words: "to internalize the
quality assurance of education™).

Because this process is specific to each educational entity (school, university)
and depends exclusively on the management and resources of the entity,
independent of the rules imposed **top-down"*!

2 Ibidem

% Ibidem

RAQAHE - Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, https://www.aracis.
ro/en/about-aracis/

RAQAPE - Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Pre-University Education, https://aracip.eu/
Bologna Processes - The Bologna Process and the European Higher Education Area (1999).
Source: https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-
higher-education-area_en
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In addition, numerous signals have been launched in the literature that the
understanding and applying concepts specific to the quality assurance process has
differed from country to country without harmonizing these concepts between the
educational systems participating in the Bologna Process.

From this perspective, we appreciate that in Romania, there is a double distortion
of the understanding and application of these concepts:

* Onecomparedto the specific concepts of Quality Management, a well-established,
validated, and perfectly functional field for over 80 years in the business world
(including Romania), by reinventing or redefining them to achieve an imaginary
specificity in the field of education;

* Another is generated by the confusion, prejudices, and significant errors of
translation or understanding of these concepts at the level of different educational
systems (Tser, 20077).

Therefore, the whole approach to quality assurance of education, clearly stated in
the Bologna process and reiterated in the next meetings of education ministers in
European education systems, was addressed with these two significant dysfunctions
from a conceptual perspective.

In the Romanian education system, in addition to the two aspects mentioned above,
quality assurance of education was achieved mainly only at the level of the national
education system - from top to bottom, by implementing a dedicated normative
legislative package:

» alaw on quality assurance in education;

» standards for institutional evaluation, standards for the evaluation of study
programs in the university educational subsystem;

 standards for the simultaneous assessment of educational establishments and
the levels of education/specializations/qualifications provided by them for
authorization, accreditation, and periodic evaluation.

» For both subsystems, to describe the optimal level mentioned in the law, the
concept of the "reference” standard was introduced - an obvious pleonasm, in
our opinion?!

In conclusion, the quality assurance approach in the Romanian educational

environment focuses on introducing requirements, rules, and norms (officially

called "standards™) that educational entities in pre-university and higher education
subsystems have the obligation - by law - to meet. Furthermore, to maintain them

" Tser, Claire, From the Bologna Process to the LMD: an analysis of the French translation of

quality assurance, source: https://www.academia.edu/1612645/Du_Processus_de_Bologne_au
LMD_analyse_de_latraductionfran%C3%A7aise_dequality assurance?email_work_card=title

AN: The name in the common law of "reference" is an obvious pleonasm since the standard is
referential that cannot be of "reference"...

8
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in the educational system.®. From this perspective, it results that the Romanian
legislation should have considered the implementation and certification of a quality
management system at the level of the educational entity (school/university).

In other words, in Romania, quality assurance in the educational environment is
regulated (while in the business environment, it is generally a voluntary field, with
some exceptions).

Specific essential components of Quality Management were neglected, although,
at the declarative level, they would have been included in the "quality assurance
system". We refer to quality planning, quality control, and quality improvement,
which, together with quality assurance, make up quality management (ISO 9000:
2015)%1

In addition, the quality assurance of education implemented in Romania "insisted"
on the responsibilities of educational organizations (schools, universities) to meet
the requirements of standards developed at the top of the education system and less
on the results (and their quality) obtained from teaching processes and learning,
mentioned in the Bologna Process!

2. New Perspectives on Quality Assurance of Education in the Context of
the Pandemic Caused by the SARS COV - 2 Virus

The year 2020 will undoubtedly remain a significant year in human history through
the major impact on the entire human society and on all areas of activity caused by
the effects of the pandemic generated by the SARS COV - 2 virus.

The educational environment was one of the most affected, the effects of the
pandemic on this environment over several years still need to be discovered from
the perspective of their depth on educational processes. However, what is certain is
that the pandemic caused, in a sudden way, a reset of all educational processes and
a reset of the relations between school and pupils/students, school - family.

In this context, it is difficult to assess the quality assurance of education during the
pandemic.

The solutions we adopted aimed to "save" the educational process by passing it
predominantly in the online environment, education being, thus, much less oriented
towards obtaining specific performances in the conditions imposed by the virtual
space!

The perspective of quality assurance approached in the Romanian educational
environment, translated by highlighting the responsibilities of schools/universities
to offer only curricula to the requirements of standards in the field, highlighted the

® AN: "Shades" are significantly different for entities from different financing systems. In the

following sense: if public entities are abolished with great difficulty, the same cannot happen
with those in private education, which, for not fulfilling the requirements of the standards, can be
abolished by simply applying the provisions of the law without problems!

Quality management, source: 1SO 9000:2015, https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:is0:9000:ed-
4:vlen
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fact that this goal is no longer realistic, because compliance with existing standards
was no longer possible, in a pandemic context! The existing standards do not include
provisions and requirements (criteria, indicators) corresponding to the educational
processes carried out in the conditions of the pandemic, in the online environment,
with the restrictions and rules imposed at the community level.

Quality assurance in education was and still is severely disrupted during the
pandemic. At the time of this work, there are no concrete possibilities for a
return, at least at the previous stage or close to it.

Nevertheless, regardless of the evolution of the pandemic and the reactions of human
society to the challenges posed by it, quality assurance of education is increasingly
necessary, as the evolutions and technological leaps of today's society require high-
quality education!

In this context, we will analyze two initiatives carried out in Romania by the two
specialized agencies in the field of quality assurance of education (ARACIS-
RAQAHE and ARACIP - RAQAPE), whose results should be applied to start with
the current school/university year (2021/2022).

These initiatives should outline new perspectives on education quality assurance
insofar as they fully / partially respond to the challenges posed by the pandemic,
which not only has not ended but is spreading in successive waves.

2.1 The ARACIS Initiative on Quality Assurance in the University Environment
through the QAFIN Project

QAFIN - Improving public policies in higher education and increasing the quality of
regulations by updating quality standards* (QAFIN, 2021), is a complex approach
that aims, as seen in the title, "updating quality standards".

Initiated in 2017 by ARACIS, the project had an implementation period of 2017-
2020.

The stated objectives of the project clarify its importance for university education:

”a.  Providing the necessary tools, methodologies, and guidelines on external
evaluation of the quality of higher education, respectively classification
and ranking of higher education institutions, respectively study programs,
to inform decisions on how to allocate money for higher education
institutions and curricula studies they organize,

b.  clarifying the role and mandates of the institutions involved in the quality
assurance processes in higher education. "2

Some of the results of the project are aimed at the quality assurance of education:
”e Methodology and guidelines regarding the external evaluation of quality in
higher education in Romania;

11 QAFIN - https://www.aracis.ro/despre-proiect-qafin/
12 Ihidem, page 1
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» Study on data and good practices at the European level on quality assurance and
classification in higher education, as well as on the impact of current practices in
the field at the national level,

» Manual of procedures regarding the role and competencies of the MEN*®, and
the subordinate councils, respectively ARACIS, regarding the quality assurance,
and the way of collaboration between the two institutions."#

For example, let us look at some aspects of the project results: "Methodology and
guidelines on external quality assessment in higher education in Romania."
The paper includes seven chapters on external evaluation of the quality of higher
education institutions and the quality of study programs at the levels of studies in
university education (bachelor's, master's, doctorate, psycho-pedagogical training
programs to certify skills for the teaching profession), as well as the principles
quality assurance in higher education and their application in the Methodology
developed by ARACIS in this regard.

According to the paper's authors, the quality assurance of education is approached

based on the three areas of the law on quality assurance of education?: A. Institutional

capacity; B. Educational effectiveness; C. Quality management.

An analysis of the paper from the perspective of Quality Management highlights,

from our point of view, much confusion regarding the concepts used in the

construction of the newly formulated standards (QAFIN, 2021)*":

Although the mission and the “strategic” vision are mentioned in the IP.A.1.1.1

standard (QAFIN, 2021, 25" In its content, there are only mentions regarding the

mission and objectives assumed by the higher education institution (11S)!

Although the "strategic vision" is mentioned in the IPA1.1.4° standard, its content

mentions the strategic plan of the 11S without references to the vision!

13" MEN - Ministry of Education, https://edu.ro/

QAFIN, page 1- https://www.aracis.ro/despre-proiect-qgafin/

AN: "Methodology and guidelines on external quality assessment in higher education in
Romania". This work was registered under a dedicated ISBN code, having its first edition printed
in 2020. Therefore, its partial/total reproduction is subject to copyright law. Source: https://www.
aracis.ro/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Result-1.-Part-1-Methodology-ARACIS-February-2021.
pdf , page 2

The three domains are established by GEO no. 75/2005, with subsequent amendments and
completions (approved by Law no. 87/20006).

Areas, criteria, standards and performance indicators, page 15 of the paper “Methodology and
guidelines on external evaluation of quality in higher education in Romania”, source: https://www.
aracis.ro/wp-content/uploads/2021 /05/Result-1.-Part-1-Methodology-ARACIS-February-2021.
pdf

1% Source: The paper METHODOLOGY AND GUIDELINES REGARDING THE EXTERNAL
EVALUATION OF QUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION IN ROMANIA (PRINTED
EDITION, 2020) was registered with the ISBN code 978-973-0-32888-2,  https://www.ar-
content/uploads / 2021/05 / Result-1.-Part-11-Evaluation-Guide-11S-February-2021.pdf, page 25

19 Ibidem
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A detailed analysis of the standards formulated in the methodology “reveals”
numerous confusions in formulating the terms specific to the field of quality
assurance of education and implicitly, their use in the evaluation processes of higher
education institutions (Dragulanescu, 2007)%.

In Chapter 3 of the paper entitled "Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher
Education” (QAFIN, 2021, 11)?*, we find that, in the authors' view, "accreditation
is the process of ensuring and improving academic quality” by authorization and
subsequently by accreditation.

Although, in Quality Management, the two essential components: quality assurance
and quality improvement are treated separately, in the Romanian approach to these
concepts, quality assurance, and improvement are approached under the same
"dome" of the quality assurance concept!

Nevertheless, what interests us, from the perspective of this paper, are the new
approaches of the competent institutions (in this case ARACIS - RAQAHE),
regarding the quality assurance of education through the stated standards (for
example), in the context of a prolonged pandemic that generated and further
generated numerous confusions regarding the efficient and effective conduct

of educational processes.

If carefully analyzing the new proposals of ARACIS materialized in the results of
the QAFIN? project, we will notice that:

The proposed standards for institutional evaluation and curricula refer to the
organization, functioning of higher education institutions (I1S), and, at most,
the development of educational processes from their external perspectives.
The proposed standards do not highlight the interior of educational processes -
direct interactions between teacher and student - where education is created (as
a product!);

The proposed standards do not address the current situation - regarding the partial/
total "move™ of the educational process in the online environment. Standards
for distance learning (ID) are developed but this type of education (ID - as it
was regulated, organized, and conducted in Romania a long time ago) cannot

20

21

22

The aspect of confusion and misuse of specific terms in the field of quality in the process of
ensuring the quality of education has been mentioned and reported in numerous articles by
specialists in the field, of which the most important is the work of Prof. N. Dragulanescu:
Myths, confusions and reluctance in implementing ISO 9000 standards, source: http://www.
ndragulanescu.ro/publicatii/CP57.pdf

Methodology and guidelines regarding the external evaluation of quality in higher education
in Romania ”, source: https://www.aracis.ro/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Rezultatul-1.-Partea-
I-Metodologia-ARACIS- February-2021.pdf, page 11

QAFIN - https://www.aracis.ro/rezultatele-proiectului-gafin/
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be assimilated with the educational processes carried out entirely online (in the
conditions of the pandemic and other restrictions imposed by it) and vice versa
(Staufer, 2021)%.

» The proposed standards have a structure and approach similar to those existing
before the pandemic, which means that, as formulated, they cannot generate
"external quality assurance" of education because they do not capture, from our
point of view, the reality of the phenomena current. For example, the misuse of the
concept of "stakeholders" creates significant confusion about staff involvement
in the evolution of 11S. We refer to the IP.A.1.2.1 standard in the IIS External
Evaluation Guide (QAFIN 2021, 25)#. It is known from the literature that there
are significant conceptual differences between stakeholders and customers of an
organization®. Out of the desire to avoid the concept of “internal customer” - a
term too “tough” for education, in the opinion of some analysts in the field - the
one of “stakeholders” was used - apparently more “friendly”! (Douglas McNab,
2011)%. The confusion stems from the fact that "internal stakeholders™ are, in
reality, the internal customers of that educational organization. Students are
external clients of the organization (as well as graduates, employers, creditors,
etc.)! Because students directly benefit from the "educational products/services
provided by the organization, through its "educational processes”! Although the
language has "industrial nuances", the reality is still the one presented in this
point of view!

2.2 ARACIP -"RAQAPE Initiative on the Development of New Standards for
the Evaluation of Pre-university Schools

ARACIP - The Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Pre-University
Education (RAQAPE)# is the institution “responsible” for quality assurance in pre-
university education.

Among the numerous attributions, ARACIP “elaborates the standards, reference
standards and, performance indicators™ for evaluating the schools from the pre-
university education system, to authorize, accredit and periodically evaluate these
units. Following the series of first standards developed and approved in 2007 and
2008, in 2020 (at 13 years "distance"!) Were approved the new normative acts

23 Bri Stauffer: What is the Difference Between Online Learning and Distance Learning?, https:/

www.aeseducation.com/blog/online-learning-vs-distance-learning and E-learning VS Distance
Learning, https://www.skillsacademy.co.za/e-learning-vs-distance-learning/

Guide for external evaluation of higher education institutions https://www.aracis.ro/wp-content/
uploads/2021/05/ Result-1.-Part-11-Guide-evaluation-11S-February-2021.pdf, page 25

AN: The differences are that stakeholders do not directly benefit from the organization's products
but are interested in its evolution.

Emily Douglas-McNab, Customers vs Stakeholders in Education, 2011, https://www.edweek.
org/teaching-learning/opinion-customers-vs-stakeholders-in-education/2011/12

ARACIP - https://aracip.eu/
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aimed at introducing the new philosophy of the agency regarding quality assurance

in the pre-university education system?,

Considering the "size" of the normative documents and the object of the present

paper, we will limit ourselves only to the analysis of the new "ARACIP" standards

from the perspective of their approaches in a post-pandemic context.

Accreditation of schools is mentioned in the quality legislation as an essential part

of quality assurance. Therefore, obtaining the status of an accredited school at one

or more levels of education is the minimum proof of the achievement of quality
assurance by that school.

Through the new normative acts?® elaborated, the “new standards" for evaluating

schools are introduced to be authorized and accredited for optimal functioning.

Analyzing the aspects related to the new standards, we notice an improvement in

terms of their definitions compared to the approaches from the old normative acts.

Although even in these normative acts, the definitions established for the term

"standard."®® Are not observed, we still notice a considerable improvement in the

fact that, regarding the accreditation/authorization procedures, the standard is made

up of requirements. Compared to the previous, incorrect and unproductive use of

"authorization standards/accreditation standards", by which the standard was made

up of standards;

» The requirements of the standard are better correlated with the quality level
induced by its application to the establishment and operation of a school/
operation at an optimal level chosen by the school®:;

» Some activities have been decentralized by transferring them to school
inspectorates. However, the effect of this may be particularly detrimental as the
assessment, in this case, needs to maintain its objectivity. We refer to the fact that
an objective evaluation is a third party performed by independent people who are
unrelated to the organization or not active in the system.

Returning to the subject of this paper, analyzing the “new standards”, we find

that they do not contain requirements regarding the development of educational

processes in the online environment or regarding the functioning of schools in the

28 AN: Itis about GD no. 993/2020 on the approval of the Institutional Evaluation Methodology for
the authorization, accreditation and periodic evaluation of education providers and GD 994/2020
on the approval of the provisional operating authorization standards and the standards of
accreditation and periodic external evaluation in pre-university education, accessible at https://
aracip.eu/categorii-documente/functionare-legala

29 AN: These are GD 993/2020 and GD 994/2020

30 AN: The definition of "standard" is given in the ISO / IEC 1996 Guide: "a document, established
by consensus and approved by a recognized body, which provides, for common and repeated use,
rules, guidelines or characteristics for their activities or results , in order to obtain the optimal
degree of order in a certain context."”

AN: See the explanations regarding the evaluation of schools concerning the "reference"
standard.
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pandemic/post-pandemic context. The structure of these standards is maintained,
with some adjustments, the same as the structure of the old standards, without
showing a significant adaptation to the current situation.

It is important to note that many requirements of the "new" standards become
obsolete, even inapplicable, as the context to which these standards refer is outdated
and non-existent during and even after the pandemic.

For example, Requirement B: 9 of the accreditation standard: “‘Reduction of
absenteeism and, as the case may be, of early school leaving / school dropout, in
the period since the last external evaluation” (GD 994/2020%).

Such a requirement is inapplicable in a pandemic context as the phenomenon is not
redefined, and no clear rules are established to configure this phenomenon in the
context of online education. In the following sense: through the new technologies,
the student can be present in the course from anywhere, exclusively from outside
the school. In this situation, he cannot be considered in the situation of "early school
leaving or school dropout™.

Another example is requirement B34 from the accreditation standard: ““Compliance
with the maximum schooling capacity defined based on regulations/instructions
issued by the Ministry of Education and Research or by ARACIP”’. This requirement
should, in our opinion, be revised/adapted to online education, as the content of the
requirement is related to the "physical” spaces of the educational institution and not
to the virtual spaces.

Last but not least, the requirements regarding “well-being” (B.76, B.77%%) are
obsolete and irrelevant since "well-being" is not defined in the normative acts
specific to the educational environment. In contrast to those described above,
the essential criterion in the standard, ¢c) Employability, indicator 13* is the least
detailed! Furthermore, the chapter "quality management” comprises irrelevant
requirements without any connection to the field itself!

3. Conclusions

The phenomenon generated by the SARS COV-2 virus, the global pandemic, which
persists in society, has accelerated the reconfiguration of many aspects of quality
management in the education system. On the one hand, the requirements of a high-
quality, increasingly stringent education, including the new conditions imposed by
the pandemic. On the other hand, the urgency of an ultra-accelerated implementation
of new technologies in the management of educational processes will shake the
classical paradigms regarding ““teaching-learning-evaluation”. The role of the

32 GD 994/2020, page 3, source: https://lege5.ro/gratuit /gm4tkmjwg43q / hotararea-nr-994-2020-
regarding-the-approval-of-the-standards-of-authorization-of-provisional-operation-and-has-
standards-of-accreditation-and-periodic-external-evaluation-in-pre-university-education

Ibidem, page 7
34 Ibidem, page 12
35 Ibidem, page 13
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teacher will be reconfigured in the new "educational" conditions, emphasizing
more and more the role of facilitator of learning. The learning process will shift its
focus to the student's ability to sustain an extensive process of self-instruction in an
environment away from direct interactions with the teacher. There is more and more
talk about the aggressive expansion of the "Ed-Tech" industry (Rice, 2021)% on the
status of the school, in the sense of "threatening" the classic status of the school to
the detriment of an industry that is flourishing day by day. Therefore, a rethinking of
the quality assurance process) of education is inherent under the enormous pressure
of the factors described above. New standards appropriate to the specific conditions
of the pandemic and post-pandemic, focused, in particular, on the development of
educational processes in the online environment, are extremely necessary and very
fast to adopt.

We appreciate that many of the concepts specific to the quality field will have to
be rethought and consensualized according to the new conditions imposed on
the global educational environment.

In our view, efforts to return to the previous state will have the opposite effect:
a significant slowdown in adapting the education system to the new conditions
imposed by the global pandemic caused by the SARS COV-2 virus because the
return is impossible!*’
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Abstract: Any learning and especially hybrid or blended learning have to be
addressed from both the point of view of the teaching providers and those to be
taught, such as to be adapted in the best way within the modern educational systems.
This paper presents the results of a concentrated (8 days for giving the answers)
yet thorough investigation (34 items created as Google Forms) employing a survey
conducted on a group of 54 students from B. Sc. and M. Sc. programs on online
versus face-to-face learning, both as a past activity and as a perspective. Some
of the most important results are that almost half of the respondents would prefer
a hybrid type of learning, with online courses and face-to-face laboratories and
seminars. Also, regarding the attractiveness of online learning activities, 66.7% of
respondents considered that the activities are accessible, with more opportunities to
access the information needed for learning, such as files with theory, applications,
and with examples. Still, a considerable amount of the study group (81.48%)
declared that it didn’t paid too much attention to the online courses, but the
pandemic context and the novelty of the study form could also cause this. Also,
37% of the respondents declared that they had acquired too few practical skills in
online learning, given that they havent worked with concrete devices or tools in
physical format. Thus, blended learning with a variable, adjustable percentage of
the different learning activities in online or face-to-face format is the answer for
current higher education, especially in the context of the economic crisis, where
students must also work while studying, such that their learning schedule must be
more flexible.

Keywords: education, online, blended learning, survey, students

1. Introduction

According to United Nations (UN) records, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused
the most significant disruption of the educational process worldwide, at all levels
of education, affecting more than 1.5 billion students on Earth (including nearly
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99% of students from middle and low-income states) and almost 24 million pupils
in pre-university education (Almahasees et al., 2021; The Economic Times, 2020).
Between the declaration of the global pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO) on March 11, 2020, and mid-July 2021, schools in more than 160 countries
around the world had closed (see the already famous term 'lockdown') to reduce the
spread of the virus. The educational systems everywhere, regardless of the level of
economic development, have had to enter and adapt abruptly to distance learning
(i.e. online) in order not to lose the continuity of the educational process entirely
and to give a chance to the current generations to have at least a minimum of access
to their formation, without knowing how long the situation will last and whether
or how they will return to normal life, to face-to-face communication, to direct
socialization.

Furthermore, the UN, through its Secretary General, stressed, within the pandemic
situation, that education is 'the key to personal development and the future of
society'. This is because education paves the way for opportunities in life, not
only for employment, but also in general, to give quality to all its aspects, even
if only to enjoy a place, a book, but also in order to reduce inequalities, to learn
the respect for the rights of others and to know that everyone has his legitimate
rights, which no one should violate, as is not the case at present, in the political and
military context of Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Thus, the importance of education
must be remembered under any circumstances; without it, the future of society
is compromised, so solutions must always be sought and found to overcome any
obstacles.

Today, humanity sees the pandemic of COVID-19 coming to an end and slowly
returning to normal life. Enormous and swift steps have been taken to find and
manufacture vaccines and drugs to eradicate the pandemic, proving the accelerated
scientific and technological progress worldwide. Within this context, we must
remember that computerization with exponential growth during the last decades,
such as artificial intelligence, quantum computing etc., have long passed the phase
of science fiction or desideratum, becoming a reality. The extension of the online
communication network should be remembered, too, since anyone can see its '5G
accelerated' pace. In the US alone, since 2000, when just over 41% of households
had an Internet connection, it has spread such as, in April 2021, 85% of households
had an online connection (Larson, 2022). According to recent studies, traffic on
broadband networks has increased by 51% in the US and Europe because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The average use per subscriber has increased by 40%, from
344 GB per subscriber in the 4" quarter of 2019 to 482.6 GB per month in the 4"
quarter of 2020 (OpenVault, 2021; UNESCO, 2020).

Nevertheless, not only has the Internet expanded impressively in the last two years
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The entry into lockdown has accelerated the
progress of computer science / IT, especially regarding the need for information
and communication. The databases have become so rich that we have come to find
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almost any information on the Internet, from banalities to the most complex notions
and recent discoveries, rightly stating that only those who do not know how to
search cannot find what they need on the Internet. In turn, communication, a critical
element of man as a social being, had to appeal to remote means, but more than
the classic telephone whose audio communication is far from meeting all needs.
Hence, it came to use, develop or create new environments and applications for
communication that even those born in the middle of the twentieth century did
not imagine (Wahle et al., 2022). Distance communication, distance learning and
even distance work have grown spectacularly; humanity is showing an incredible
inventiveness, involved in creating complex environments that offer people several
facilities in one place, giving birth to or developing and using online platforms on a
vast scale. Only such a short time from the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic
was enough to induce competition between different e-platform providers, which
had beneficial effects, reducing their access costs and increasing the efficiency and
opportunities they offer for study, communication, work and evaluation. Thus,
as humans have always succeeded, even the COVID-19 pandemic has brought
something good, including scientific advances, especially in the medical and IT
fields, which have also benefited education. Furthermore, now, after returning to
normal, but also after the debut of the economic crisis caused by the war in Ukraine,
the question arises whether, and if so, how much of the online work and education
can and really should be used, if there were enough good things in online work
and education, and if so, how can we objectively identify the good things and how
we can sort, select and combine them with the traditional face-to-face work and
education, in order to contribute to the formation of new generations, the stability
and development of the society.

The blended learning expression is not new. It is closely related to distance learning,
the latter being determined either by the need for a flexible learning program, adapted
to those who cannot participate in the educational process in the synchronous, face-
to-face version, or because they work or because they live in places where from it
is difficult to reach school, or for other reasons (Young, 2006).

Currently, after returning to face-to-face activities, humanity still has to face some
serious challenges: the economic crisis and the political and military crisis related to
the invasion of Ukraine by Russia. Thus, whether to continue, for reasons of funding
and more, with a hybrid type of learning, modernly called: 'blended learning', which
combines the online teaching and learning activities for courses/lectures with face-
to-face application activities: seminars and laboratories represents a critical, actual
issue. Nevertheless, online learning has its characteristics as compared to that
face-to-face, which requires prudent management of both the proportion of online
versus face-to-face activities and the ways of conducting education in the virtual
environment.

In the case of the educational process, decisions on how to proceed must be taken
with particular care, requesting and taking into account the views of all stakeholders:
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pupils/students, teachers, parents, the managers of the educational institutions
and the decision makers at the national level. As pupils and students are the first
beneficiaries of education, their opinions must be found, analyzed and used as in
any quality social process, in which there must be a feedback loop to optimize the
process. Furthermore, a few months later, in March 2022, when we returned to face-
to-face school, it was a good time to ask students for feedback on the good and bad
issues of online learning, now having the reactivated reference of physical learning.
Questioning students a few months after the return to classes in physical format on
the perception of online education as compared to the traditional one is a necessary
step for evaluating and adapting to the possible blended learning, which will be
implemented anyway in many of the world's education systems, even with a smaller
percentage of the online component, due to several reasons. First, one has to consider,
as stated above, the scientific and technological progress that requires rapid access
to information that is spreading primarily online. Second, education needs to adapt
to the new generations, which require a more flexible, student-centred education,
having access to information fast and at any time. Third, in order to adapt to rapid
societal changes, the youth needs to be more involved in the learning process. For
this, they must have the tools to provide feedback frequently so they can adjust
their training to achieve the highest possible learning efficiency (Bonk et al., 2006;
Wahle et al., 2022). Other reasons were also identified, specifically for online or
hybrid learning. One such reason could be the longtime illness of some students,
requiring their home or hospital isolation, and thus, the impossibility of attending
on-site classes (Raes et al., 2020). The same paper also states that the possibility of
administrating online quizzes along the learning process allows for fast feedback
for students concerning the quality of their learning outcomes. Thus, they can adjust
quicker their intellectual efforts and depth of study to get better results.

One very interesting paper published some time ago, in 2010, presents the results
of a pilot project consisting in delivering a course in a hybrid manner, both on-site
and to off-campus students; in order to test the feasibility of such an endeavour,
the authors considering the perspective of an increasing student population and
inadequate corresponding physical facilities of the universities, but also possible
pandemics (an unfortunately-confirmed prophecy), which should not determine the
interruption of the educational process (White et al., 2010).

This paper presents the results obtained by applying a survey to a relevant number
of students from the Bachelor and Master programs, on online learning and ways to
continue the educational process from now on. Such efforts have intensified since
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, implying both the implementation of
the learning process, but also students' motivation for their cognitive engagement
not only at the higher educational level, but also for high school students (Shi et
al., 2021; de Brito Lima et al., 2021; Al-Kahtani et al., 2022), pointing, among
others, to a fact also valid for face-to-face education, that student behaviour and
student learning performance strongly depend on the experience, the talent and

36



Quality Assurance Review
Vol. 12, No. 1 - 2, December 2022 FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

the involvement of the learners/professors (de Brito Lima et al., 2022). Several
types of comparisons could be made between face-to-face, online and blended-
type of teaching, not only as surveys regarding these teaching ways, but also by
deliberately administrating lessons in two or three manners and then comparing
students' performance. Such a study implemented in Brazil revealed that blended
learning led to higher scores than traditional lecture-based linear lessons (de Brito
Lima et al., 2021; Du et al., 2022).

This paper includes a presentation of the working methodology for the
accomplishment of the survey administered to the target group and its argumentation
(next section of the paper), followed by the results and discussion section, where the
replies to each question from the survey are analyzed and interconnected. Finally,
general conclusions are drawn in the last section of the paper.

2. Working Methodology: Presentation and Argumentation

The survey consisted of 34 items created within Google Forms, in an anonymous
version and without collecting email addresses, which was sent to students in several
ways: via email, on WhatsApp and the Microsoft Teams platform. There were 54
respondents, of which 37 were female, and 17 were male, which followed B. Sc.
or M. Sc. programs in different fields, either with a real/technical profile or some
from the humanist profile. The selected group is considered representative in age
range (average age of 28.38), as residence type (urban - 66.7%; rural - 33.3%), and
even as number (54 respondents) in the context of the short time frame available
for giving the answers (sending date: June, the 19", 2022; final date for receiving
the answer: June, the 27", 2022) and the small to average study groups within
the higher education programs selected as the target of the survey (maximum 20
students/study program).

The survey consisted of questions from several categories, both as types of topics
and as types of answers. Thus, socio-demographic questions were included: gender
(female/male), age (in whole years, as a value in a range, with choices from 18-
23 to 54-59), and residence, according to the data from the identity card (urban/
rural). Other questions in the questionnaire concern the level and type of program
in which the respondent is enrolled: Bachelor Science (B. Sc.) / Master Science (M.
Sc.), year of study, profile of the B. Sc. or M. Sc. program to which the respondent
was enrolled in April 2020, with eight choices: 1. technical (Engineering); 2. Exact
and/or natural sciences (Mathematics, Computer Science, Physics, Chemistry,
Biology), Geography, Architecture; 3. Medicine, Pharmacy, and Physical Therapy;
4. Humanist profile: Letters (Romanian language, foreign languages), Education
sciences, Law Science; 5. Psychology, Philosophy, Sociology, Theology, and
History; 6. Fine arts, visual arts, music (singing, instrument), acting; 7. Economic
studies; 8. Physical education and sports. There was no respondent from the
following study fields: fine arts, visual arts, music (singing, instrument), acting, or
physical education and sports.
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A question was formulated almost from the beginning of the survey regarding the
relevance of completing the questionnaire, namely whether the recipients of the
questionnaire were participating in online learning during the lockdown period; the
question was formulated as follows: 'Did you have the quality of a B. Sc. or M. Sc.
student in at least part of the time interval: April 2020 - February 2022?', with YES
and NO answer options.

The survey included questions on the facilities that students benefited from during

online learning: i) student hostel accommodation; ii) a device for carrying out

online learning activities: telephone, tablet, laptop, desktop computer; iii) having
an internet connection for carrying out online learning activities, with answer
options: yes, from own equipment - mobile data / yes, from own equipment - wifi
connection / no; iv) to be willing and able to use various applications for online
learning activities, with several answer options that could be selected simultaneously

(Microsoft Teams / Office 365, Zoom, Google Classroom, Cisco Webex, WhatsApp,

Facebook Messenger, Skype) and/or being able to complete other variants in the

"Other" category, with an open answer.

The survey also comprised several questions regarding the impressions of the

effective participation of the respondent to the online learning activities:

» about the communication in any way with the teachers, group colleagues and
respectively with the group tutor, with answers of type YES / NO on separate lines
in each category of possible communication partners, represented on columns;

 on the participation in online learning activities initiated by teachers during the
interruption of face-to-face classes, to which one answer should have been ticked
for each row for the categories of activities positioned in columns: courses,
seminars, laboratories and projects associated with a course, if applicable, with
the possible answers given in rows: 1) YES, at more than half of the online
activities; 1) YES, at less than half of the online activities; iii) NO; iv) Not
applicable (for projects).

Two specific questions were formulated and administered in order to reveal the

participation degree and the attention level and involvement of students in online

learning, with the reason that the survey was addressed to respondents from several
age groups, including so-called 'non-traditional' students, which have a stable job
and/or an age above that corresponding to the transition without a break from high
school to university - with eight respondents over 41 years old. Thus, the two
questions asked, emphasizing the sincerity of the respondents: i) what percentage
of the online learning activities a student was effectively at work/job, with the
answers: over / under 50% of the time; ii) what percentage of the online learning
activities the respondent was attentive, without doing anything else (to look on the

Internet, on social networks, to be gone shopping, on vacation, to the doctor etc.),

with the request to tick one answer for each line, for the following possible answers:

under / over 50% of the hours, separately for the two categories of teaching and
learning activities: courses/seminars or laboratories. The two questions above were
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formulated as a result of the experience of conducting online teaching activities
not only by the author of this paper, but also following discussions and exchanges
of experience with several teachers regarding the limited attention and effective
participation of some students in different types of online classes, that could
decrease the relevance of the respondents’ opinions on the quality of the educational
activities and on the possibilities to improve it.

The questions dedicated to the evaluation of the university teaching and learning
activities in the online environment, carried out until March 9, 2022, in Romania,
concern both teachers' performances before, during and after forced online classes
and the impact of online educational activities for students, with their advantages
and disadvantages, with the percentage of use of online learning, at least partial or
of blended learning-type, in whole or in part, only face-to-face, with an estimated
number of online classes daily, respectively how many days per week and also on
the ability of each surveyed student to focus to online teaching-learning activities.
It was also considered relevant to introduce at least one question on the home/
family environment during the participation in online classes, namely whether the
student was disturbed by the family context or, on the contrary, whether he/she felt
advantageous to be with the family in the context of the pandemic for which some
could have felt safer concerning their health and their emotional comfort.

The last two questions of the survey concerned the right to image for both teachers
and students, namely whether to participate or not in online teaching and learning
activities with the video camera (webcam) on and with the microphone at hand
(for students, teachers having it open anyway while conducting the classes).
The two questions had common elements, but also subtle differences inherent
to teachers' and students' roles. Thus, for a teacher, the webcam on is thought to
add realism to the activity, it indicates a greater involvement and stimulates the
audience's attention. However, on the other hand, keeping the video camera turned
on by teachers exposes them to the risks of being photographed or filmed without
their knowledge and agreement. Regarding the question polling the opinion about
keeping the video camera on and the microphone at hand by students throughout
the participation in online activities, three noteworthy mentions were included in
its content, which appeal to the conscience of respondents, but also correlates with
the previous question, regarding keeping the webcam on by the teachers: 1) if the
question regarding the teachers was answered "'YES', then two answer options were
offered, preceded by the phrase ‘do you think it is correct’, along with the answer:
'NO'; ii) reciprocity, which is invoked as a possible reason for the student to keep
the webcam on during online classes; iii) the correctness of confirming the student's
presence at classes only if he/she proves it, by using the webcam and by having
the microphone at hand to answer anytime to the teachers. In full, the last question
was formulated as follows: 'If you answered "YES' to the previous question, then do
you consider that it is correct and that, for reasons of reciprocity and correctness of
confirming the presence at the online classes, the student also has to have his/her
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webcam on and the microphone at hand on the entire duration of online activities?",
with the answer versions: YES / NO / I answered 'NO' to the previous question.

The answers to all the questions of the survey were downloaded in Excel format;
then, they were further processed, the most appropriate of them being separated and
correlated with some criteria considered to have a significant influence: the gender
of the respondents, age, area of residence, student hostel residence, and the fact that
they participated or not to online classes.

All the results were computed as rounded at two decimal places.

3. Results and Discussions

Among the 54 respondents, 79.63% are currently students at a B. Sc. Program (43/54),
while the rest 0of 20.37 % (11/54) are graduates of a B. Sc. Program in 2020, 2021 or
2022. Only three out of 54 respondents (5.56%) were M. Sc. students. Thus, the B. Sc.
Students were predominant among the survey respondents. For them, the adaptation
to an online or hybrid/blended form of learning could be more straightforward if
most of them are young enough or, on the contrary, the adaptation to a non-traditional
learning method could be more challenging for those students over 35 years old, for
which a particular style of learning and information reception is, or it should already
be established. It was noticed that 76.19 % (32/46) of the respondents, which are still
in a B. Sc. Program, are under 35 years old, and thus, their adaptation to online or
hybrid/blended learning should be easy enough. On the other hand, precisely 50% of
the respondents were between 18-23 years old (see Fig. 1).

In the current year of studies, the survey's respondents are grouped into: 42.6% -
1% year, of which only one is an M. Sc. student, 29.6% - 2" year, while 27.8% - 3™
year, so most of the respondents have benefited from online learning between April
2020 and February 2022, as proved by the double sorting by year of study and
through the answers to the question: "Were you a B. Sc. or an M. Sc. student in at
least part of the time interval: April 2020 - February 20227, for which 87% of the
respondents answered 'yes'. One should notice the correlations between some of the
survey questions, intended to verify whether the answers were given randomly or
fully aware, in the latter case, the answers to the survey being valid and worthy of

being interpreted and used.
56
7.41%

16.67%

-

= 18-23 = 24-29 - 30-35 - 36-41 - 42-47 48-53

Fig. 1 Percentages of respondents' ages, expressed in 5-year intervals
40



Quality Assurance Review
Vol. 12, No. 1 - 2, December 2022 FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

A percentage of 68.5% of the survey respondents were female, and the remaining
31.5% were male.

In April 2020, at the beginning of complete online learning in Romania, the profiles/
specialities of the B. Sc. or M. Sc. of the respondents were as follows:

» exact and/or natural sciences (Mathematics, Computer Science, Physics,
Chemistry, Biology), Geography, Architecture - 48.1%

+ technical profile (Engineering) - 25.9%

* Medicine, Pharmacy, Physiotherapy - 16.7%
* human/humanist profile - only 7.4%

* M. Sc. in Economics — 1.9%.

As a result, out of the total respondents, those with a real/technical profile were
predominant, such that the meaning of the answers regarding the efficiency and
usefulness of online learning can be attributed to them.

The residence area of the respondents is 66.7% urban, and the remaining 33.3%
rural. Until recently, it was considered somewhat implicitly that people living
in rural areas have fewer financial means, including those necessary to purchase
devices for participating in online learning activities, as well as to have a good
internet connection, for the same purpose. Nevertheless, this limited vision has
been updated or corrected, such that the financial possibilities come forward to the
residence area since there are people in rural areas with more financial possibilities
than those in urban areas, so to have equipment for participating in the online classes.
Therefore, instead of the place/area of residence, the question of family income
could have been asked. However, the answers to this question would have been less
accurate, given that it would have consisted, most often, of rough estimates because
an answer would have required long periods of information and calculation, which
most respondents would not have had, nor have had the cooperation of their families
in obtaining the proper answer. In fact, only two of the 24 respondents answered
'no' to the question: 'During the suspension of face-to-face classes, did you have
a device for carrying out online learning activities: phone, tablet, laptop, desktop
computer?' and those two are from an urban area. The same two respondents ticked:
'yves, my own — wifi connection' as an answer to the question connected to the
former: 'During the suspension of the face-to-face classes, did you have an internet
connection for carrying out online learning activities?' contradictory answer since
a wifi connection is correlated with at least a phone, if not with a laptop/desktop
computer/tablet, which invalidates these two answers. This situation may be due,
rather, to the inattention to the content of the question regarding the availability
of an online access device, which also included the phone, in the absence of any
type of computer. Out of the total number of respondents, none selected that they
would have had any equipment obtained with the support of the university where
they were students to participate in the online classes. Concerning this issue, one
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must not forget that the lockdown period also affected the acquisitions, but also
production and import of equipment, which was aggravated by the current global
crisis of semiconductors in the construction of computing equipment, a crisis
expected to expand at least up till 2023 (KPMG LLP, 2022). Only recently, the
higher education institutions could access funds with which they had purchased
equipment for students' access to online learning through projects written during
the period when the pandemic was still active and when the date of return to face-
to-face activities was uncertain. As physical learning has now returned, it would
seem that the recently purchased equipment would no longer make sense. However,
in reality, enough positive aspects of online learning have been retained, such as
its flexibility, energy saving at universities, and transport and/or accommodation
saving for students, which, combined with the economic crisis still in its infancy,
are prerequisites for blended learning, which requires the possession of suitable
equipment by both students and teachers (Young, 2006; Almahasees et al., 2021).

Regarding the answers to the question: 'During the suspension of the face-to-
face classes, did you have an internet connection for conducting online learning
activities?', it turned out that 70.4% of respondents selected the answer 'yes, my own
- wifi connection', while the others ticked the answer: 'yes, my own - mobile data'.

A question was addressed about different e-platforms and applications that can
be used for communication, learning and evaluation in the virtual environment:
"'What applications have you used for online learning activities?', the answers being
presented in Fig. 2. It can be seen that all respondents used the Microsoft Teams
e-platform, which integrates multiple facilities for teaching, assessments, messaging,
scheduling activities, workgroups etc. and which usually it is offered together with
Office 365, which is an advantage for students who do not have enough income
to purchase Office packages, which are essential in modern education, not only in
higher education but, in the last ten years and more, even and at pre-university level.

Microson Teams/QlMice 365 — 54 (100 %)
Zoom —15 (27.8 %)
Google Classroom -11 (20,4 %)
Clsco Webex —2 (3.7 %)
WhatsApp ~13 (24,1 %)
Facebook Messenger
Skype |-0(0 %)
Discord 1(1,9 %)
0 20 40 60

Fig. 2 The answers to the question about applications
used by students for online learning
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Along with Microsoft Teams, 27.8% of respondents also used the Zoom platform,
and over 20% also used Google Classroom. Over 24% used WhatsApp, which
proved extremely useful for fast audio and video communication via the Internet,
to and between groups created in this application, and for sharing pictures and files
of different types. As proof of its usefulness and use worldwide, it was counted that
only in October 2020, the WhatsApp application reached over two billion users per
month, given the prolonged global lockdown because of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Statista, 2020). On the other hand, no respondent ticked Skype, which was used
before the onset of the pandemic, few used Discord, which is especially useful for
communication in games, and just under 10% used Facebook Messenger, which,
prior to the pandemic, was much more used than WhatsApp.

A question about communication was also addressed, which was formulated through
checkboxes in the form of a grid: 'During the suspension of face-to-face classes, did
you communicate in any way with (tick one answer for each row):', with columns
for 1) teachers, ii) group colleagues, iii) group tutor, respectively. As a result, a
percentage of 90.74% (49/54) of the respondents stated that they communicated
with the teachers, all of them communicated with the group colleagues and 62.96%
(34/54) communicated with the group tutor, which reveals excellent communication
between students and teachers, even in a pandemic context.

A number of 29 out of 54 respondents, i.e. 53.7%, declared that they have
participated in more than half of the online courses, and 38.88% participated in less
than half of the online courses. In contrast, for online seminars and laboratories,
42.59% participated in less than half of the classes. In comparison, only 24.07%
participated in more than half of the classes, and 35.18% of the respondents did not
carry out any project since it was not the case.

Regarding the answers to the question: 'Answer honestly, about what percentage
of the online learning classes you were at work?', 74.1% were: 'less than 50%
of the classes', while the remaining 25.9% were: 'at over 50% of the classes, the
last percentage being relatively high and signalling one of the problems of online
learning, namely that some students, not a few, from those answering to the
questionnaire studied here, thought they could be at online school and work at the
same time, which was considered convenient for them and, in a wrong opinion,
as a sign of flexibility of the virtual learning environment. In fact, the focus on
learning activities excludes any other form of simultaneous activity, no matter how
automated it may seem. The next question, more intrusive and/or possibly more
annoying than the previous one, also explicitly asking for the respondent's sincerity,
was: 'Answer honestly, about what percentage of the online learning hours you were
attentive, without doing anything else (looking on the Internet, on social networks,
going shopping, on vacation, to the doctor etc.)? Tick one answer for each row', with
a separate answer requested for the courses and other for seminars + laboratories,
respectively. The answers to this question are presented statistically in Fig. 3.
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Fig. 3 Distribution of answers to the question on other activities
done by students during online learning activities

Unsurprisingly, one can notice from the analysis of Fig. 3 that, during the classes,
many students (81.48%) didn’t pay too much attention to the online courses. In
comparison, 79.62% of the respondents were attentive to over 50% of the online
seminars and laboratory classes, where the activities involved them much more and
which are more appealing than the courses. This finding is not really new; it was
also noticed in traditional, face-to-face learning. Such a result implies that more
sustained efforts must be made by each teacher to make the classes more attractive,
and to engage students more in the teaching and learning activities, thus keeping
their attention.

Some questions were also addressed regarding teachers’ performance:

44

» 'Estimate how many teachers, as a percentage, who carried out online teaching

activities, do you consider that managed to transmit the necessary information
and explanations?' the answers being distributed as follows: 81.5% of the
respondents ticked: 'over 50% of the teachers who carried out online classes
(over 5 out of 10 teachers or more than 10 out of 20 teachers etc.)’; the others
ticked: ‘less than 50% of the teachers who conducted online classes (less
than five out of 10 teachers or less than 10 out of 20 teachers etc.). This
distribution of answers is proof that most teachers have managed to adapt
quickly to completely online teaching.

‘Estimate how many teachers, as a percentage, have transmitted information
and explanations better through online learning as compared to face-to-
face learning?'. This question is correlated with the previous one, and the
answers were as follows: 72.2% answered that 'over 50% of the teachers who
conducted online classes (over five out of 10 teachers or over 10 out of 20
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teachers etc.)' This result should be carefully considered and correlated with
other items of the survey. The percentage is relatively high in favour of the
online performance of teachers, but thus, it is also unfavorable in terms of
their performance in face-to-face learning. However, students' responses and
the teachers' performance may have been influenced by the pandemic context,
in which the safety and convenience of carrying out teaching and learning
activities at home could have had a relevant role in the perception of learning
activities in the virtual environment.

* 'How many teachers, as a percentage, in the Bachelor's or Master's program
that you were pursuing when you switched to online learning, quickly adapted
to this form of education?' Here, 59.3% of respondents chose: 'over 50%',
while 24.1% chose 'between 30 — 50%/', results that are in good correlation
with those related to the previous question on the didactic performance.

* 'Did you manage to adapt to the online learning activities?' had 68.5% of the
respondents ticking: 'I adjusted very well', while the others chose: 'I adjusted
to some extent'. No one selected: 'I did not adjust at all'.

Regarding the pre-pandemic teaching and learning activities, the following
question was addressed: 'Before switching to online learning because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, how many of the teachers, in percentage, from the B. Sc. or
M.Sc. program that you were enrolled in, used modern educational technologies:
teaching with a video projector, using websites, using online applications,
databases, video presentations?'. 40.7% of respondents chose: 'over 50% (over
five out of 10 teachers or over 10 out of 20 teachers etc.)', while 22.2% selected
'between 30-50% (3 — 5 out of 10 teachers or 6-10 out of 20 teachers etc.)', and
18.5% selected "between 10 — 30% (1 — 3 out of 10 teachers or 2 — 6 out of
20 teachers etc.)', while seven respondents ticked: 'it was not the case'. It was
concluded that, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant fraction of
teachers used modern teaching methods, but the answers would be much more
relevant when administered nationally. Another question was: 'After returning
to face-to-face education, what percentage of the teachers from the of the B. Sc.
or M.Sc. program you are currently enrolled in continued to use an electronic
platform and other forms of online communication?', Fig. 4 presenting the
statistical distribution of the received answers.

One can notice from the analysis of Figs. 4 that, after returning to face-to-
face learning, teachers still use online grading options, and quite a few still
submit online feedback for homework. The first aspect is positive on grading
transparency, while the second is highly recommended for quality education, in
which the evaluated one needs not only a grade, but also an explanation for the
grade, in order to be able to correct himself/herself and, thus, be able to improve
his/her performance.
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Fig. 4 Statistics of the answers to the question on continuing the use
of online activities after returning to face-to-face learning

Students were also asked for their opinion on the following: 'How many, in
percentage, of the teachers in the B. Sc. or M. Sc. program you are currently
pursuing, are open to modern teaching activities, including online ones?'. Exactly
50% of the respondents ticked: 'over 50% of teachers (over five out of 10 teachers
or over 10 out of 20 teachers etc.)', 44.4% ticked 'less than 50% of teachers (less
than five out of 10 teachers or less than 10 out of 20 teachers etc.)', while the
remaining 5.6% ticked the answer 'not the case'. Thus, according to the students, at
least half of the teachers are willing to carry out blended learning. Of course, this
result must be considered subject to the students' subjectivity since the teachers were
not questioned, and it should be done separately. Nevertheless, it is still essential to
assess the impression teachers give to students in this regard.

Several questions were addressed concerning learning in perspective. Thus, the
following possible answers were offered for the question: 'How much would the
following learning types suit you (tick one answer for each row)": 1) totally face-
to-face; 2) totally online; 3) online courses; face-to-face labs and seminars; 4) less
than 50% face-to-face; online — the rest; 5) less than 50% online, the rest face-
to-face. The respondents could appreciate the proposed learning forms in 'steps':
'to a small extent / to some extent / to a large extent.' The results are presented
in Fig. 5. Many respondents stated that it would suit them only to a small extent
to carry out full-time online learning (40.74%). However, the learning option in
which the courses would be online, and the laboratories + seminars would be face-
to-face was appealing to enough persons (46.29%), but the approximate equality
between preferences (i.e. the answer: 'to a large extent') for the following choices: 1)
activities performed completely face-to-face; i) activities conducted entirely online
and iii) courses-online; laboratories + seminars - face-to-face, represent evidence
of indecision. Thus, there is a need for more extensive studies conducted at the
national level, in an integrated manner, which should be corroborated between
higher education institutions in order to take the best decision on the development
of university teaching and learning activities in the very near future, taking into
account all the involved aspects.
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How muchwould the following learning types suit you
(lick one answer for each line)

:: monline courses; face-toface labs and seminars
20 = less than 50% face-to-face; online - the rest

15 mtotally face-to-face

1

: total online

o mless than 50% online; the rest face-to-face

[to a small extent] [to same extent) [to alarge extent]

Fig. 5 The answers to the question on future learning modalities

What are the most appropnate forms of leaming activities for you? (Tick one answer for each line.)

[to be able to ask the teacher when | don't not undersland)
[Waord, PowerPoint, pdf or similar files with information and .
[activity records, so | can learn whenever | can) |
[combined, online and face-to-face]

[face-to-face] T ———

[onfine] | —

[modalities decided by the teacher]

] 4 - 12 16 20 24 a8 32 36

=[to a large extent] =[to some extent] =[lo a small extent]

Fig. 6 The answers to the question on learning modes,
including asynchronous learning

Another question was addressed similarly to the one just discussed to correlate it
with the previous questions and validate each other: "Which are the most appropriate
forms of learning activities for you? (Tick one answer on every row.)', the proposed
forms being: the modalities that the teacher decides / online / face-to-face / combined,
online and face-to-face / activity records, in order to be able to learn whenever |
have the possibility / Word, PowerPoint, pdf or similar files with information and
tasks/homework, that I can learn and solve when I want / to be able to ask the
teacher when I don’t understand, all these with the following answer options: to a
small extent / a certain extent / to a large extent, whose statistics is given in Figs.
6. It is worth noting the introduction here, as compared to the previous question,
of asynchronous learning methods corresponding to blended learning, which is
not recent or limited to European countries or the USA, being used even in Arab
countries and India (Almahasees et al., 2021; Bonk & Graham, 2006; Young, 2006).
One can see from Fig. 6 that the respondents chose the answer 'to a large extent' to
all three forms of asynchronous learning that are not used in traditional, face-to-
face education, but offered by education in the virtual environment and it is merely

47



Quality Assurance Review Pros and Cons of Online Learning — Students’ Opinions
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION after three Months from Returning to Face-to-face Learning

logical for it to be considered advantageous, since it makes the learning program
more flexible, it allows repeated access to notions for in-depth understanding and
acquiring knowledge. On the other hand, most respondents believed that it was good
only to some extent that the teacher chose the teaching and learning activities. Also,
42.59% (23/54) of the respondents considered online learning vastly convenient,
while 51.85% (28/54) considered face-to-face learning vastly convenient. These
results are well-correlated and validate mutually with those of the previous question,
where the online against face-to-face learning compete with close percentages to
the 'to a large extent' assessment, with a slight advantage for the physical format of
the classes. As a result, these answers to the survey are validated as well.

The answers to the question: 'Do you think that online learning activities are
interesting and useful as compared to face-to-face ones?’ were: 'to some extent' —
44.4 %, 20.4% 'completely agree' — 20.4%, 'to a small extent' — 14.8%, not at all'
—7.4%. So it turns out that the opinion is only one-fifth in favour of the advantages
of online compared to face-to-face learning.

Three questions were asked on the duration of online teaching and learning activities
(see Figs. 7 for the results):

1) 'How much from a 2-hour online learning activity (2 x 50 min. = 100 min.
effective) did you manage to stay focused?' and 51.9% answered: 'throughout
the activity', which means that only about half of the students managed to stay
attentive to online teaching and learning activities. However, face-to-face
learning, considered objectively and critically, also implies concentration
problems, where the breaks have the role of dividing the intellectual effort
and stimulating attention for shorter durations, between 50-100 minutes (i.e.
corresponding to a standard course module of 2 hours', i.e. 100 minutes
effectively);

2) 'Estimate how many days a week would you like to have only online learning
activities?’ question to which 35.2% chose the answer: '2-3 days a week/,
but a relevant percentage of 16.7% said that none, answer that is in a good
agreement with the correlated questions administered at the beginning of
the survey. Coming back, in another form, in a survey, to questions with
the potential for insincere or uncertain answers is a method specific to
socio-psychological questionnaires, such methodology being applied in the
questionnaire discussed in this paper (Boynton & Greenhalgh, 2004; Ramsey
etal., 2016).

3) 'Estimate how many hours a day do you think online learning activities should
be done? ', to which 38.9% chose the answer: '2-4 hours a day', while 24.1%
selected: 'all hours should be online', a percentage very close to the 29.6%
answered as ‘all hours to be online' given to the question discussed at point 2
of the current list.
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How much from a 2.hour online leaming activity (2x50 min=
100 min. effective) did you manage to stay focused?

=less than 30 minutes
= 30-60 minutes
= throughout the activity

Eslrnaleabwtrwwmwdays a week would you like to
have only online leaming activites?

’ -mda-y
» 2.3 daysa week
w all hours 1o be online

Estimate how many hours a day do you think
onkne leaming should be done?

= none

= 2-4 hours a day

» 2.8 hours a day

= 4.8 hours a day

= 3l hours to be online

Fig. 7 Percentage distribution of answers to the questions
on the duration of online learning activities

Two essential questions were created and asked regarding the attractive features
and, on the contrary, the difficulties associated with online learning activities. Only
predefined, non-exhaustive answers were offered to these questions, but in a number
and with relevant content. Predefined questions have the advantage that they can be
counted as compared to open answers. The analysis of the results and the integral
contents of the questions are presented in Figs. 8 and 9, respectively.

FromFig. 8, one can notice that an overwhelming percentage of 83.3% of respondents
ticked: 'Activities are easier to do without going to the faculty, without wasting time
and spending on transportation.' while 66.7% of respondents chose: 'Activities are
accessible; we have more opportunities to access the information we need to learn:
files with theory, with applications, with examples.', while 50% considered that:
'Activities are flexible, I can learn whenever I want.' and a percentage of 44.4%
selected: ‘I enjoy using technology while learning’. All these answers with a high
selection percentage indicate them as clear advantages of online learning.
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- The activities are easier to be done, without having to pay for
accommodation at the student hostel,

= Communication is easier with teachers.

- | enjoy using technology while leaming.

- The activities are flexible, | ¢can learn whenever | want,

= The aclivties are accessible; we have several possibilties to
access the information we need to learn; files with theory,
applications, and examples.

= The activities are easier to do, without going to faculty, without
wasling time and spending on transportation.

Fig. 8 The statistics of the answers regarding the attractiveness
of online learning activities

As the disadvantages of online learning, as one can notice from Fig. 9, the
percentages were more balanced. Thus, 46.3% of the respondents selected: 'I do not
consider that there is any major difficulty in carrying out online learning activities.',
37% chose: 'l have acquired more theoretical knowledge, but too little practical
skills, given that I have not worked with concrete devices and tools in physical
format', 27.8% ticked: 'Lack of interaction and competitiveness with group/year
colleagues', 25.9% checked: ' could not focus too well on online learning activities.',
20.4% considered it challenging to communicate with most teachers, and the same
percentage chose: 'l spent too much time in front of the computer or a device to
participate in online learning activities, so I had headaches, back pain, leg pains
etc.'. No one selected the answer: ' do not do well with technology, the Internet, and
various online educational methods.' Therefore, the suggested difficulties of online
learning have balanced weights and relevant percentages to be considered as such,
in general.

« | do not have a suilable device for accessing online leaming activities.
=1 dd nat have a sutable space to be alone and quiet to participate at online leaming

actvities.

« Many teachers do net have access to sutable devices for conducting online teaching
acirviies,

« | do not have access Lo good quality intemet to access onling leaming activities.
There is a kack of constant control / monitoring of my activity by teachers.

= Many teachers do nat do well with technology and the use of the Intemet and vanous oniine
teaching methods

«| spent too much time in front of the computer or a device Lo participate in online leaming
activies, 5o | had headaches, backaches, leg pans elc.

« Dificult Communication with most teachers

= | couldnt focus too much on online leamng achvities.

= Lack of interaction and compettiveness with group [ year colleagues

» | acquired more theoretical knowledge, but too kittie ptacrlcalsﬂls given that | did not work
wilh concrele devices and mstruments, in physical formal

«| 60 not consider thal there is any important difficulty in carrynng out online leaming activities,

Fig. 9 The statistics of the answers regarding the difficulties
of online learning activities
In the final part of the questionnaire, a question was asked about online versus face-
to-face evaluation: 'How did you perceive online evaluation activities as compared
to face-to-face ones?' differentiated for: 'laboratory and/or seminar classes’ and
'exams and verifications', respectively. The obtained results are presented as
percentages in Figs. 10, where one can notice that over a third of the respondents,
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more precisely 37.18% considered that it is easier for exams and verifications
to be evaluated online than face-to-face. In contrast, the highest percentage for
laboratories and/or seminars, 39.29%, chose that the evaluation is more difficult
online than face-to-face. However, in both diagrams, the percentage distributions
are, in fact, quite balanced between the three categories of answers, which means
that students did not perceive significant differences between the online and the
face-to-face evaluations either for exams/verifications or for colloquia (laboratory
examinations) or seminar-type of activities.

|at exams and veriﬁcations}

26.92%

* [easier than face-to-face]
» [the same as face-toface]
[harder than face-to-face]

Iat laboratory and / or seminar classes|

39.29%

Fig. 10 The percentage of responses concerning the online evaluation

= [easier than faceto-face]
«[the same as face-to-face]
[harder than face-lo-face]

Passing to the question about the home environment in which students have

participated in online learning activities: 'Select the statements with which you

agree on attending online learning activities in the context of your family or those
with whom you live. Then, choose all the answers you agree with', the answers are
distributed as follows:

+ 58.82% answered with '"YES' to the option: 'l spent more time with my family or
with those I lived with during the state of emergency or alert, and this suited me’',
the rest considering the opposite;

* 27.03% considered that 'l spent too much time with my family or with those 1
lived with during the state of emergency or alert, and this stressed me; I wanted
to go to the faculty', the rest considering the opposite;

* 64.86% agreed with the statement: 'They respected my schedule of online
learning activities (they were quiet, they did not come to the location where [ was
attending the online classes).', the rest responding with 'NO' to this statement.

The last two questions in the questionnaire discussed here were whether or not to

use the webcam and microphone during online classes. The answers to the question:
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'Do you think it is right for teachers to participate in online classes with their video
camera turned on, BUT respecting their right to image (not to be photographed
or filmed without their permission)? ' were divided into 59.3% of 'NO', and the
remaining 40.7% of 'YES', percentages that do not differ significantly from each
other in order to conclude that any of the variants is predominant. Correspondingly,
the answers to the question: 'If you answered YES to the previous question, then
you consider that it is correct and also, because of reciprocity and proof of presence
at online activities, the student should keep his/her video camera on and the
microphone at hand during the entire participation in the online activities?', were
'YES' in only 35.2%, while they were 'NO' in 20.4%, and the remaining 46.3%
ticked that: 'T answered 'NO' to the previous question.' In this case, too, the obtained
percentages prove divided opinions, not allowing for a clear conclusion on the
availability of students to turn on their webcams/video cameras and microphones
during online learning activities.

4. Conclusions

A complex survey was created and applied in order to identify the pros and cons of
online and blended learning versus traditional face-to-face education. The survey
consisted of 34 items of several types, some being inter-correlated, as to validate
between them, according to the typology of socio-psychological questionnaires.
The questionnaire was administered to a representative number of students of
different ages, higher education levels, Bachelor's or Master's levels, areas of
residence and gender.

It has been found that many students prefer blended learning, that there are
advantages and disadvantages of online learning from different points of view,
so that, in fact, in the context of scientific, technological, informational and IT
development, the best educational system should be of blended-type, in which one
should select the best aspects of face-to-face and online learning. Then, combining
them harmoniously would be the most beneficial for the training and development
of students, of the new generations, to stimulate their attention and creativity, to
keep them under the guidance, evaluation and feedback of teachers, so that they can
continuously adjust their actions in order to make the educational approach most
effective and successful.

Combining traditional and online education is a challenge to which all stakeholders
must be called to respond and cooperate, from decision-makers at the national
level, to teachers, with their experience in the field, but also students, i.e. the direct
beneficiaries of the educational process.

The study will be extended to a bigger target group and to students from more
B. Sc. And M. Sc. Programs, given the interest shown by the survey respondents
analyzed here, even in such a short time frame. Therefore, it is strongly advised to
apply yearly and even twice a year surveys about the learning process within higher
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education programs in order to assess their implementation and to adjust them in
the context of the new generations, strongly related to computers and smartphones
and to a labour market where home working and automation are sought after more
and more.
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Abstract: The following paper presents the results of the study on the opinion of
students from the Faculty of Cybernetics, Statistics, and Economic Informatics
enrolled in the bachelor's degree in the second year, the third year, the additional
year, and pupils enrolled in high school at the "Tudor Vianu" National High
School of Computer Science. The answers were collected through a questionnaire
distributed and completed online. Its elaboration was essential, as the number of
questions had to be chosen carefully and elaborated as clearly as possible.

The purpose of the study is to discover the advantages, disadvantages, and elements
of online education that should be improved so that this form of education, so far
not explored by Romanian society, can be optimized.

In this study, a variety of facts were revealed. For example, respondents feel that
they are less encouraged to actively participate in online classes compared to the
level of encouragement received in classes conducted on campus, students use
personal time less efficiently in the context of home classes compared to on-campus
classes, and the final evaluation scenario preferred by 56.3% of respondents is
conducted entirely online. In comparison, 40.5% of the students prefer an entirely
on-campus final evaluation.
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Furthermore, after hypothesis testing, it was concluded that teaching courses
in the traditional environment are significantly more efficient than that in the
online environment. Moreover, the efficiency of the process of teaching seminars
in the traditional environment is considered to be higher than that in the online
environment, the efficiency of the learning process in the traditional environment
is significantly different from that in the online environment, and, last but not least,
the efficiency of the assessment process on campus is significantly higher than the
efficiency of the online assessment.

Keywords: questionnaire, teaching, learning, evaluation, advantages and disad-
vantages

1. Introduction

The society in which we live is constantly changing. Regardless of one's will,
technology and online techniques are becoming increasingly present.

With the development of society and, by extension, technology and online
technology, the expectations of employers, pupils, students, teachers, and parents
regarding the level and breadth of knowledge that new graduates should possess are
increasing significantly. This puts considerable pressure on the education system. In
this sense, there are classrooms where teachers will integrate technology and online
techniques into the educational process. However, in others, the start of class can be
like boarding a plane: students must sit down and turn off their electronic devices
immediately.

At the beginning of the Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19), the educational system
faced a significant challenge. In addition, the situation was made more difficult by
the immediate need to find a solution that would allow education to continue safely
without putting students and teachers at risk.

Therefore, on March 11 2020, just a few days after the first confirmed cases of
Coronavirus in Romania, the Ministry of Education announced the suspension of
face-to-face classes and the relocation online. Therefore, the current pandemic has
forced the entire Romanian education system to use technology and transfer its
activity to the online environment.

Although the education system was only partially prepared for this change (some
pupils and teachers either do not have the necessary knowledge to use a computer
or do not have access to one or the Internet, and some subjects can only be taught
to a certain extent at a distance), it can be said that a context has been created
which has forced the education system to develop by integrating technology.
Adapting to the current situation has been both an opportunity and a challenge for
the education system.
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In most cases, the educational institutions needed to prepare for this step. However,
even with the Ministry of Education’s help, they could not adapt in such a short time,
and efforts are still being made to help them function during this period. However,
the change has been challenging, even for schools in privileged areas that already
use technology in the classroom.

This research aimed to analyze the quantitative and qualitative statistics of students'
and pupils' perceptions of the educational process of face-to-face and online
learning.

2. Research Methodology

Two individual questionnaires were designed based on the target groups of this
case study: students enrolled in the bachelor's degree at the Faculty of Cybernetics,
Statistics, and Informatics (CSIE) in the second, third, and additional year and
studentsenrolled in high school at "Tudor Vianu™ National High School of Computer
Science (CNITV). The information was collected by indirect method since the
developed questionnaire was distributed and completed by the respondents online.
The first step in designing the questionnaire was determining the number of
questions to include. On the one hand, too many questions imply a significant
likelihood of a high nonresponse rate. However, on the other hand, more questions
would be needed to allow for a comprehensive analysis. Therefore, approximately
30 questions are set for the student questionnaire and 20 questions for the pupils'
questionnaire.

The next step is to develop the questions. This takes into account the purpose of the
survey. Both quantitative questions, on a scale of 1 to 10, and qualitative questions,
on a nominal and ordinal scale, are designed. The vast majority of the questions
in both questionnaires are closed-ended because of their advantages (easier data
processing). However, there are also open-ended questions designed to capture the
spontaneity of respondents. For example, in the student questionnaire, students
are asked to indicate their preferred mode of the final evaluation. The options
available are: "Fully on campus”, "Fully online on the ase.ro platform”, or "Partly
online". If they wished to answer, "Partly online", they were asked to specify for
which subjects they would like to take the examination on campus. In the pupil
questionnaire, they are asked to indicate in which field they wish to continue their
studies after high school.

The questions in the survey are divided into seven sections, and the order of the
questions is reasonable: easy questions that do not require time to think have been
alternated with difficult ones. The last section comprises identification questions,
which play an informative role.

The structure of the research is as follows:
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Table 1. Research organization plan

Elements Description

The study’s main objective is to determine the opinion of students and
pupils on online education compared to the traditional environment.

The secondary objective is to determine their conception of traditional
education.

The purpose of the study is to discover the advantages, disadvantages and
elements of online education that should be improved so that this type of
education, unexplored by Romanian society so far, can flourish.

Objectives

Students from the Faculty of Cybernetics, Statistics and Economic
Survey base Informatics from ASE, enrolled in the bachelor's program and pupils
enrolled in high school at "Tudor Vianu" National High School of Computer
Science in Bucharest.

Sampling Simple units will be analyzed. One student/pupil represents a simple unit.

The optimal sample size for a simple non-return random survey plan is 125
Determination of | students (if the total population is 1906).
the sample The sample size of the pupils is 347, and the target population is 1,055

pupils.

Elaboration of | The questions follow the aspects related to the elements of the educational
questionnaires | process: teaching of courses and seminars, learning and evaluation.

The questionnaire was pre-tested on a small number of students / pupils
to ensure that the questions were clearly formulated and their type was
correctly chosen (closed or open question). Additionally, it was desired to
determine the average duration of completion of the survey.

The pilot survey took place between January 4 and 10, 2021.

Pilot survey

Indirectly, via a questionnaire constructed in Google Forms, distributed
to student groups and pupils, and completed online from January 18 to
February 13, 2021.

Data collection
method

Data Processing | February 22 to March 14, 2021

Analysis,
interpretation and
presentation of
results

March 15 to April 4, 2021

Authors processing

3. Analysis of Student Perception of the F2F and Online Education Process

The characteristics of the respondents are presented in the following table:
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Table 2. Respondent profile

Variable / - Number of -
Characteristics Variants respondents SUTERIEED)
Female 46 36.5
Gender
Male 80 63.5
Second year 108 85.7
Year of Study Third year and an additional year 18 14.3
Cybernetics Economic 32 25.4
Specialization Economics Informatics 82 65.1
Economic Statistics 12 9.5
F £ fundi Budget 85 67.5
ormoriunding | peeg 41 32.5
Students at CSIE and other 39 31.0
Status faculty/ employee
Only student at CSIE 87 69.0

Authors’ processing

The actual analysis of the student questionnaire begins by comparing the grades
given to the four elements of the educational process (course teaching, seminar
teaching, learning, and evaluation) in traditional education with the grades given by
the same students to the same elements but in the situation of online education. It is
found that the average grades given in the traditional education situation are higher
than the average grades given in the e-learning situation, regardless of the type of
activity. The most considerable discrepancy is between the average marks given for
face-to-face and online seminar teaching (8.64:6.16).

Figure 1. The degree to which students appreciate the efficiency
of the teaching, learning, and assessment process
Authors’ processing
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Note: 1 = totally inefficient/dissatisfied and 10 = very efficient/totally satisfied,

A further question in the survey aims to capture the extent to which students are
overall satisfied with the online and face-to-face educational process. The average
grades given to the educational process are lower than those given to teaching,
learning, and evaluation. This suggests that students consider other elements when
asked to evaluate the overall educational process they have experienced so far.
Therefore, regarding online learning, its lower average can be explained by the lack
of direct and constant interaction with professors and colleagues, the lack of living in
the dormitory/in Bucharest, and the extracurricular activities that take place within
the faculty. On the other hand, the lower average of the traditional educational
process than the average of the teaching, learning, and assessment process averages
can be explained by the student's dissatisfaction with the low amount of emphasis
placed on the practical side of the subjects taught.

The extent to which students were pleased with the
educational process

9,00
8,00
7,00
6,00 =
500 —
4,00
3,00
2,00
1,00
0,00

7,86

Traditional F2F / Online
On campus

Q5

Figure 2. The extent to which students are satisfied
with the educational process

Authors’ processing

A regression model is created to describe the influence of the teaching process
of seminars, courses, and the learning and evaluation process on the educational
process as a whole. The link between explanatory factors and the educational
process is direct: the increased effectiveness of any factor will increase the extent to
which students are satisfied with the educational process.
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Table 3. Regression results in the traditional environment

SUMMARY OUTPUT
Multiple R 0,86
R-square 0,74
Adjusted R-square 0,73
Standard error 1,04
Observations 126

df SS MS F Sig. F

Regression 4 365,65 91 83,94 0,00
Residual 121 131,77 1,09
Total 125 497,43

Standard

Coefficients Srror t Stat P-value
Intercept -0,20 0,46 -0,44 0,66 -1,12 -0,20
Q1.1.Teaching
efficiency F2F 0,04 0,10 0,38 0,70 -0,16 0,04

Q2.1. The efficiency
of teaching seminars

e 0.45 0,12 3,85 0,00 022 0,45
Q3.1. F2F learning

efficiency 0,33 0,08 3,87 000 016 033
Q4.1. Evaluation 0,15 0,08 2,03 004 000 0.15

efficiency F2F

Authors’ processing

The multifactorial regression model obtained in the case of traditional education is
defined as follows:

N
=—-0,20 + 0,04x,+ 0,45X,+ 0,33X,+ 0,15X,

Where ? represents the dependent factor (total educational process) carried out
traditionally, and x, (course teaching efficiency), X, (seminar teaching efficiency),
X, (learning efficiency), and X, (evaluation efficiency) are explanatory/independent
factors.

The coefficient of determination, R?, indicates that the variation in explanatory
factors drives 74% of the variation in overall satisfaction. The remaining 26% of
the variation in satisfaction with the face-to-face educational process is explained
by other unaccounted-for factors, such as the reduced emphasis on practice. The
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negative value of the free term indicates the existence of other factors that are not
included in the regression model and influence the educational process.

The effectiveness of seminar teaching strongly influences students' overall
satisfaction with the educational process in traditional education. Thus, holding
the other variables constant, when the efficiency of seminar teaching increases by
one point, students' overall satisfaction with the educational process increases by
0.45 points. Similarly, if all other efficiencies remain the same, but the efficiency
of assessments increases by one point, then students' overall satisfaction with the
educational process increases by 0.15 points.

The validity of the regression model is guaranteed by the fact that the value obtained
for significance F is much less than 0.05 (the significance level associated with a
95% probability). The significance level of the parameters is tested by comparing
each p-value with the value of 0.05 or by checking whether the confidence interval
contains the value 0. It is concluded that the free term and the teaching effectiveness
of the courses are not statistically significant, and therefore they are not meaningful
in the interpretation.

The strength of the link can be determined using the Pearson correlation ratio, which
shows that all links are solid and direct. It is confirmed that satisfaction with the
traditional educational process is most strongly influenced by the effectiveness of
seminar teaching, followed by the effectiveness of learning. It is important to note
that the explanatory factors are strongly interrelated, which means they influence
each other.

Table 4. Pearson correlation ratio matrix

Ql.1. Q2.1. Q3.1. Q4.1.
Efficiency Efficiency  Efficiency  Efficiency

teaching the  teaching F2F  learning evaluation

Q5.1.

Satisfaction
F2F activity

F2F course seminar F2F F2F
Q1.1
Efficiency teaching
the F2F course 1,00
Q2.1. Efficiency
teaching F2F
seminar 0,85 1,00
Q3.1. Efficiency
learning F2F 0,81 0,79 1,00
Q4.1. Efficiency
evaluation F2F 0,72 0,79 0,68 1,00
Q5.1. Satisfaction
F2F activity 0,76 0,82 0,79 0,73 1,00

Authors’ processing
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The attention is then moved to the regression model describing the influence of the
teaching process of seminars, courses, and the learning and evaluation process on
the educational process carried out in the online environment.

Table 5. Regression results in the online environment

SUMMARY OUTPUT
Regression statistics
Multiple R 0,87
R-square 0,77
Adjusted R-square 0,76
Standard error 1,31
Observations 126
df SS MS F Sig. F
Regression 4 679,19 169,80 98,63 0,00
Residual 121 208,31 1,72
Total 125 887,50
: Standard Lower  Upper

Coefficients Srror t Stat P-value 95% 95%
Intercept 0,08 0,32 0,24 0,81 - 0,56 0,71
QL1 The efficiency of |5 0,10 1,53 013 -004 035
teaching online courses
Q2.1. The efficiency
of teaching online 0,16 0,10 1,56 0,12 - 0,04 0,35
seminars
Q3.1. Online learning 0,45 0,11 4,33 0,00 025 0,66
efficiency
Q4.1. Online 0,16 0,06 2,68 00l 004 028

evaluation efficiency

Authors’ processing

The multifactor regression model obtained for online learning is defined as follows:
Y = 0,08 + 0,15x, + 0,16x, + 0,45x, + 0,16%,

Where \/(\ represents the entire educational process conducted online, the endogenous

variable, and X, (the efficiency of teaching online courses), X, (the efficiency

of teaching online seminars), X, (the efficiency of online learning), and X, (the

effectiveness of the online evaluation) represents exogenous variables.

The most significant influence on the explained factor is the effectiveness of online

learning (self-instruction). Thus, if all other variables remained constant and the

efficiency of the online learning process increased by one point, then satisfaction
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with the educational process would increase by 0.45 points. Correlation coefficients
indicate adirectrelationship between all elements. Between the degree of satisfaction
and the efficiency of online learning, the correlation coefficient has a value of 0.85.

Table 6. Pearson correlation ratio matrix

Q1.1 Q2.1. Q3.1. Q4.1. Q5.1.
Efficiency Efficiency Efficiency Efficiency  Satisfaction
teaching course teaching learning  evaluation activity

online seminar online online online online

Intercept 1,00

QL.1. The

efﬁc“.ency Of. 0,85 1,00

teaching online

courses

Q2.1. The

efficiency of 0,87 0,87 1,00

teaching online

seminars

Q3.1. Online

learning 0,65 0,73 0,71 1,00

efficiency

Q4.1. Online

evaluation 0,80 0,82W 0,85 0,72 1,00

efficiency

Authors’ processing

The model is valid and explains 77% of the variance in satisfaction with the
educational process, but the efficiency of teaching courses and seminars is not
statistically significant (p — value > 0.05).

The confidence intervals are calculated for the variable that describes the interaction
between students and teachers in online and traditionally conducted classes.

Table 7. Confidence intervals for the variable describing the interaction between
student and teacher ONLINE

Q10. wi -
Interaction Ere- Per- Average Represen- Limit | Lower | Upper
student- of the tativeness S NP
quency | centage o error | limit limit
teacher qualitative error
online variable
Very weak 13 10.3 0.10 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.15
Weak 42 33.3 0.33 0.04 0.08 0.25 0.41
Good 56 444 0.44 0.04 0.08 0.36 0.53
Very good 15 11.9 0.12 0.03 0.05 0.06 0.17
Total 126 100 1

Authors’ processing
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Table 8. Confidence intervals for the variable describing the interaction between

student and teacher F2F

Q11. wi -
Il il Fre- Per- Average | Represen- |\ e | | gwer Upper
teacher of the tativeness - e
. : quency | centage o error limit limit
interaction qualitative error
F2F variable
Very weak 2 1.6 0.02 0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.04
Weak 17 13.5 0.14 0.03 0.06 0.08 0.19
Good 66 52.4 0.52 0.04 0.08 0.44 0.61
Very good 41 32.5 0.33 0.04 0.08 0.25 0.40
Total 126 100 1

Authors’ processing

In online education, with a probability of 95%, at least 36% and at most 53% of
students consider that they had a good interaction with teachers, while in traditional
education, at least 44% and at least 61% of students consider that they had a good
interaction with teachers.

The interaction with colleagues in the context of online classes compared to physical
classes is analyzed.

Table 9. Distribution and structure of respondents regarding the interaction with
the colleagues in the context of online classes

Items No. respondents  Structure%
Much better. 11 8.7
Better 7 5.6
The same 24 19.0
Weaker 33 26.2
Much weaker 51 40.5
Total 126 100

Authors’ processing

It is found that, from the point of view of 40.5% of the respondents, interaction with
other colleagues in the context of online classes compared to the context of physical

classes has decreased drastically.
Next, the student's perception regarding the accurate evaluation of the accumulated

knowledge is tested.
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Table 10. Accurate evaluation of the accumulated knowledge

Items Average | Standard deviation | Coefficient of variation

The F2F assessment measures
fundamental knowledge
Online assessment measures
fundamental knowledge

7.42 2.05 27.61

5.21 2.50 48, 06

Authors’ processing
Note: 1 = not appropriate, and 10 = perfect match.
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Figure 3. Distribution of grades on the actual measurement of knowledge
Authors’ processing
Arguably, campus-based assessment measures learning outcomes more than online
assessment. However, when asked what mode of examination they prefer, most
students replied that they prefer to take the tests online.

[
[=]

o

no. respondents

S

Students' preference regarding the final
evaluation

m Fully on campus
= Fully online

m Other options
(partially online)

Figure 4. Percentage of students indicating

the preferred mode of the final assessment
Authors’ processing
It is also intended to visualize the responses given by the students on the extent to
which online learning has affected them in obtaining specific skills. It should be
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noted that they were asked to tick one of the following options for each skill: not at
all, to a minimal extent, to a small extent, to a large extent, or a considerable extent.
These were coded, at the initial data processing stage, with scores from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (very much so). It is found that within the sample of students, the most
affected by online learning is the positive attitude towards education. In addition,
the following three top-ranked skills: the ability to work in a team, the ability to
organize effectively, and the ability to coordinate a team, were strongly affected by
the sudden shift to online learning. For students, the least affected were the ability

to use a computer and the ability to write and speak in a foreign language.

Figure 5. The extent to which students consider that online education
has affected the acquisition of skills
Authors’ processing
Note: 1 - not at all and 5 - to a large extent
The following graph shows the post-graduation plans of CSIE students.

Intentions after finalizing studies

Working in the private seclor — 95
Continue the studies = 74
Start-up your own business ' ' 69
Work in the public sector I= 48
Work in NGOs = 26
I don't know = 14
0 10

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Figure 6. Intentions to complete studies
Authors’ processing
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The following question tests the extent to which students agree with the statement:
"When the pandemic situation is going to allow you to return to the college
physically, would it be good to keep some of the online components?".

It is discovered that most respondents, 45.2%, want some of the online components
to remain when the current pandemic situation allows us to return physically.
However, in total opposition to this, 10.3% of respondents strongly disagree with
keeping any part of the online component.

Table 11. Opinion on the statement presented

Items No. respondents  Structure%
Total agreement 57 452
Partial agreement 37 29,4
Indifferent 8 6,3
Partial disagreement 11 8,7
Total disagreement 13 10,3

Total 126 100

Authors’ processing

Next, the shortcomings encountered by students in online learning are observed.
The biggest drawback for students is the significant increase in the number of
assignments and projects received during the semester in the context of online
learning compared to traditional learning. Students report that it is challenging to
organize their time efficiently as the level of demand has increased significantly
with the move to online. Second place is the platform's poor functioning, the lecture/
seminar hours length, and the personal and teacher's internet connection. Students
who participated in the survey claim to be least affected by the lack of personal
skills, from which it can be deduced that they were already technology users.

Disadvantages of online learning

Increased number of homework / projects _ 3,30
Poor functioning of the used platform ﬁ 2,74
The duration of the courses / seminars — 2,61
Personal internet connection = 2,33
Professors® internet connection — 2,26
Missing digital competences of the professors ,_ 2,24
Missing learning platform to be used N | 2,16
Poor functioning of device used m 1,83
Missing digital competences of student = 1,36
000 050 1,00 1,50 2,00 250 3,00 3,50
Figure 7. Disadvantages encountered by students in online education

Authors’ processing
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Note: 1 - not at all and 4 - to a large extent

From the following table, it can be deduced that lack of human interaction is a
considerable problem that 77% of the respondents encountered, followed by lack of
physical activities (74%), eye pain (60%), and lack of personal time (55%).

Table 12. The effects encountered by students in online education

Items No. options ol
total respondents%
Back pain 66 52.38
Eye pain 75 59.52
Lack of personal time 69 54.76
Lack of physical activity 93 73.81
Lack of human interaction 97 76.98
None of the above (Other) 28 22,22
Authors’ processing

So far, we have identified many drawbacks and disadvantages of online learning.
On the other hand, there are also a considerable number of advantages. In addition
to the fact that online learning was the only one that allowed us to continue our
academic activities safely during this period, respondents list the main advantage
of saving time travelling to the university (78.6%). Other advantages include saving
money spent on transport (59.5%), flexibility of the schedule (57.9%), and easier
access to information (53.2%).

Online learning advantages from the students’
perspective

Time saved on travel

99

Money saved on travel

75

Schedule flexibility 73

|

Easier access to information

r
L

Pleasure of using technology

52

Money saved on accomodation

51

Less liring universily activilies

23

(=

20 40 60 80 100 120

Figure 8. Advantages of online education from the perspective of students
Authors’ processing
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4. Research Hypotheses on the Student Questionnaire

Hypothesis: The efficiency of teaching courses in the traditional environment is
significantly higher than in the online environment.

The statistical hypotheses associated with the proper one-sided test are formulated,
whererepresents the population mean on the effectiveness of teaching courses in the
traditional environment, and represents the population mean on the effectiveness of
teaching courses in the online environment.

Null hypothesis H: 1 = p2 (ul — p2 = 0), according to which the means of the two
variables are not significantly different;

Alternative hypothesis H : u1>p2 (ul — u2 # 0), according to which the mean of the
first variable is significantly higher than the mean of the second variable;

The Microsoft Excel t-test is applied to test the means of two paired and standard
volume samples. This type of test is chosen because the data for both variables
come from the same group of people. The calculated value of the t-test for a
confidence level of 0.05 is obtained: toos = 5.2. Therefore, the critical value is 1.66.
Compare and hold that the calculated value is higher than the critical value, which
means that we are in the critical region, and the alternative hypothesis must be
accepted. Therefore, the efficiency of the course delivery process in the traditional
environment is significantly higher than in the online environment.

Table 13. Results of the t-test for comparing the means of two samples

Q1.1. Efficiency in teaching  Q1.2. Efficiency in teaching

F2F courses ONLINE courses
Mean 8,12 6,34
Variance 3,98 6,77
Observations 126 126
Pearson Correlation -0,38
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 125
t Stat 5,20
P(T<=t) one-tail 0,00
t Critical one-tail 1,66

Authors’ processing

Similarly, it is shown that the efficiency of the seminar teaching process in the
traditional environment is considered higher than that in the online environment.
In addition, the efficiency of the learning process in the traditional environment
is significantly different from that in the online environment, and the efficiency
of the campus assessment process is significantly higher than that of the online
assessment.
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5. Analysis of Pupils’ Perceptions of F2F and Online Learning Processes

The characteristics of the pupil respondents are as follows:

Table 14. Respondent profile

Variable / . Number of | Structure Numbe.r of Siaenl !n
C Variants students in the | the population
Characteristics respondents (%) .
population (%)
Gender Female 167 48.1 409 388
Male 180 51.9 646 61.2
Oth grade 55 15.8 261 24.7
10th grad 104 30 256 24.3
Year of Study g
11th grade 104 30 265 25.1
12th grade 84 24.2 273 25.9
Mathematics- 13 3.7 21 2.0
Informatics
Mathematics-
Informatics 290 83.6 867 82.2
intensive
informatics
Current Mathematics-
specialization i
P Informatics 21 6.1 85 8,1
bilingual
German
Mathematics-
Informatics 23 6,6 82 7.8
intensive
English
Artistic 10 2,9
Legal,
Human,
Po_IltlcaI 19 5.5
Science,
Social,
Psychology
Architecture 13 3,7
Future - . -
specialization Medical 36 10,4
Economic,
Business, 24 6.9
Marketing
Technical,
Cybernetics,
IT, 131 37.8
Mathematics
Undecided 114 32.9

Authors’ processing
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We begin the fundamental analysis of the pupil questionnaire by comparing the
scores given by the pupils to the three elements of the educational process (teaching,
learning, and evaluation) in traditional education with the scores in online and
hybrid education.

Table 15. Average and variation values for the online and F2F education process

Average Standard deviation Coefficient of variation%

Activity
Teach- | Learn- | Assess- | Teach- | Learn- | Assess- | Teach- | Learn- | Assess-
ing ing ment ing ing ment ing ing ment

Traditional | 7.69 7.33 7.41 1.98 230.8 2.29 25.70 0.27 30.89

Online 6.10 6.31 6.18 2.54 2.70 2.83 41.65 | 42.74 | 45.80

Mixed 4.52 4.84 4.85 2.71 2.68 2.65 59.95 | 55.42 | 54.63

Authors’ processing

Note: 1 = totally inefficient and 10 = very efficient

It is noticeable that the average score for the three learning elements in the traditional
environment is higher than that in the online and hybrid environments. Furthermore,
the average score for the three learning elements in the hybrid environment is lower
than that for traditional and online environments.

Furthermore, the respondents indicate that they manage to organize their time
efficiently when the educational process takes place online, less efficiently when
they participate physically, and less efficiently when the process is hybrid.

Table 16. Average and variation values in online and F2F

Activity Average Standard deviation | Coefficient of variation%
Traditional environment 6.54 2.62 40.05
Online environment 6.64 2.95 44.42
Hybrid environment 5.02 2.68 53.48

Authors’ processing

Note: 1 = do not use time at all efficiently, and 10 = use very efficient time

The aim is to build a multiple regression model describing how teaching, learning,
and evaluation efficiency influence pupils' efficient use of time.

The model for the educational process on the school campus is presented in the
following table.
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Table 17. Results of the regression analysis for F2F

SUMMARY OUTPUT
Regression Statistics
Multiple R 0,72
R Square 0,51
Adjusted R Square 0,51
Standard Error 1,84
Observations 347
il SS MS = Sig. F
Regression 3 1222,41 407,47 120,51 0,00
Residual 343 1159,73 3,38
Total 346 2382,14
: Standard Lower Upper

Coefficients Error tStat  P-value 95% 95%
Intercept -0,71 0,41 - 1,75 0,08 - 1,51 0,09
QL L F2F teaching 0,41 0,08 4,99 0,00 0,25 0,57
efficiency
Q2.1. F2F learning 0,36 0,07 4,93 0,00 0,21 0,50
efficiency
Q3.1. Evaluation
efficiency F2F 0,20 0,06 3,29 0,00 0,08 0,33

Authors’ processing
The mathematical model is as follows:

Y ==0,71 + 0,41x, + 0,36%, + 0,2 X,
Where ? represents the efficient organization of time, the endogenous variable, and
X, (F2F teaching efficiency), X, (F2F learning efficiency), and X, (F2F evaluation
efficiency) represent exogenous variables.
The model is valid for a 1% significance threshold. In addition, the coefficients
of the independent variables are statistically significant at a 1% threshold, and the
unconstrained term is statistically significant at a 10% threshold.
Since all the coefficients of the exogenous variables are favourable, one can state
that the link between them and efficient time organization is direct: increasing the
efficiency of any factor will increase the measure by which students organize their
time efficiently. However, the negative value of the intercept coefficient indicates
the existence of other factors that negatively influence the organization of time,
such as the consistent number of subjects and topics in the curriculum.
The effective management of pupils' time is strongly influenced by effective
teaching because the more pupils can understand during lessons, the easier it will
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be for them to learn what is being taught. Hence, on a ceteris paribus basis, if the
efficiency of teaching increases by one point, then the measure of how efficiently
pupils organize their time increases by 0.41 points.

The conclusion is that pupils' efficient time organization is only 51% influenced by
the efficiency of teaching, learning, and assessment, which means that other factors
strongly influence the dependent variable.

The model for the educational process taking place online is presented in the
following table:

Table 18. Regression analysis results for the online environment

SUMMARY OUTPUT
Multiple R 0,69
R Square 0,48
Adjusted R Square 0,47
Standard Error 2,15
Observations 347,00

df SS MS F Sig. F
Regression 3,00 1435,68 478,56 103,74 0,00
Residual 343,00 1582,29 4,61
Total 346,00 3017,97
Coefficients St;?g;rd tStat P-value Lgosv(\)//eor %[;pozl’

Intercept 1,52 0,33 4,63 0,00 0,88 2,17
g:(.:iirfgliltjélc\li]sncy 0,47 0,07 6,39 0,00 0,33 0,62
S:jin?:}t:ﬁlgfncy 0,37 0,07 5,66 0,00 0,24 0,50
Q3.2. ONLINE
evaluation -0,02 0,05 -0,36 0,72 -0,12 0,08
efficiency

Authors’ processing

The mathematical model is as follows:
N

. Y =1,52 +0,47x, + 0,37x, — 0,02x,
Where Y represents the efficient organization of time, the endogenous variable, X,
(online teaching efficiency), X, (online learning efficiency), and X, (online evaluation
efficiency) represent the exogenous variables.
The model is valid, and all coefficients are significant, except for the coefficient
on the effectiveness of the online evaluation. Therefore, the efficiency of online
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evaluation does not produce a linear effect on time efficiency. Instead, the element
that strongly influences efficient organization is, similarly to traditional education,
teaching efficiency. It can be seen that if the efficiency of online teaching is
increased by one point, the efficiency of time organization increases even by 0.47
points.

According to the coefficient of determination, 48% of the variation in the efficient
organization is driven by variation in explanatory factors.

In terms of organizing time efficiency in the hybrid environment, the model is as
follows:

Table 19. The results of the regression analysis for the hybrid environment

SUMMARY OUTPUT
Multiple R 0,74
R Square 0,55
Adjusted R Square 0,55
Standard Error 1,80
Observations 347

df SS MS F Sig. F

Regression 3 1381,13 460,38 1414 0,00
Residual 343 1116,77 3,26
Total 346 2497,90

Intercept 1,17 0,21 5,47 0,00 0,75 1,59
Q1L.3. Hybrid 027 0,08 3,46 000 012 042
teaching efficiency

Q2.3. Hybrid 0,26 0,08 3,47 000 011 041

learning efficiency

Q3.3. Evaluation

efficiency Hybrid 0,28 0,05 5,26 0,00 0,18 0,39

Authors’ processing
The mathematical model is as follows:
Y = 1,17 + 0,27, + 0,26%, + 0,28%,
The model is valid, and all coefficients are significant. However, each element

considered in the analysis influences to a moderate extent the efficient organization
of time when the educational process is conducted in a mixed mode.
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The extent to which students find online lessons more demanding than traditional
ones is explored further. Online lessons are considered to be, on average, more
demanding than face-to-face lessons.

Table 20. Descriptive statistics

Q4. More demanding ONLINE compared to F2F

classes

Mean 495
Standard Error 0,16
Median 5
Mode 1
Standard Deviation 2,99
Sample Variance 8,95
Kurtosis -1,15
Skewness 0,22
Range 9
Minimum 1
Maximum 10
Sum 1719
Count 347

Authors’ processing

Note: 1 = not more demanding at all and 10 = much more demanding
The confidence intervals are calculated for the variable describing the interaction
between students and teachers in online and traditional classes.

Table 21. Confidence intervals for the variable describing the interaction between
pupils and teachers

Q7. wi -

ONLINE Fre- Per- Average | Represen- |\ ioi || ower Upper
L uency | centage i ths tatveness | o or | rimit | limit
student q Y g qualitative error

interaction variable

Very weak 57 16.4 0.16 0.02 0.03 0.13 0.20
Weak 108 31.1 0.31 0.02 0.04 0.27 0.35
Good 143 41.2 0.41 0.02 0.04 0.37 0.45

Very good 39 11.2 0.11 0.01 0.03 0.08 0.14
Total 347 100 1
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Qs. wi -
SHUEIEIE Fre- Per- Average | Represen- | | i | | ower Upper
teacher of the tativeness o e
. : guency | centage L error limit limit
interaction qualitative error
F2F variable
Very weak 14 4 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.06
Weak 46 13.3 0.13 0.01 0.03 0.10 0.16
Good 201 579 0.58 0.02 0.04 0.54 0.62
Very good 86 24.8 0.25 0.02 0.04 0.21 0.29
Total 347 100 1

Authors’ processing

In online education, with a probability of 95%, at least 37% and at most 45% of
pupils consider having a good interaction with teachers. In contrast, in traditional
education, at least 54% and 62% of pupils consider having a good interaction with
teachers.

Regarding the interaction with colleagues, around 36% of the respondents said it
was significantly weaker.

Table 22. Interaction with colleagues

Item No. respondents  Share of respondents%
Much weaker 126 36.31
Weaker 110 31.70
The same 62 17.87
Better 20 5.76
Much better 29 8.36
Total 347 100

Authors’ processing

When asked how well the evaluation system measures learning performance,
pupils gave the on-campus evaluation an average of 6.74 and the online evaluation

an average of 5.02. This suggests that on-campus testing measures learning
achievements more than online testing.

Table 23. Average and variation values concerning opinion on the online and F2F
evaluation

Environment Average | Standard deviation | Coefficient of variation %
Campus evaluation 6.74 2.40 35.64
Online evaluation 5.02 2.80 55.82
Hybrid evaluation 4.67 2.54 54.38

Authors’ processing
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Note: 1 = not appropriate and 10 = perfect fit

Therefore, aware that the efficiency of teaching, learning, assessment, and the
extent to which knowledge is measured is lower in the online environment than
in the traditional environment, 46.1% of the students, when asked which medium
of knowledge assessment they prefer, answered: "Totally on the school campus",
43.6% said, "All online" and 10.1% said they would choose a physical classroom-
based evaluation for subjects such as Romanian language, mathematics, physics,
chemistry, computer science (subjects that are evaluated in the baccalaureate, as
well), and for the rest of the subjects they would choose an online evaluation.

Table 24. Preferences regarding the evaluation method

Item Nr. respondents
Fully on-campus 160
Fully online 152
Partly online 35
Total 347

Authors’ processing

Figure 9. Pupils’ preferred final evaluation method
Authors’ processing

To understand how pupils have been affected by the sudden shift of all educational
activities to the online environment, the following graph has been produced:
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Figure 10. To what extent do students feel that online learning
has affected their skills?
Authors’ processing

Note: 1 - not at all and 5 - to a considerable extent

Similar to the result in the student sample, it is found that in the pupil sample, the
most affected by online learning is the positive attitude towards education. The
following four affected skills at the top of the ranking are the same for both target
groups but positioned in a different order.

Furthermore, the majority of students and the majority want some of the online
components to remain when the current pandemic situation allows us to return
physically. This is noticeable from the analysis of the extent to which pupil
respondents agree with the statement: "When the pandemic situation is going to
allow you to return to the high school physically, it would be good to keep some of
the online components.”

Table 25. Opinion on the statement presented

Item No. respondents | Share in total respondents%
Total agreement 146 42.07
Partial agreement 77 22.19
Indifferent 18 5.19
Partial disagreement 50 14.41
Total disagreement 56 16.14
Total 347 100

Authors’ processing
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In the sphere of physical and social problems, it is not surprising, knowing the
importance of the socialization process in adolescence, that 72% of the pupils
who participated in the survey admit that the lack of human interaction was a real
problem during this period. At the same time, the sedentarism, inevitably caused by
attending classes at home, is felt by 215 out of 347 respondents. This is a closely
related risk factor to the occurrence of spinal pain.

Issues generated by the switch to online learning

Lack of human interaction | 250
Lack of physical activity — 215
Back pain [ 180
Eye strin || 166
Lack of free time | 125
Others = 91

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Figure 11. Problems caused by online activities
Authors’ processing

In addition to all these shortcomings of online learning already mentioned, it is
essential to remember the problems caused by unintentional dependence on
technology. The poor functioning of the Internet of teachers and pupils is mentioned
at the top of the ranking. Although the target population is represented by pupils of
a well-developed high school, in terms of the use of technology, the low level of
knowledge of teachers on the use of technology necessary for the conduct of classes
impedes the online educational process.

Disadvantages encountered by pupils in online
education

Professors” internel conneelion I_ 2,61
Inerensed number of hamework / projeets I_ 2,59
Missing digital competences of the professors I_ 2,51
Personal internet conneetion lﬁ 2,39
Poor functioning of the used platform I— 2,10
The duration of the classes l— 1,97
Poor functioning of device used .lﬁ 1,95
Missing learning platform to be used ,I= 1,43
Missing digital competences of pupil l= 1,28

000 050 1,00 150 200 250 3,00
Figure 12. Disadvantages encountered by pupils in online education
Authors’ processing
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Note: 1 = not at all and 4 = to a large extent

However, the advantages of online learning are undeniable. Of 347 respondents,
303 are pleased that they save time travelling to high school, and 218 admit that
their schedule is more flexible. Only 21 of the respondents benefit from not having
to pay for accommodation. This is natural, as most pupils live with their parents,
unlike students.

Advantages of online learning from the pupils'
perspective

Time saved on travel = 303
Easier access to information _ 251
Schedule flexibility | 218
Pleasure of using technology | 1 210
Money saved on travel = 158
Less tiring school activities = 133

Money saved on accomodation E 21

0 100 200 300 400

Figure 13. Advantages of online education from the perspective of pupils
Authors’ processing

6. Research Hypotheses on the Pupils Questionnaire

Hypothesis: The efficiency of the teaching process in the traditional environment
is significantly higher than in the online environment. The efficiency of the
teaching process in the online environment is significantly higher than in the hybrid
environment.
The statistical hypotheses associated with the proper one-sided test are formulated.
represents the population mean on the effectiveness of teaching courses in the
traditional environment, and represents the population mean on the effectiveness of
teaching courses in the online environment.
Null hypothesis H: u1 = p2 (ul — p2 = 0), according to which the means of the two
variables are not significantly different;
Alternative hypothesis H : u1> u2 (ul — p2 # 0), according to which the mean of the
first variable is significantly higher than the mean of the second variable;
The Microsoft Excel t-test is applied to test the means of two paired and standard
volume samples. This type of test is chosen because the data for both variables
come from the same group of people. The calculated value of the t-test for a
confidence level of 0.05 is obtained: thos = 8.24. Therefore, the critical value is 1.65.
Compare and hold that the calculated value is higher than the critical value, which
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means that we are in the critical region, and the alternative hypothesis must be
accepted. Therefore, the efficiency of the course delivery process in the traditional
environment is significantly higher than in the online environment.

Table 26. Hypothesis testing results

Q1.1 F2F teaching Q1.2. ONLINE Teaching
efficiency Efficiency

Mean 7,69 6,10
Variance 3,91 6,48
Observations 347 347
Pearson's correlation -0,24

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0,00

df 346

t Stat 8,24

P(T<=t) one-tail 0,00

t Critical one-tail 1,65

Authors’ processing

The question arises as to whether online teaching is more effective than the hybrid
teaching students experienced earlier this school year.

The statistical hypotheses associated with the proper one-sided test are formulated:
H;: ul = p2 (ul — p2 = 0), there are no significant differences between the
effectiveness of online teaching and the effectiveness of hybrid teaching;

H: pl>pu2 (ul — p2 # 0), the efficiency of online teaching is significantly higher
than the efficiency of hybrid teaching;

The exact t-test is applied, and a calculated value of 9.03 is obtained, higher than
the critical value of 1.65, so the alternative hypothesis is that the teaching process's
efficiency in the online environment is significantly higher than in the hybrid
environment is accepted. Therefore, the hypothesis is entirely accurate.

Table 27. Hypothesis testing results

Q1.2. Efficiency teaching Q1.3. Efficiency teaching

ONLINE HYBRID
Mean 6,10 4,52
Variance 6,48 7,36
Observations 347,00 347,00
Pearson's correlation 0,23
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0,00
df 346,00
t Stat 9,03
P(T<=t) one-tail 0,00
t Critical one-tail 1,65

Authors’ processing
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Similarly, it is shown that the efficiency of the learning process in the traditional
environment is significantly higher than in the online environment, and the efficiency
of the evaluation process in the traditional environment is significantly higher than
in the online environment.

7. Conclusions

The present research builds an overview but also a particular vision of Romanian

education at this time and how it has managed to adapt to the demands imposed by

the epidemiological crisis.

The research results provide indications that traditional education should not be

replaced by virtual education as it would: drastically reduce socialization, the

evaluation process would lose its credibility, the effects of sedentarism would

become more and more pronounced, and pupils and students would not know how

to behave in society and would lose their independence, remaining longer tied to

parents and the parental home. Instead, online learning could become a component

of the educational process, a critical factor in creating a positive change in the

mindset of pupils and students, incorporating working with electronic devices and

learning in-depth digital skills.

From the analysis conducted synthetically, we extract the following general

conclusions:

+ the on-campus evaluation measures learning outcomes to a greater extent than
the online evaluation;

 both students and pupils feel that the positive attitude towards education is most
affected by online learning;

 concerning time management, respondents found it challenging to organize their
time effectively given that the level of demand has increased significantly with
the move to online;

« effective organization of students' time is strongly influenced by effective teaching;

« there are several advantages of online learning: saving time spent travelling to
college/school; saving money spent on transport; flexibility of timetable and
easier access to information;

 there are several disadvantages of online learning: lack of human interaction;
lack of physical activities, eye pain, and lack of personal time;

e it is hoped that part of the online component will remain when the current
pandemic situation allows us to return physically;

+ theefficiency of the teaching process in the traditional environment is significantly
higher than in the online environment;

« at the pre-university level, the efficiency of the teaching process in the online
environment is significantly higher than in the hybrid environment;

+ the efficiency of the learning process in the traditional environment is significantly
higher than in the online environment, and the efficiency of the evaluation process
in the traditional environment is significantly higher than in the online environment.
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Pupils and students who are enrolled in today's education process represent the
future of society, and they need to be familiar with the digitization process, which
is also a future challenge.
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“The difficulty lies not so much in developing new ideas as in escaping from old ones...”
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1936, p. viil
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic shifted the usual way in which teaching,
learning, and research were done in universities, suddenly integrating digitalization,
decisions having to be made quickly, and adaptation becoming an ongoing process.
The purpose of our study was to determine the perception of students from two
Romanian universities (a public and a private one) about online learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic period. To meet our goals, we used two surveys conducted
in the virtual environment. The results of this paper show that students received
well digital technologies integration into the learning experience during this
period from both universities and online education create particular well-being for
students, who benefit from the more efficient organization of activity and resources
in the virtual learning environment. Furthermore, our findings indicate that online
learning environments implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic should be
replicated on a larger scale for full-time learning programs in a hybrid dimension.
Keywords: online education, digital technologies, hybrid learning, COVID-19
pandemic, student perception

Introduction

The beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 initially blocked society's
traditional engines (social, health, economic, etc.) by imposing certain forms of
lockdown measures in different countries. This also led to the search for solutions
to adapt quickly to the new "normal." However, the moment also represented,
beyond the overwhelmingly adverse effects, a real boost for specific areas, such
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as university education, which became thus more inclusive, more resilient, more
innovative, and more digitally transformed by incorporating new technologies.
However, the future of education needs to perceive new technologies as means that
support the learning process, along with other classical resources, rather than as
a purpose in itself (in the sense of creating tools by ignoring the content). “While
digitalization will continue to expand, and digitally enhanced provision will be
integrated into university education, physical presence on campus will remain a
core feature at most institutions."(EUA, 2021).

Generally, online education, accomplished by dedicated specific platforms and tools
(Moore & Kearsley, 2012), has become an increasingly popular option. More and
more adults who want to pursue university studies work or have families choose to
complete their studies, develop their skills, or reorient themselves professionally,
in other words, to reskill and upskill to remain competitive in online environments.
According to Eurostat (2022), in 2021, “27% of people aged 16 to 74 in the EU
reported that they did an online course or used online learning material”, which
means a 4% increase compared to 2020. The highest share was reported in Finland
and Sweden, while Romania remains last in the ranking. Furthermore, considering
the Romanian official statistics (Ministry of Education, 2021) regarding the previous
three academic years, there is a slight increase in the number of students enrolled
in distance learning study programs, from 6.1% of the total number of students
enrolled in undergraduate studies in 2018-2019, to 6.8% in 2020- 2021.

At the European level (IAU, 2022), in 2020, “85% of HEIs in Europe were able to
move to teach and learn online quickly". In 2021, “92% of European HEIs offered
remote teaching and learning, and 86% of students could access remote teaching
and learning offered” globally. Digital technologies became, during the COVID-19
pandemic, almost the unique way universities could operate, and the shift had to be
done urgently, which demonstrated resilience and a fantastic ability of educational
institutions to continue to operate in the new framework, creating a proper digital
education ecosystem.

Two aspects are essential in thoroughly presenting online learning. First, we
differentiate between the inclusion of online activities at the school level and the
appeal of online education at the university level. Online activities that increase
student involvement and stimulate educational activities or create virtual spaces
for studying various topics can significantly benefit students and teachers. While
trying to provide education through electronic means to the detriment of the direct
interaction between the participants in the education process can generate losses on
multiple levels, like knowledge transfer, emotional, social, etc.

Secondly, finding an optimal way to combine online activities (synchronous and
asynchronous) with face-to-face activities for each field is essential. Thus, students
involved in the education process can acquire the skills necessary to adapt to the
constantly changing requirements of the labour market and technological evolution/
revolution. Nevertheless, this can be done only by concentrating the efforts of
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all stakeholders (public decision-makers, teachers, students, employers, etc.) to
guarantee access to quality and more inclusive education in the future.

This technological-pedagogical duality must be considered even in the teacher's
training process. It is vital to balance teachers' technical training (using eLearning
platform tools or other software, apps, and innovative hardware) with proper
pedagogical practices for online training. Bailey & Card (2009) in their study
focused on three pedagogical theories and principles: andragogy (seen as self-
directed learning focused on four learning components: needs, goals, resources,
and outcomes, citing Fidishun, (2000), constructivism (by encouraging students to
be receptive to multiple perspectives in performing active learning and assessment,
citing Merriam & Baumgartner, (2020)), and transformative learning (based on
critical thinking skills, meaning-making frameworks that allow students to reflect,
to research and to develop in online asynchronous discussion environment, citing
Mezirow, (2000), Baglione & Nastanski, (2007). After reviewing seven principles
for good practices identified in the literature, the researchers also presented the
taxonomy of teacher roles: “social role, pedagogical role, management role, and
technological role.”Furthermore, the analysis of Bailey & Card (2009) emphasized
eight effective pedagogical practices for effective online teaching, which refer to
fostering relationships, engagement, timeliness, good communication, organization,
the effective utilization of technology, flexibility, and fair expectations.

In Table 1, we highlighted some of the positive elements and also barriers to optimal
online education that various studies have summarized:

Table 1. Online education straights and weaknesses

Straights Weaknesses

Course design consistency Technical problems

Students” interaction  with  course | Higher student attrition rates
instructors

The interactivity of tasks The need for greater discipline and self-motivation of
students

Flexibility and accessibility of web-based | Isolation from community
instructions

Competencies required to wuse the | Problems in collaborating with the co-learners
technology

Immediate feedback and clear instructions | Delay in feedback offered to students

Teacher time is "more fragmented in nature.”

Poor infrastructure and poor digital skills

Source: our one compilation using Muthuprasad et al., 2021; Bailey & Card,
2009, Onyema et al., 2020.0.
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Our paper aims to assess the students' perceptions of online education during
the COVID-19 pandemic, using two surveys conducted within two universities
in Romania. The findings of our study are expected to be helpful in the current
preparation of policymakers to adapt the higher education regulations towards
including a specific level of online learning environments in the classical model
of higher education. Although quality standards must be met equally by public
higher education institutions and private ones, it is worth investigating if there
are differences in perceptions between students who choose to study in a private
university and those who choose to study in a public university. For the segment of
small and medium universities from the national higher education system consisting
of state and private universities (Petrescu, 2015), the two universities selected to
carry out this study are representative, both being comprehensive and carrying
out a long-term activity, including through mature elLearning platforms. Also,
some studies and analyzes have been undertaken on the case of large universities.
However, there needs to be more research for this level of the university, especially
regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the university environment.

Literature Review

The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the university education environment's
adaptation to new technologies, integrating digital learning tools into the current
activities of teachers and students and the administrative process. This is an
irreversible process, especially from the point of view of the current students'
generations profile, more connected to technologies and intensive users/consumers
of virtual communities.

In addition to the well-known challenges of the eLearning process (Muresan &
Gogu, 2013; Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 2020), the recent period was subjected to
new challenges generated by the movement and socialization restrictions of the
lockdown period. Universities thus had to adopt new tools or adapt the tools at their
disposal to provide students with a flexible, accessible, inclusive virtual learning
environment, maintaining quality teaching and learning, both from a pedagogical
and a technical perspective. On the other hand, the increase in interest in online
technology-based learning environments at higher education levels was also pointed
out in the literature before the COVID-19 pandemic. (Mihai at al., 2011).

Several studies (Lin & Gao, 2020; Basri et al., 2021; Hurajova et al., 2022)
highlighted the positive effects on teachers’ and learners’ experiences generated
by online synchronous and asynchronous learning activities during the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, Hurajova et al. (2022), using a survey of university teachers’
opinions, argue that “modern online technologies contribute to the sustainability of
the educational process during an emergency” and have the potential to “become an
integral part of university education even after the end of the pandemic situation."

In a theoretical model proposed by Han et al. (2022), the authors analyze the
competition between a combination of online and offline universities in a market of
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N, concluding that this combination can be socially beneficial and the presence of
both education providers must be kept in the knowledge transfer process.
Additionally, aiming to determine the effectiveness of learning in a hybrid learning
environment compared to traditional lecture instruction, some authors (Vernadakis
et al., 2011) have identified that the hybrid lecture instruction approach is a superior
option in carrying out activities with undergraduate students.

Another study (Dalipi et al., 2022), conducted in a Swedish university, provides
essential insights into emergency remote education during the COVID-19 pandemic,
generating a “set of lessons-learned experiences regarding the learning design
approaches" also recommending some lines of action for similar contexts.
Furthermore, in a recent study (Mahabubu&Parvin, 2021), the authors find some
interesting conclusions about the impact of traditional education (based on face-
to-face teaching) and online education in the broader context of different views
regarding the ability of distance education to achieve its purpose similar to the
quality level of traditional university education.

Thus, the study's findings confirm a lower academic level of students in the group tested
before the pandemic, but they obtained better job-readiness scores than the during-
pandemic students; also, the two elements of the analysis are not necessarily related.
On the contrary, according to Usher et al. (2021) findings in examining higher
education students' innovation for an engineering course, face-to-face and online
students reported similar levels of innovative behaviour.

On this basis, it is clear that the expansion of online learning at the university level
(Daniel, 2020) will be more and more intense, especially in some fields (less practical-
oriented ones), which will allow the continuous improvement of technology-based
learning, and will become a constant in the organization of education at the tertiary
level. However, from another perspective, some authors emphasize that online
education is a poor substitute for face-to-face education (Garcia-Pefalvo et al., 2021).
Also, a study (Ambika Selvaraj et al., 2021) about the influence and impact of online
classes compared to regular classes in India (the country where traditional learning
is the standard variant of providing education) was conducted at the schools and
colleges level during three mounts from 2020. The majority of the respondents were
in favour of regular classes (mainly due to the reasons related to the infrastructure and
the forced organization specific to the lockdown period), but emphasized, however,
two crucial pros aspects of online classes, namely the flexibility and convenience.

Methodology

Our research highlights how students enrolled in full-time and distance learning
undergraduate programs from two different universities in Romania (1078
students from “1 Decembrie 1918 the University of Alba lulia and 757 students
from “Danubius” University from Galati) perceive online learning and digital
technologies during the COVID-19 pandemic. The samples represent the analyzed
populations, with a margin of error of 5%.
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"1 Decembrie 1918™" University of Alba lulia (UAB) was established in 1991 as a
publicly accredited higher education institution. "1 Decembrie 1918" the University
of Alba lulia is currently organized into five faculties: Faculty of History and
Philology, Faculty of Economics, Faculty of Sciences and Engineering, Faculty
of Law and Social Sciences and Faculty of Orthodox Theology. "Danubius"
University from Galati (UDG) was established in 1992 and, at the time of this
study, includes four faculties, namely the Faculty of Law, Faculty of Economics and
Business Administration, Faculty of Communication and International Relations,
and Faculty of ICT and Applied Sciences.

The two surveys implemented are based on five questions extracted from two
academic quality evaluation questionnaires offered to be filled in by students
regarding the pandemic period (the survey was conducted on 3-15 January 2022 in
UAB and on 7-29 January 2022 in UDG). The students were asked to assess their
level of satisfaction regarding the following:

« the functioning of the eLearning platform during the pandemic;

« the use of ICT in the teaching process by academic staff;

* the promptness of the feedback provided through the eLearning platform;

 the role of digital tools in facilitating communication between students and
academic staff or between students;

 online access to the resources and information necessary for the study.

The scale response options of the applied questionnaire include five steps: Very
satisfied, Moderately satisfied, Slightly satisfied, Not at all satisfied, and Unsure.
The questionnaires were transmitted to students using Google Forms, and the
responses were collected in excel sheets. Filling in the two questionnaires took into
account the principles of volunteering and anonymity.

We should also mention the fact that the universities use two different eLearning
platforms: Moodle (“1 Decembrie 1918 University of Alba lulia-UAB) and Sakai
(“Danubius” University from Galati-UDG).

Results and Discussion

This study's main objective was to assess students' perception of online learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The responses were collected and analyzed
considering four main aspects, namely: the virtual learning environment (how digital
tools are used in the teaching and learning process and the platform functionality),
communication/interaction between teachers and students or between students,
prompt feedback, and accessibility of learning resources and online information.
The representation of the percentage of students’ responses is highlighted in Figure
1. The students responded with an impressive ratio in favour of the use of ICT in
learning activities (over 90% of UAB and UDG students appreciated the use of ICT
tools, as we can see in Fig. 1.) regarding their opinions about the virtual learning
environment and how platform facilities and digital tools are used in teaching-
learning activities.

90



Quality Assurance Review

Vol. 12, No. 1 — 2, December 2022 FOR HIGHER EDUCATION
80,00%
70,88%
70,00%
62,10%
60,00%
50,00%
40,00%
31,40%
30,00%
21,33%
20,00%
10,00% 5,67%
2,11% 2,50% 0,90% 1,30% 2,60%
0,00% N | e - |
Very satisfied Moderately satisfied  Slightly satisfied Not at all satisfied Unsure
EUAB BUDG

Fig.1. Using ITC in teaching

The results are in line with the literature related to the subject (Mihai et al., 2011;
Mishra et al., 2020) and indicate the need for the actual generation of students to
use digital tools in their process of learning taking into consideration their habits
of using electronic devices in everyday life. In addition, the extent to which the
teachers managed to personalize the learning process for each student in the online
environment led to a higher level of appreciation from the surveyed students. This
aspect is an important one in the perspective of the preparation and training of
teachers in online education technologies, and special attention must be paid to the
level of each university.

Further, according to the survey results, more than 90% of the students appreciated
how the eLearning platform facilitated learning during this period, as seen in Fig.2.
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Fig.2. eLearning platform functioning

Regarding the percentage of students that answered "unsure" to the first two
questions, we conclude that they could not access the eLearning platform during the
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pandemic for many reasons, which refer to their abilities to use digital tools or the
inability to own digital tools or internet connectivity that would allow them access
to education during this period.

Communication during the pandemic period was also affected and transferred into
the virtual framework, totally or partially (using the hybrid learning system). Also,
we asked students about the means of communication and academic and social
interaction, especially using the tools offered by eLearning platforms (messages,
forums, chat, and video-conferencing). They were mainly delighted with the
communication tools provided by the two universities, as we can see in Fig.3. The
results are in slight contradiction with part of the specialized literature (Usher et al.,
2021), which considers the aspects of maintaining or facilitating communication as
some of the challenges of online education, considering the lack of direct interaction
between teachers and students.
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Fig.3. Facilitating communication
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Fig. 4. Prompt feedback
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Another critical aspect analyzed was how students receive immediate and proper
feedback from their instructors and teachers, in line with their development
requirements and the achievement of learning objectives. Online classes could bring
some obstacles to teacher-student communication. However, students involved
in the survey were delighted with the feedback they got from professors, even if
we notice a slight difference between the level of satisfaction of UAB students
compared to that of UDG, as shown in Fig. 4.

eLearning platforms represent a crucial informational node in the management and
organization of student learning activities, which integrate modules that represent
real virtual libraries and can gather information needed to organize the study and
meetings between stakeholders.
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Fig. 5. Accessing online resources and information

Most of the students (95% of the respondents) are satisfied with the way the
eLearning platform allows them to quickly find online resources and discover
helpful information, as shown in Fig. 5. The results following the recommendations
of national and international public decision-makers and the literature (Brandon,
2020) which support the need for the virtual learning environment to ensure access
to learning resources.

Conclusion

The case study assessed how online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic was
perceived in two universities in Romania. The responses were analyzed considering
four main aspects regarding the eLearning platform’s capability of supporting real
learning experiences during the pandemic, the level of interaction and feedback
between academia and students, and the role of the virtual environment as a unique
informational node that keeps all the students and professors well informed.
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The student's opinion was collected through two surveys. After analyzing their
responses, we conclude that using online technologies in higher education more
intensively, starting with the COVID-19 pandemic, will be crucial for the normality
already installed.

Our study highlights the positive perception of students included in the survey
on online learning activities organized in both universities, UAB and UDG. The
analyzed universities managed during the pandemic to fulfil their purpose, making
the efforts that all other universities have made so that the beneficiaries of education
services, learners, suffer as little as possible. It is essential that for the learning
activities mediated by online tools not to generate even more passivity, the initial
ad-hoc adaptation had to be recalibrated along the way. So, by planning learning and
study activities and combining them with those to assess progress and personalization
of the training, by integrating various types of activities in order to keep the student
connected to the educational content and learning objectives, and, of course, by
ensuring the long-term connection of students with each other or connecting students
with teachers, as well as staff training and infrastructure settings are necessary to
ensure continuous involvement of students in the educational environment.

It became clear that digital tools can no longer be ignored or inhibited in the teaching-
learning process as ITC tools become more and more part of our lives. As EUA
has stated (EUA, 2021), "the nature and structure of universities will be hybrid,”
combining the physical campus with the virtual campus in flexible and innovative
learning and research environments in fulfilling their mission. The degree of the
optimal online component of the university full-time education path in Romania
remains to be determined. The decision has to be taken at the university level, based
on national quality standards and recommendations.
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Abstract: In the Republic of Moldova (from now on Moldova), there is only one
National Agency for Quality Assurance in Education and Research (from now
on NAQAER). It is an administrative authority subordinated to the Ministry of
Education and Research (from now on MER), with legal personality under public
law, responsible quality assurance in the field of education and research, which
ensures the quality of services provided by institutions in the field of education and
research. All stakeholders are involved in the external evaluation of the quality
of studies (higher education institutions, civil society, teachers, students, business
representatives, MER, Board of Governors). The main functions of NAQAER are
related to the evaluation of quality in higher education; external evaluation of
research and innovation organizations; control over the quality of higher education,
and compliance with the accreditation and authorization requirements of entities
offering educational programs and services. The ,,Stefan cel Mare” Academy (from
now on the Academy) of the Ministry of Interior is among the higher education
institutions that comply with the regulatory framework of the standards established
by NAQAER for the evaluation of the quality of education, being the only higher
education institution with police specifics within the Ministry of Interior of the
Republic of Moldova that was subjected to the external evaluation procedure by
NAQAER and ARACIS.

Keywords: higher education institution, study program, quality evaluation, external
evaluation, NAQAER, ,, Stefan cel Mare” Academy of the Ministry of Interior
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Introduction

In the context of concretizing some content aspects, we consider it worthwhile
to mention a glossary of terms related to the field of quality management and
accreditation at the national level of the Republic of Moldova, namely:

* quality in education — set of characteristics of a study program and its
providers, through which the expectations of the beneficiaries are satisfied
concerning the quality standards;

» evaluation of the quality of education — multi-criteria examination of the
extent to which the educational institution and its programs meet the national
reference educational standards;

» accreditation standards — a set of requirements that define the minimum
mandatory level of performance of the activities of an education provider
organization requesting provisional operation authorization, of an accredited
higher education/technical professional institution requesting provisional
operation authorization/accreditation of a new program of professional
training or an accredited higher education/professional technical institution
that requests an external evaluation of the quality of the education offered;

 integrated higher education — the cumulative duration of the I and II cycles of
higher education, which corresponds to several at least 300 transferable study
credits and which ends with obtaining a diploma equivalent to a master's degree.

The Republic of Moldova has taken important steps in the European integration
of higher education by signing the Bologna Declaration in 2005. Therefore, the
Republic of Moldova is part of the Bologna Process and, by signing this act, has
accepted the implementation of that concept since 2005 (1). With the accession
to the Bologna Process, the universities in our country, including the Academy,
started replacing the old paradigm with the new one. One of the most important
consequences for higher education is the impact of the Bologna Process on the
management and quality of higher education, so the primary goal of the Bologna
Process was to harmonize higher education and create a European Higher
Education Area, in which all institutional actors would have the same standards and
principles on which they would base their work. All this, in conditions of increased
competition, has made Academy offer a modern, high-quality teaching assessment
with attractive study programs to motivate, increase the level of credibility, and
enrol as many students as possible. This has had and still has a positive effect on
graduates, employers, beneficiaries, academia and the labour market.

We consider that this Bologna Declaration transposed the essential ideas and critiques
of the European integration process in the field of higher education, finalized the
exhaustive expression of the mission of European culture and the identification of
the mechanism of its perpetuation and development in the region and the world of
higher education institutions.

99



Quality Assurance Review Assessing the Quality of Higher Education
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION in the Republic of Moldova

The adoption of the European Qualifications Framework in 2008 (EQF 2008) had a
significant effect on the recognition of qualifications in the National Qualifications
Framework of the Republic of Moldova (NQFRM) which provides the basic
principles needed to prepare for the alignment of the National Qualifications
Framework EQF and the self-certification of the National Qualifications Framework
of the Republic of Moldova concerning the Qualifications Framework for the
European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA), as well as the indirect correlation
with the national qualifications frameworks of other countries. It is a translation of
different national qualifications, making it easier to understand qualifications from
different EU countries. Furthermore, EQF aims to facilitate the mobility of students
and workers across the EU to encourage the development of a mobile and flexible
workforce across Europe and to contribute to the development of lifelong learning.
Under the influence of the mentioned processes, in 2017, the National Qualifications
Framework of the Republic of Moldova, approved by the Government, entered
into force (2). According to p.5 of the respective GD, the National Qualifications
Framework of the Republic of Moldova is structured on eight qualification
levels, which correspond to the levels established by the European Qualifications
Framework (including the Qualifications Framework for the European Higher
Education Area) and reflects the current and future situation on the internal labour
market and vocational training opportunities, defined in the national education
system. Thus, the qualification levels of the National Qualifications Framework of
the Republic of Moldova correspond to the levels of the European Qualifications
Framework as follows: level 1 of NQFRM corresponds to level 1 EQF; level 2 of
NQFRM corresponds to level 2 EQF; ......... , level 7 of NQFRM corresponds
to level 7 EQF; level 8 of NQFRM corresponds to level 8 EQF. Regarding the
qualification levels of the National Qualifications Framework of the Republic of
Moldova obtained in the higher education system, they must correspond to the
levels of the Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area as
follows: level 6 of NQFRM corresponds to level 1 QF-EHEA; level 7 of NQFRM
corresponds to level 2 QF-EHEA; level 8 of NQFRM corresponds to level 3 QF-
EHEA. Thus, the Academy has transposed the most critical ideas of the Bologna
Declaration into the educational process and connected the study programs to
the National Qualifications Framework, which corresponds respectively to the
European Qualifications Framework.

Also in 2017, in the national education system, in order to implement the provisions
of art.81 of the Education Code of the Republic of Moldova no.152 /2014 (3), with
subsequent amendments, as well as taking into account the recommendations of the
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-F 2013), elaborated by
the European Commission in order to uniformly apply the normative framework of
the organization of higher education, the Government of the Republic of Moldova
approved on 28.06.2017 the Nomenclature of vocational training fields and
specialities in higher education (4). This Nomenclature includes ten fundamental
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fields of science, culture and technology. In turn, each of these fundamental fields
forms general fields of study, fields of vocational training, and specialities/study
programs at the first cycle (license); all of them are coded.

The Education System in the Republic of Moldova

According to the most crucial normative act on the educational segment (Education
Code no. 152/2014) of the Republic of Moldova, art.12, the education system
is organized on levels and cycles by the International Standard Classification of
Education (ISCED — 2011). As for higher education, it consists of three levels/
cycles: ISCED level 6 — cycle I: undergraduate higher education; ISCED level 7
— cycle II: master’s higher education; ISCED level 8 — cycle III: doctoral higher
education.

In the first cycle of higher education, according to the Nomenclature of fields of
vocational training and specialities in higher education approved by the Government
(4), the number of transferable study credits (EECS) per program is differentiated
by 180, 240, 300 and 360 EECS. According to art.88 paragraph (2) of the Education
Code of the Republic of Moldova the transferable study credits measure the amount
of work required by the student in a course / academic discipline during a unit of
time to reach the minimum level of objectives and programmed learning objectives,
which are allocated as follows: one academic semester — 30 transferable study
credits; for one academic year — 60 transferable study credits. Therefore, with 60
transferable study credits being awarded for one academic year, the study period
for some undergraduate degree programs starts at three years (60 EECS x 3 years =
180 EECS, for example, study program 0400.1 Public Administration), four years
(60 EECS x 4 years = 240 EECS, for example, the study program 0421.1 Law),
five years (60 EECS x 5 years = 300 EECS, for example, the study program 0911.1
Dentistry), and for others, it even lasts six years (60 EECS x 6 years = 360 EECS,
ex: study program 0841.1 Veterinary Medicine).

In the second cycle of master’s higher education, according to the Regulation on the
organization and development of higher master’s studies — cycle II, approved by the
Government (5), it is expressly mentioned in point 40 that “Higher master’s studies
correspond to a number of 90 — 120 EECS transferable study credits, 30 credits for
each semester, and one credit is allocated for 30 academic hours”. Respectively for
an academic year, as in the first cycle of higher education, 60 transferable study
credits are allocated. Thus, the master’s programs have a study period of 1.5 years
at 90 EECS and two years at 120 EECS, respectively. The type and contents of
the master’s programs, as well as the number of credits, are established by the
organizing institutions so that the total cumulative duration of the studies at cycle
I —license and cycle II — master is at least 300 credits of transferable study EECS.

The Regulation regulates the organization of studies in the third cycle of doctoral
higher education on the organization of higher doctoral studies in the third cycle,
approved by the Government (6). According to this Regulation, in particular point
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6, to the doctoral higher education programs, the third cycle corresponds to 180
transferable study credits resulting from the quantification of the effort made by
the doctoral student (...). Respectively for an academic year, as in the first cycle
of bachelor’s higher education, the second cycle of higher master’s education is
allocated 60 transferable study credits. Thus, the doctoral programs have a study
period of 3 years organized in the form of full-time education at 180 EECS, and
higher part-time doctoral studies last one year longer and are also awarded 180
transferable study credits.

As mentioned above, higher education in the Republic of Moldova is regulated
by Education Code no. 152/2014 (3) with subsequent amendments. Analyzing the
structure of this code, higher education is found in a separate segment, namely in
Title V Higher Education. This code regulates the general provisions, structure, types
of educational institutions, type of property, evaluation and grading scale, study
documents, organization of study programs, management, scientific research, and
higher education staff in the Republic of Moldova. According to art.75 paragraph (2)
of the code, the mission of higher education is: to create, preserve and disseminate
knowledge at the highest level of excellence; training of highly qualified specialists
competitive in the national and international labour market; create lifelong learning
opportunities; preserving, developing and promoting national cultural-historical
values in the context of cultural diversity.

Following the ideas, I want to mention a specific moment, the separate Regulation
by the legislator in the Education Code of the Republic of Moldova, namely in Title
VI, on issues related to higher medical and pharmaceutical education, education in
the fields of military, security and public order.

According to the type of property, the higher education institutions in the Republic
of Moldova are classified as public and private, and the Government has the power
to decide on the proposal of the MER, other central administrative authorities and
public institutions on the establishment, reorganization or liquidation of public
higher education institutions. So, according to art.82 paragraph (2) of the Education
Code, “Higher education institutions are established, reorganized and liquidated by
the Government at the initiative of the founder”, and according to art. 122 paragraph
(4) "The establishment, reorganization and liquidation of educational institutions
in the fields of military and security is carried out by the Government, with the
approval of the President of the Republic of Moldova, by the Education Code of the
Republic of Moldova and other normative acts in force. This situation is also valid
for higher education institutions in the field of public order, i.e. the establishment,
reorganization and liquidation are carried out by the Government, in accordance with
the Education Code of the Republic of Moldova and other normative acts in force.
The first stage in the organization of study programs in higher education is admission.
Admission to higher education is organized based on the competition by the higher
education institution for study programs accredited or provisionally authorized
by NAQAER following the provisions of the legislation in force in the field of
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education. There are currently 24 higher education institutions in the Republic of
Moldova: 16 public and eight private.

One of the current trends in higher education institutions is related to the significant
expansion of specialities and their transformation into competitive study programs
nationally and internationally. In addition, increasing competition and the dynamics
of social development give rise to the need for continuous diversification of the
product of educational services provided by higher education institutions. At the
same time, there is a growing interest in various forms of continuous learning
throughout life, such as distance learning, training, qualification and retraining, or
other activities after a bachelor’s degree or master's.

All higher education institutions in the Republic of Moldova, regardless of the type
of property, go through an evaluation process. This evaluation process goes through
two stages: the first is the internal evaluation of the educational process in higher
education that is carried out by the institutional structures of quality assurance (it
exists in all institutions), and the second is the external evaluation of the educational
process in higher education to NAQAER or another quality assessment agency,
registered in the European Register for Quality Assurance in Higher Education.
According to art.122 paragraph (1) of the Education Code of the Republic of
Moldova, quality assurance in higher education is achieved through a set of actions
to develop the institutional capacity to develop, plan and implement curricula, which
forms and strengthens the trust of beneficiaries that the institution offering education
meets and improves quality standards following its mission. Also, in the same
article, paragraph (2) it is mentioned that quality management in higher education
is ensured: a) at the national level - by MER and NAQAER; b) at the institutional
level - by internal quality assurance structures, and at paragraph (3) it is mentioned
that a fully functional quality assurance system involves two successive stages: a)
the provisional operation authorization, which represents the act of establishing the
institution and grants the right to carry out the educational process and to organize
the admission to study; b) the accreditation, which grants, in addition to the rights
provided in letter a), the right to organize the final exam, as well as the right to issue
diplomas, certificates and other study documents recognized by MER.

The Accreditation Process of Higher Education Institutions in the Republic
of Moldova

An essential point in the Education Code of the Republic of Moldova (3) is the
evaluation of quality. The evaluation of quality in higher education consists of the
multi-criteria examination to the extent to which an educational institution and
its program meet the national reference standards. Quality assessment in higher
education is a complex set of self-assessment, internal assessment and external
quality assessment activities following approved accreditation standards, criteria
and indicators. Self-assessment and internal quality assessment in higher education
are carried out by the institutional structures responsible for quality assurance, in
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accordance with the national reference standards. The Education Code allows the
external evaluation of quality in higher education to be carried out by NAQAER and
another quality assessment agency registered in the European Register for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education.

Following an extensive reform process initiated in 2017 (7) to amend and
supplement some legislative acts, promoted and implemented in the context of the
implementation of the Public Administration Reform Strategy for 2016-2020, it
included several organizational changes and content for several structures in various
areas of public interest, including quality assurance. As a result, in 2018, the name
of the National Agency for Quality Assurance in Vocational Education was changed
to the National Agency for Quality Assurance in Education and Research, where
the National School Inspectorate, administrative authority under the Ministry of
Education, Culture and Research, and the National Council for Accreditation and
Attestation, an autonomous administrative authority vis-a-vis the Government, was
reorganized by merging (absorption) with NAQAER. All these reorganizations
were found in a government act approved by the Government (8).

So, NAQAER from the Republic of Moldova was established according to GD
no. 201 of 28.02.2018 mentioned above. Also by this GD (8) there were approved
the Regulation of organization and functioning, structure, organizational chart, and
staff limit of the administrative apparatus of NAQAER (9).

As we can see, the first fully functional activities of NAQAER took place in 2018.
However, due to the lack of experience in the field of evaluation and accreditation
of higher education in the Republic of Moldova, the primary approach in the
process of setting up the Agency and developing the necessary documentation
was studying international experience and best practices, correlating them with the
specifics, conditions and traditions of national higher education in order to find the
best suitable system for the educational space of the Republic of Moldova.

In order to accomplish its mission, NAQAER has the following functions:

1) quality assessment in general, technical and higher professional education;
2) external evaluation of continuous professional training programs;

3) external evaluation of organizations in the fields of research and innovation;
4) evaluation of the scientific and scientific-didactic staff;

5) control over the quality of general, vocational and continuing education,
compliance with the accreditation and authorization requirements of entities
offering educational programs and services.

According to the Regulation on the organization and functioning of NAQAER
approved by GD no. 201 of 28.02.2018, the organizational structure consists of
the Board of Directors, profile commissions, and the administrative apparatus.
The Agency's executive management shall be exercised by the President of the
Governing Board, appointed by the Government, with whom the Vice-President
and the Secretary-General shall assist.
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The Board of Directors consists of 15 members: 13 employees with scientific-
didactic and scientific titles, didactic and managerial degrees relevant to general
education, technical vocational, higher and research, a student representative and a
representative of the business environment. The members of the Board of Directors
may not hold positions of public dignity, the position of rector, member of the Board
of Institutional Strategic Development or director of the educational or research
institution.

In addition to the NAQAER subdivisions, there are, according to its organization
and functioning regulations, the profile commissions, which organize the compe-
tition for the selection of expert evaluators and their inclusion in the Register of
expert evaluators by fields approved by the Board. The profile commissions are or-
ganized for each field of activity of the Agency: general education, technical profes-
sional, higher education, continuous professional training, research and innovation.
The profile commissions are set up by the Regulation developed by the Agency and
approved by the Government (10), in coordination with the MER, after consultation
with the Academy of Sciences of Moldova. The nominal composition of the profile
Commissions of NAQAER is approved by the order of the Minister of Education
and Research (https://www.anacec.md/ro/content/organigrama). The profile com-
missions are made up of personalities with remarkable experience in the fields of
activity of the commissions, with professional achievements recognized at national
and international levels. Each profile commission consists of nine people, selected
by the competition.

One of the subdivisions that are part of the structure of NAQAER and ensure
the proper functioning of the Agency is the Department of Evaluation in Higher
Education (DEHE), with distinct attributions of external quality assurance at
the level of higher education. The DEHE activity is based on several national
and international regulations. In our opinion, among the most relevant national
normative acts on which the DEHE activity is based are: the Education Code of
the Republic of Moldova (2), the Methodology for external quality assessment in
order to authorize temporary operation and accreditation of study programs and
vocational-technical, higher education and continuing education institutions and
the Regulation on the calculation of fees for services provided in the external
evaluation of the quality of study programs and vocational-technical, higher and
continuing education institutions, approved by the Government, as subsequently
amended (11), Guidelines for the external evaluation of undergraduate higher
education programs (cycle I) and integrated higher education programs, of master’s
higher education programs (cycle II), approved by the NAQAER Board of Directors,
with subsequent amendments (12) and the external evaluation of higher education
institutions, approved by the NAQAER Board of Directors (13).

As mentioned above, quality assessment in higher education is a complex set of
self-assessment, internal assessment and external quality assessment activities by
the accredited standards, criteria and indicators approved; from now on, we will
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refer to the external assessment procedure quality achieved by NAQAER.

With the entry into force in 2016 of the External Quality Assessment Methodology
and External Assessment Guidelines for undergraduate (cycle I) and master’s
degree programs (cycle II), higher education institutions, with subsequent
amendments, there have been organizational and content changes in the external
evaluation procedures in order to authorize the provisional operation, accreditation,
re-accreditation of study programs and higher education institutions. All this made
it possible for NAQAER to fully fulfil the functions established by the Education
Code of the Republic of Moldova, the Code on Science and Innovation and the
Regulation of organization and functioning of NAQAER, being an administrative
authority subordinated to the MER, responsible for quality assurance in full-fledged
education and research.

The external quality assessment procedure performed by NAQAER is the following:
According to the normative framework in force, the external evaluation of the quality
of higher education programs can be organized by study program or by a group of
study programs in the same field of professional training. Providers of educational
services must request the external evaluation of undergraduate/integrated higher
education programs for temporary operation authorization, accreditation, and re-
accreditation to demonstrate their compliance with the accreditation standards.
External evaluation for provisional operation authorization. Any educational
institution regardless of the type of property, public or private, interested in offering
higher education programs must undergo the external evaluation process to authorize
the provisional operation before starting to operate. Specifically, it is required by
the higher education institution in case of initiation of a new study program in the
first cycle (undergraduate studies / integrated higher education), registered in the
Nomenclature of fields of vocational training and specialities in higher education,
has study programs accredited / re-accredited to the first cycle (graduate studies) in
the field of vocational training in which he/she is required to obtain the provisional
operation authorization of the second cycle study program (master’s higher studies)
and has accredited / re-accredited study programs to the first cycle (undergraduate
studies) and the second cycle (higher master's studies) in the field of vocational
training in which it requests the obtaining of the authorization of provisional
operation of the study program at the third cycle (doctoral higher studies). This
type of external evaluation aims to demonstrate the existence of resources, facilities
and institutional structures necessary to initiate the teaching process for the study
program by the regulatory framework in force.

The external quality assessment procedure to authorize the provisional operation of
study programs and educational institutions shall be completed by NAQAER within
up to 5 months from the date of initiation of the external evaluation procedure by
the decision of the Board of the Agency.

Authorization for the provisional operation of higher education curricula expires
after the first promotion of graduates.
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External assessment for accreditation / re-accreditation is required upon expiry of
the provisional operating license after the first promotion of graduates to the licensed
higher education/integrated higher education program. Higher education institutions
may not obtain a provisional operating license or accreditation for master’s and
doctoral higher education programs (cycles II and III) if the undergraduate higher
education programs (cycle I) in the same field are not accredited.

The educational institution requests the external quality assessment to accredit the
study programs / educational institution at least six months before the expiration of
the provisional operation authorization or the accreditation of the study programs /
educational institution.

The external quality assessment procedure for the accreditation of curricula and
educational institutions shall be completed by the Agency within up to 5 months
from the date of initiation of the external evaluation procedure by the decision of
the Governing Board of the Agency.

After obtaining the accreditation, the study programs and higher education institutions
are subject to external evaluation periodically in order to be re-accredited, at least
once every five years, to the accredited undergraduate / integrated higher education
program and which is promoted every year during the last five years.

Both the external evaluation for accreditation and re-accreditation aim to demonstrate
the existence and functionality of resources, facilities and institutional structures at
a minimum acceptable level, which provides premises for the further development
of the teaching process for the study program in accordance with the legislative
framework in force.

The decision on the provisional operation authorization, accreditation, non-
accreditation or withdrawal of the right of activity of a higher education institution
or the organization of a study program shall be taken by the MER, adopted based
on a decision of the Management Board of the Agency or a decision of another
quality assessment agency recorded in the European Register for Quality Assurance
in Higher Education.

In case of obtaining negative results in the external evaluation of higher education
institutions, MER withdraws the right of activity of institutions or organization of
study programs, students being assigned to similar programs in other educational
institutions until the reasons for the unfavourable evaluation results are removed.
These provisions also apply to doctoral higher education programs offered by
organizations in the field of science and innovation, as well as to the respective
organizations regarding the organization of higher doctoral studies.

As previously mentioned, the external quality assessment is performed based on
the provisions of the Education Code of the Republic of Moldova, accreditation
standards, criteria and performance indicators established in the External Evaluation
Methodology, approved by the Government, with subsequent amendments (11),
and standards and the minimum mandatory assessment standards set out in the
External Assessment Guidelines for Undergraduate (Cycle I) and Integrated Higher
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Education Programs, Master’s Degree Programs (Cycle II), approved by the

NAQAER Board, with subsequent amendments (12) and the Guide for external

evaluation of higher education institutions, approved by the NAQAER Board of

Directors (13).

According to these guidelines mentioned above, external evaluation of the quality

of higher education is capitalized by:

* accreditation standards contain a set of requirements that define the mandatory
minimum level of performance of activities by an education provider.
Accreditation standards are formulated in terms of rules or results in the form of
a statement, are differentiated according to evaluation criteria and are specified in
a set of Performance Indicators, evaluation standards and minimum mandatory
evaluation standards. Each accreditation standard contains an appropriate
number of points.

* evaluation criteria, represent performance levels, through which the possibilities
of reaching certain standards and/or objectives, which are specific to each
accreditation standard, are examined. Each criterion corresponds to one or more
performance indicators and a certain number of points.

» performance indicators is the measuring instrument that indicates the characteristics
of a specific criterion for evaluating the quality of the curriculum and the activity
of the educational institution. The evaluation standard reflects the mode of
manifestation and the level of achievement of each performance indicator.

» evaluation standard is formulated in a statement that reflects the quality
requirements required for the curriculum and/or the activity of the educational
institution and allows the determination of the level of fulfilment of these
requirements. Each evaluation standard is rated with points.

The main accreditation criteria are summarized in the following ten accreditation

standards:

1. Quality assurance policies (corresponds to 8 points).
Design and approval of programs (corresponds to 12 points).

Student-centered learning, teaching and assessment (corresponds to 13 points).

Sl

Admission, evolution, recognition and acquisition of certifications by the
student (corresponds to § points).

Teaching staff (corresponds to 21 points).
Learning resources and student support (corresponds to 14 points).
Information management (corresponds to 5 points).

Information of public interest (corresponds to 3 points).

X N W

Continuous monitoring and regular evaluation of programs (corresponds to
12 points).

10. External quality assurance on a cyclical basis (corresponds to 4 points).
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The above accreditation standards are in line with national and international
reference documents. In the context of the commitments undertaken by the
Republic of Moldova by signing the Bologna Declaration, tending to be part of the
Common European Higher Education Area and to ensure the quality of education
in higher education, an important reference document is “Standards and guidelines
for ensuring quality in the European Higher Education Area (ESG)”, version
2015. This allows a measurable implementation of a certain standard through an
appropriate criterion. This justifies the need to enrich the content and characteristics
of the criteria for evaluation, monitoring and post-accreditation control on the
implementation of the internal system of evaluation and quality assurance for the
training and development of academic staff in higher education institutions.
In conclusion, the external evaluation of higher education institutions is considered
when ranking higher education institutions by categories within the accreditation
procedure.
According to the legislation of the Republic of Moldova in force, which regulates
the external evaluation procedure approved by the Government, with subsequent
amendments (11), each external evaluation procedure of the quality of the study
program/study program group and/or educational institution for provisional
authorization operation or accreditation / re-accreditation goes through the following
steps:
* initiation of the evaluation procedure by the educational institution/consortium/
partnership/subsidiary/founder/MER;

* internal quality assessment (self-assessment) and elaboration of the Self-Assessment
Report by study program/group of study programs / educational institution;

* submission of the application and the file on paper and in electronic format,
completed according to the regulatory requirements, to the SDC within
NAQAER;

+ returning the file of the educational institution in case of finding the non-
compliance of the rigours of completing the file or of elaborating the Self-
Evaluation Report after a preliminary examination within NAQAER;

 approval by the NAQAER Board of Directors of the decision to initiate or reject
the external evaluation procedure;

* setting up the External Evaluation Commission;

 analysis of the Self-Assessment Report;

« carrying out the evaluation visit to the educational institution/institutions and
completing the “Visit form”;

+ elaboration of the External Evaluation Report;

+ examining and validating the results of the external evaluation by the profile
Commission and submitting the proposed decisions, accompanied by a report,
to the NAQAER Board of Directors;
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+ examining the results of the evaluation and taking the decision by the NAQAER
Board of Directors;

* transmission of the decision of the NAQAER Board to the MER;

» granting the provisional operation authorization/accreditation by the MER for
higher education;

+ application of the recommendations resulting from the external evaluation.

The Government recently approved the new amendments and rules governing the
external evaluation procedure and introduced them in February 2022 (14). In its
turn, NAQAER transposed these changes in the guidelines for external evaluation
of higher education programs, approved by the Board of NAQAER, through the
minutes no. 73 of 01.04.2022.

Educational Activity of the ,,Stefan cel Mare” Academy of the Ministry
of Internal Affairs

The Academy is the only higher education institution subordinated to the Ministry
of Internal Affairs (MIA) of the Republic of Moldova, specializing in training
qualified staft/specialists with higher education for the administrative authorities
and institutions subordinated to the MIA and other law enforcement bodies. The
Academy is a public institution of higher education with accredited study programs,
with the status of a legal entity under public law, an integral part of the education
system in the Republic of Moldova. Thus, the Academy carries out its activity with
a double subordination: to MIA and MER.

During activity from its foundation until now, the Academy has been subject to
accreditation processes according to national legislation. Following the Law
of the Republic of Moldova no. 1257 of 16.07.97 (15) from 2005, the Academy
was subject to evaluation and accreditation, for which it obtained accreditation.
In 2013, the Academy was subjected to external evaluation in the field of science
and innovation by the National Accreditation and Attestation Council, for which it
obtained scientific accreditation.

In order to implement the provisions of the Action Plan for the implementation
of the Justice Sector Reform Strategy for 2011 — 2016, approved by Parliament
Decision (16), as well as based on the results of the external evaluation carried out
by NAQAER, the Academy was accredited to organize undergraduate studies (cycle
I) in the field of Law by Government Decision (17), as well as based on the external
evaluation carried out by the Estonian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher
and Vocational Education (EKKA), the Academy was accredited to organize higher
master’s degree studies (cycle II) in the field of Law by Government Decision
(18). Furthermore, the third cycle of higher doctoral studies is organized within the
Doctoral School “Criminal Sciences and Public Law”, which operates on the basis
of the provisional operation authorization of the NAQAER Board of Directors from
2016.
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Thus, in the context of those mentioned above, the Academy is currently conducting
educational processes in all three cycles (https://www.academy.police.md/admitere)
(19).

Within the first cycle of higher education, the educational process is carried out in
two study programs:

» Law is the first of two forms of full-time and part-time education. This program's
studies are carried out from the state budget and by contract (for a fee). Graduates
who have successfully passed the bachelor’s exam obtain the title of Bachelor of
Law.

* Thesecondis PublicAdministration, whichis done only through full-time education.
Studies in this program are carried out only from the state budget. Graduates who
pass the bachelor's exam obtain a bachelor's degree in administrative sciences.

Within the second cycle of master’s higher education, the educational process
is carried out in five study programs, the type of programs are the following -
professional master’s degree: Criminal Law; Economic Law; Criminal Investigation
Activity; Police Law; Special Investigative Activity.

Studies within the second cycle of higher master’s education are carried out full-
time. The duration of studies is 1.5 years / 90 EECS and two years / 120 EECS and
is carried out from the state budget and by contract (for a fee). Graduates who have
successfully defended their master’s thesis obtain a master’s degree in law.

Within the third cycle of higher doctoral education, the educational process is
carried out in two study programs, and only a scientific doctorate:

* Criminal Law, specializing in Criminal Law and Criminal Enforcement;
Criminology; Criminal Procedural Law; Forensics, Forensic Expertise and
Operational Investigations.

* Public Law, specialities Administrative Law; Land and Environmental Law;
Contravention Law.

The studies in the third cycle of higher doctoral education are organized in the form
of full-time education with a duration of 3 years and part-time education with a
duration of 4 years. In addition, frequency / low-frequency studies are also awarded
180 EECS. Higher doctoral studies are organized with funding from the state budget
and by contract (for a fee). The finality of the doctoral thesis is the elaboration and
public defence of the doctoral thesis.

Therefore, the study programs at all study cycles are constantly updated and
modernized, subject to processes, constant procedures of self-assessment (internal
assessment), evaluation and accreditation. All this occurs through an internal quality
assurance system of education, carried out through the procedures of monitoring
the teaching-learning-assessment processes by questioning students, academic
staff, graduates, employers and other interested actors.
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The institutional quality assurance structures, the Studies and Quality Management
Directorate and the Quality Assurance Commission, following national reference
standards, carry out the internal assessment of the educational process within the
Academy. Quality assurance within the Academy is carried out through a set of
actions to develop the institutional capacity to develop, plan, conduct, organize and
implement study programs, through which the trust of the beneficiaries (students,
graduates, employers) is formed and strengthened that The Academy offers a
qualitative and satisfactory education, improves quality standards following the
mission assumed by it.

Also, at the end of these processes, self-assessment reports and a plan of measures
for continuous improvement of study programs procedures are prepared, with their
submission to NAQAER or another quality assessment agency registered in the
European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education.

Conclusion

As a result of these analyses, we found that assessing the quality of higher
education in the Republic of Moldova is complex and very beneficial because
higher education institutions can demonstrate compliance with the quality of
the educational process with national and international accreditation standards.
Due to the conformity of the quality of the national educational process with
the international accreditation standards, the higher education system in the
Republic of Moldova demonstrates that it is part of the European educational
space. Therefore, the high standards, indicators and criteria set for the evaluation
and accreditation of higher education institutions in the country are a prerequisite
for the future positive development of higher education and assure the academic
community, beneficiaries, employers and the general public that higher education
programs, as well as the educational institution, meet the level of quality
corresponding to state educational standards and good practices, both national
and international. This leads to a closer relationship between the institution and
the labour market.

During the activity, from the foundation until now, the Academy has demonstrated
that it aligns with the requirements, and the national accreditation standards, offering
an optimistic perspective to graduates with diplomas of different levels (bachelor,
master, and doctorate) for professional development, offering opportunities
qualification, employment with a successful future career. This fact again proves
that the skills acquired by graduates of the programs of study of the Academy
correspond to the requirements of the labour market.

Once it aligns with the requirements and national and international accreditation
standards through the lens of external evaluation by NAQAER, ARACIS, the
educational process of the Academy demonstrates academic performance and
excellence, all of which would influence increase the level of appreciation worldwide,
occupying advanced positions in the top universities of the whole world.
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Hotérarea Guvernuluinr.79 din 16.02.2022 cu privire lamodificarea anexeinr.1
la Hotararea Guvernuluinr.616 din 18.05.2016 pentru aprobarea Metodologiei
de evaluare externd a calitatii Tn vederea autorizarii de functionare provizorie
si acreditarii programelor de studii si a institutiilor de invatdmant profesional
tehnic, superior si de formare continud si a Regulamentului de calcul al
taxelor la serviciile prestate in cadrul evaluarii externe a calitatii programelor
de studii si a institutiilor de invatamant profesional tehnic, superior si de
formare continua.

Legea RM nr. 1257din 16.07.1997 cu privire la evaluarea si acreditarea
institutiilor de invatdmant din Republica Moldova (abrogata).

Hotérarea Parlamentului nr.6 din 16 februarie 2012 privind aprobarea Planului
de actiuni pentru implementarea Strategiei de reforma a sectorului justitiei
pentru anii 2011-2016.

Hotararea Guvernului nr.731 din 19.10.2015 cu privire la acreditarea
organizdrii si retragerea dreptului de organizare a programelor de studii
superioare de licenta (ciclul I) In domeniul Drept in institutiile de invatamant
superior din Republica Moldova.

Hotaradrea Guvernului nr.883 din 28.12.2015 cu privire la acreditarea si
retragerea dreptului de organizare a programelor de studii superioare de
master (ciclul IT) iIn domeniul Drept 1n institutiile de invatdmant superior.

https://www.academy.police.md/admitere
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Abstract: Romanian higher education, which underwent a period of restrictions
generated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has undergone significant transformations
in the teaching-learning-assessment process and experiencing online practices.
This way of conducting our academic operations, which is new to us, is widely
used in many European countries and the United States (Gusu, 2020). The rise of
the Internet and widespread access to new technologies have contributed to the
application of online practices. They have allowed access to quality education
anytime and anywhere, the primary condition being access to the Internet. At
least from a technological point of view, we are talking about a real revolution
in education - the process of online education (Education.com 2022 available at
https://www.educations.com/articles-and-advice/5-reasons-online-learning-is-
future-of-education-17146).

The period since the beginning of the pandemic has tested the flexibility and
adaptability of the education system, bringing to the attention of the parties
involved the option of distance learning (online), which, at first sight, contradicts
the traditional learning system that involves physical presence in the classroom.
In this context, the question we are waiting for an answer to concerns the future of
education: face-to-face (in the school) or online?

Keywords: online, classroom education, students, teachers.

The Recent Situation

Higher education statistics show a growing worldwide interest in students or
graduates in online training programs. As an immediate consequence, universities
are increasingly offering distance learning courses.

In the run-up to the Covid 19 pandemic in the United States, the percentage of
students taking one or more online undergraduate courses increased from 15.6%
in 2004 to 43.1% in 2016 (Snyder et al., 2018). Also, the percentage of students
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pursuing full-time undergraduate programs online rose from 3.8% in 2008 to 10.8%
in 2016. According to the same source (Snyder et al., 2018), the percentage of
graduate students pursuing full-time graduate programs online increased from 6.1%
in 2008 to 27.3% in 2016, and the rate of graduates taking one or more online
courses also increased from 16.5% in 2008 to 45.6% in 2016.

Beyond the fact that the online format of the courses offers a different experience
from traditional schooling in the classroom, it is an option that continues to gain
ground, especially among non-traditional adult learners and young people who carry
out a form of activity (a job). Based on this finding, universities are developing
online programs that address graduate students studying for a master's or doctoral
degree. In a survey made by Learning House, Inc. and Aslanian Market Research
(2018), it was found that out of 1,500 online graduate students, 86% rated the value
of online educational services as meeting or even exceeding their expectations
(Learning House, Inc. &Aslanian Market Research 2018, available at https://www.
learninghouse.com/knowledge-center/research-reports/ocs2018).

At the EU level, the number of citizens and residents taking online courses in 2021
has increased by four percentage points compared to previous years, according
to data published by the EU's statistical office (Eurostat), based on the annual
survey on the use of ICT in households and by individuals (Schengenvisainfo 2022
available at https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/number-of-people-doing-
online-courses-in-eu-countries-increases-ireland-tops-the-table/)

According to Eurostat, in 2021, the EU Member States Ireland, Finland, Sweden
and the Netherlands are at the top of the ranking of online learning, with a share of
46 - 44% of people between the ages of 16 and 74 years taking an online course or
using online learning materials (Schengenvisainfo 2022 available at
https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/number-of-people-doing-online-courses-
in-eu-countries-increases-ireland-tops-the-table).

Croatia, Bulgaria and Romania are at the bottom of the rankings, with only 10%
participating in online learning of the total active population. Also, the only
Member State in which there was a decrease in the field was Romania, where the
number of those who took online courses or used online educational materials
decreased by four percentage points (Schengenvisainfo 2022, available at https://
www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/number-of-people-doing-online-courses-in-eu-
countries-increases-ireland-tops-the-table/).

These values must not deceive us. As can be seen, most of the statistics refer
to completing at least one training course online. We deduce from this that the
studies also included massive open online courses (MOOC). MOOC is a form of
preparation through which a community of receptors can come into contact with
complex information that someone wants to pass on. MOOC offers those who wish
to access the most varied and best-documented online materials. Thus, prestigious
universities, institutions dedicated to education, companies that have transformed
the industry, and experts from various fields have the opportunity, through the
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MOOC, to offer their knowledge to those interested through courses open to all. In

a digital world of low speed and time, this form of training provides a solution to

"shorten" the learning process (Massive Open Online Courses Romania, available

at https://mooc.ro/ ).

I made the above remarks to distinguish between traditional online courses and

MOOC:s. Although they may seem similar, these ways of learning online are different

not only in terms of development but also in terms of certifications obtained.

Traditional online courses are generally courses that follow a standard curriculum.

However, they are facilitated and delivered online, not in a classroom. These are

often provided by universities and are facilitated by a tutor or titular professor. The

traditional online courses usually follow traditional peer courses and guidelines,

including the program of activities and their deadlines (Research.com 2022 available

at https://research.com/education/online-education-statistics, Sarmah 2019).

MOOC:s, on the other hand, are often short, independent courses; lectures are pre-

recorded and accessible all-time (24/7). It should be noted that there is no deadline

for completing a MOOC, and the course provider does not have to come from a

university (Sarmah, 2019).

Because in this paper we will refer exclusively to aspects of traditional online

education, we consider it worthwhile to present the coordinates in which an

educational program of this type is carried out, as it happens in countries with a

tradition in this field. The traditional online courses have the following content

characteristics (Research.com 2022 available at https://research.com/education/

online-education-statistics):

 course topic content is available once a week;

* the content of the courses is accessible only at the level of the group of students,
not outside;

+ students have access to learning resources within the online platform or in the
institution's library;

* he course modules take between 45 and 60 minutes;

* the course content is constantly updated.
In terms of how they are conducted, the traditional online courses have the
following characteristics (Research.com 2022 available at https://research.com/
education/online-education-statistics):

+ takes place, for the most part, according to a preset program in live mode;

 students' access is allowed only to the current topic. The next theme is unlocked
after the present article is completed;

* he group of students must follow a unique rhythm of preparation;

* the tutor/teacher provides feedback;

* the course ends at a predetermined deadline.

From here, we notice a great closeness to the traditional teaching-learning system,

in the classroom, in terms of scheduling activities and obligations of the actors

involved in specific processes. The differences are mainly in how students interact
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with the tutor/teacher and the form of access to learning resources.

In addition to asynchronous, personalised online learning — of the MOOC type — the
academic practice has developed the form of synchronous, group online learning.
Synchronous learning is a general term used to describe forms of education, training
and learning that occur simultaneously but not in the same place. This form of
learning benefits from digitisation — similar to MOOC — but simultaneously provides
an online environment where students learn from teachers, tutors or classmates in
real-time, but not in person (The Glossary of Education Reform 2022 available at
https://www.edglossary.org/synchronous-learning/).

Carrying out teaching activities in an online format in the academic environment
presupposes the synchronisation of the participants in the educational activity.

Is Online Education Better than Face-to-face Education?

Let us ask this question in the context of a crisis, such as the Covid 19 pandemic. The
answer will be yes, with digital education providing relevant solutions and ensuring
the continuity of educational activities of all forms, including higher education. The
arguments in support of online education are among the most diverse, with the vast
majority having a foundation in the area of new information technologies. In the
age of the Internet, when a relationship is based on WhatsApp, FaceTime or Zoom
connections - these offer the possibility of contact with colleagues or family without
time and space restrictions - education has followed the example, and educators and
students around the world have had to adapt (Education first 2022, available at
https://www.ef.com/wwen/blog/language/online-learning-vs-in-person/).
However, we believe that a comparison between the two forms of education - online
and face-to-face teaching, or in the traditional classroom - should not be made in
a specific context because we risk getting fake answers (The conversation 2015
available at https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-
this-really-the-right-question-35949).

It is very accurate that the pandemic period has brought digital education to the
forefront, and this may be the starting point for rethinking and reforming the
education system, which is likely to benefit much more in the future from the online
component (Education for all 2020, available at https://medium.com/@eduforall.
us/online-learning-8a2e914c¢2637).

Beyond the technology and modern teaching-learning techniques used as arguments
for promoting online education, we have at our disposal the results of the experience
of some of the most valuable schools in the world that can guide us in choosing an
effective solution for providing education.

An objective review published by the American Association for Educational
Research (How Does Distance Education Compare with Classroom Instruction?
A Meta-Analysis of the Empirical Literature) examined the literature in education
between 1985 and 2002 (The conversation 2015 available at https://theconversation.
com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949).
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The authors analysed 232 studies made at all academic levels, examining three critical
components of the educational process: learning outcomes (based on responses
from a group of 57,019 students), attitudes toward study (based on responses from
a group of 35,365 students), and knowledge accumulation (based on responses) a
group of 3,744,869 students). The analysis results certainly did not provide consistent
arguments exclusively in favour of one or another of the methods of education -
online or traditional in the classroom (The conversation 2015 available at https://
theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-
right-question-35949). Each of the methods has proven its advantages but also its
weaknesses.

In 2010, an analysis published by the US Department of Education for the Evaluation
of Evidence-Based Practices in Online Learning showed that students who practised
e-learning had results similar to those in traditional face-to-face education (The
conversation 2015 available at https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-
good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949).

In conclusion, we believe that a correct assessment of the two forms of education
should not be based on the question "Is online education better than face-to-face
education or not?" but on the question "How can online education be effective?".
Why such a question? Because traditional education has a long history, with
multiple school models, reforms and innovations whose results have been verified
over time. Beyond running out of resources, formal teaching is at the point where it
must accept the possibility of an alternative — online education — to support it — if it
proves effective — and reform itself by taking on innovative elements promoted by
digital education.

Why Online Education, and under What Conditions?

The first answer to this question is that significant aspects of everyday life are
subordinated to innovative modern technologies to a greater or lesser extent. For
example, given that interpersonal communication and interactions with the home
and the workplace benefit from the support of information technology, the education
methods inevitably show a tendency to migrate from the classroom to an electronic
interface available to each participant in the teaching act.

At first, as can be seen from most published studies (Education.com 2022 available at
https://www.educations.com/articles-and-advice/5-reasons-online-learning-is-future-
of-education-17146, education for all 2020, available at https://medium.com/(@
eduforall.us/online-learning-8a2e914¢2637, Education first 2022, available at https://
www.ef.com/wwen/blog/language/online-learning-vs-in-person/, The conversation
2015 available at https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-
is-this-really-the-right-question-35949, UTEP CONNECT 2018 available at https://
www.utep.edu/extendeduniversity/utepconnect/blog/november-2018/is-online-

education-as-effective-as-traditional-on-campus-schooling.html), it seems that online
education abounds with advantages, such as:
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+ independence in the location and time chosen for participation in the training
process;

+ adopting a learning rhythm specific to each student;

* students can advance in training according to their own pace of preparation;

+ the tutor/teacher can give more time to guide students with special learning needs
(figure 1);

* it is a suitable learning system for busy students (they can participate in some
form of education while working);

+ saves time, money and energy (essentially eliminates travel and accommodation
away from home);

+ offers additional comfort (participating in the office or home).

Figure 1. Online education — a form of personalised activity

It should be noted, however, that many of these arguments support MOOC-specific

forms of training rather than traditional online education methods. The differences

are significant, as shown in the first part of this paper.

At the same time, to ensure quality online education, certain conditions must be

met, among which we mention:

» technical equipment specific to the activities of teaching - learning - online
examination;

» solid knowledge - especially at the level of teachers - in the field of ICT;

* making each participant in the online activity, teachers and students responsible;

» the development of a culture of self-learning and self-control, which implies
changes in mentality, and perception regarding the education of children and
young people in the family and at school.

We note that online education - viewed as a form of independent, personalised

education- involves costs, which are not negligible, for the implementation, support
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and improvement of the material base, learning resources and working methods.
Synchronous online education eliminates the advantage of choosing the moment
of participation in teaching activities, assuming the obligation to be present in a
group, similar to the traditional face-to-face option. The simultaneous involvement
of all students in the activities stimulates the dialogue and the exchange of ideas
and experiences between the group members. The adoption of the synchronous
online teaching method supposes, at the same time, the existence of synchronous
means of visual communication at the course coordinator's (teacher's) headquarters
and, of course, the existence of a virtual workspace that contains all the documents
representing learning resources as well as links to other additional resources.

Face-to-face or Traditional Online Education?

The following arguments for and against will be presented concerning the two
forms - let us admit that they are extreme - of learning: asynchronous, personalised
online learning, traditional classroom, and group learning.

Traditional education is the tried and tested recipe for education worldwide. Face-
to-face education is 100% human, with teacher-student interaction taking place in
an environment where understanding and experience can be gained intrinsically

(Education for all 2020, available at https://medium.com/@eduforall.us/online-

learning-8a2e914c¢2637).
The emergence of online learning has "disrupted" the education system. Many

consider traditional classroom education in person as restrictive regarding access
if we refer to the location or program specific to each student. However, the virtual
classroom is available wherever there is an internet connection.

Online education is considered more flexible - especially as it offers asynchronous
lectures - allowing much more effective planning of personal activities about the
curriculum. As a result, using an online educational platform provides a better
work-study balance.

Online learning offers a much greater openness to education if we assume that all
the participants have easy access to the technique and technologies specific to this
system.

In the same context, online education comes with the argument of sustainability,
given the lower environmental impact compared to classroom education.

Online education allows students to set their own pace of learning, and there is
additional flexibility to select a program that fits their agenda. Moreover, the online
study develops students' vital time management skills in increased autonomy
(Education.com 2022 available at https://www.educations.com/articles-and-advice/5-
reasons-online-learning-is-future-of-education-17146).

Online education has a significant commercial value that the current education
market has given it (figure 2). Bernstein highlighted the role of the perception
of images and educational facilities in choosing the form of online education
(Alshamrani, 2019; King, 1976).
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Figure 2. The market value of online education (Alshamrani, 2019)

Let us remember, however, that the online learning technique requires a high level
of maturity and is based on self-education and self-responsibility.

The autonomy offered by online learning comes with new responsibilities. The
teacher is responsible for constantly updating the course content, and the student
is responsible for documentation and education. The teacher's interaction with the
students — whether in small groups or series — is based on mutual trust and starts
from the premise of mastering a common language.

Many experts believe that in the traditional class, the discussion could be dominated
by a subgroup of students while the rest of the course is passive. In online education,
every student can have a voice and be heard. In addition, extending discussion time
allows students to analyse and explore additional information, carefully consider
their peers' opinions, and then take time to build their contribution, which can lead to
better quality answers (The conversation 2015 available at https://theconversation.
com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949).
Through asynchronous discussion forums, quantitative and qualitative interaction
with and between students can be increased. These class discussions are more
comprehensive than a small window but can take place over a week or two.
This environment allows all students to participate actively in the debate (The
conversation 2015, available at https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-
200d-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949).

Online learning strengthens student self-motivation rather than teacher motivation.
However, along with its benefits, online education can also face problems, mainly

122


https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949
https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949
https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949
https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949

Quality Assurance Review
Vol. 12, No. 1 - 2, December 2022 FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

due to the digital divide. In each group of students, there will be people with
unequal access to essential digital resources for online learning. The digital divide
is a real problem among students, the causes being multiple: geographical area,
socio-economic status and/or political criteria (Education for all 2020, available at
https://medium.com/@eduforall.us/online-learning-8a2¢914c¢2637).

Anincreasing number of universities and higher education institutions offer online
versions of their programs for different levels and disciplines. There are options
for every type of student, from music composition to quantum physics. Studying
your online program is also a great way to get an official certificate or diploma
without putting your physical foot down on a university campus (Education.
com 2022 available at https://www.educations.com/articles-and-advice/5-reasons-
online-learning-is-future-of-education-17146).

Atthe same time, the Internet and learning platforms must partially replace traditional
education methods. Here we refer to fields of study and specialisations that require
acquiring practical skills, such as engineering sciences, medicine, singing, etc.
Online education is a good option for students with learning difficulties, as digital
technology can help them process information more efficiently and operate in their
comfort zone. Online learning offers more flexibility than traditional schooling
methods. It can be observed a permanent increase in the enrollment rate of students
with long-term disabilities in the form of distance learning, much higher than among
students who do not report any disabilities (Education for all 2020, available at
https://medium.com/@eduforall.us/online-learning-8a2e914c2637).

If we refer to the interaction capacity offered by the two forms of education, we must
recognise that the balance favours traditional classroom education. Interactivity
and effective communication are critical ingredients for learning success. Suppose
online education offers multiple possibilities for transmitting information using
digital platforms and products adaptable to any situation. In that case, the physical
classroom has an advantage - the "spontaneity" of the discussion between teacher
and student (The conversation 2015 available at https://theconversation.com/is-
online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949). These
opportunities can be great opportunities to learn.

Especially in online education, there is access to a wide variety of materials, such as
videos, photos, and e-books, and tutors can integrate other formats, such as forums or
discussions, to improve their lectures. Moreover, this additional content is available
anytime from anywhere, giving a solid dynamic character to digital education.
Regardless of the way of learning, online or classroom, it must lead to a similar goal
for all students. They will eventually acquire the same competencies proven by the
same type of certification.

Online learning is less stressful than traditional learning because introverted
students can easily manifest themselves in the virtual learning space, unlike formal
classroom instruction, which can inhibit sensitive people (Gusu, 2020). However,
the learning style of some students does not match that of an entire classroom.

123


https://medium.com/@eduforall.us/online-learning-8a2e914c2637
https://medium.com/@eduforall.us/online-learning-8a2e914c2637
https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949
https://theconversation.com/is-online-education-good-or-bad-and-is-this-really-the-right-question-35949

Quality Assurance Review Does the Future of Education
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION Belong to Online Activities?

For example, we observe that more and more students find speaking in front of
their classmates intimidating, limiting their interaction and the opportunity to
receive valuable feedback. These students may find it easier to participate in class
discussions when the activities are digitally hosted (Education first 2022, available
at https://www.ef.com/wwen/blog/language/online-learning-vs-in-person/).
However, doesn't online education eliminate the introverted student's chance of
overcoming the discomfort of self-isolation and overcoming barriers to commu-
nicating with the group? The direct interaction of the pedagogue with the student
offers the possibility of integration in work groups, the activity in the classroom
being carried out in the spirit of group therapy.
In the classroom, the value of a teacher extends beyond the subject matter. The role
of a teacher is also to motivate, encourage and supervise the student. In addition,
the technology can be brought to the classroom as an effective supplement to in-
person classes (Education first 2022, available at https://www.ef.com/wwen/blog/
language/online-learning-vs-in-person/).
Unlike the traditional chronophagous evaluation, the digital technology-assisted
review can be done automatically, with an apparent temporal gain that can be used
for meaningful interactions between participants. Furthermore, the quantification
and centralisation of the results thus obtained are done via email, and the student
benefits from fast and permanent feedback (Gusu, 2020).
However, face-to-face evaluation gives the student a better chance of proving his
knowledge, making the examination more flexible. Assisted assessment is often
limited to strict responses that fall into specific patterns.
Last but not least, online education is more affordable. The savings come from
reduced commuting or rent expenses. To the same extent, however, measures can
be implemented to minimise scholarships or other forms of support for students,
leading to the partial elimination of savings.
It is also of interest the point of view of those directly involved in the educational
process (at the university level) - students and teachers. In this sense, we bring
to the reader's attention a synthesis of the answers obtained following an opinion
poll based on a questionnaire conducted by Assoc. Bogdan NADOLU, the detailed
opinions of the respondents being given in (Nadolu, 2021). The answers support the
ideas promoted above, as can be seen below:
+ online education facilitates performance (higher grades), providing more time
for individual study in a familiar environment;
* better results have involved obtaining or maintaining scholarships.
Several respondents felt different satisfaction with their successes in education. At
the same time, we must take into account the possibility that, in the context of
online education, the number of scholarships may decrease;
+ online education develops new skills specific to information technologies;
+ online education gives rise to the obligation to expand the information area. But
beware, it is essential to know how to select the information;
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 online education shortens distances and provides accessibility to busy people;

* the virtual course encourages introverted students;

* online education induces a sense of failure in connection with student life -
"incomplete student life";

» the lack of direct contact with colleagues - in the online education system -
deprives students of an experience of collective life and sentimental belonging
to the group;

* inability to self-manage time during online study programs can lead to capping
and missing job/business opportunities;

» online education contributes to the manifestation of selfish attitudes, to alienation
from colleagues and society, to the induction of a feeling of frustration;

* online activity can lead to time contracting if it is not properly managed;

+ online education can generate changes in value appreciation, establish ideals,
setting the path in life.

The two forms of education — asynchronous online and traditional, respectively —
have advantages and disadvantages. In this context, we can say that synchronous
online education offers a variant that combines the edges of the two technologies
mentioned above (figure 3). Synchronous online education benefits from the
advantages of modern technologies, digitisation and distance communication
while facilitating, at the same time, access to group activities and dialogue among
group members. The main disadvantage - as it emerges from most specialist
studies (ViewSonic 2022 available online at https://www.viewsonic.com/library/
education/the-pros-and-cons-of-synchronous-distance-learning/) - is considered to
be the reluctance of students (especially those with disabilities) to participate in
class discussions.

Figure 3. The advantages and disadvantages of synchronous online education
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Evaluation of the Online Education System

We intend to provide something other than a guide that guarantees an objective
evaluation of an online education system. However, if accepted and implemented
in the university, such a system will have to benefit from standards, indicators
and assessment criteria to certify processes' quality and results by correspondence
with the traditional face-to-face education system. Adopting an online education
organisation system, as stated by the Minister of Education, Sorin Cimpeanu,
requires "thinking about how accreditation is performed. But this will certainly
involve assessments of human resources, physical infrastructure and IT, procedures”

(Edupedu 2022 available at https://www.edupedu.ro/breaking-sorin-cimpeanu-

de-maine-se-anuleaza-atat-toate-restrictiile-cat-si-toate-facilitatile-din-scoli-si-

universitati-odata-cu-incetarea-starii-de-alerta-dispare-obligativitatea-mastii-
pentru/).

If we are to refer strictly to the didactic act, the quality assessment must address at

least aspects such as:

» the quality of teaching in the virtual classroom: the attitude of the teacher;
skills of the teacher specific to digital education; the usefulness, quantity and
quality (relevance and timeliness) of the information provided to the students;
communication of the teacher with the class (group or series);

 availability of resources needed for learning: the existence and accessibility of
virtual libraries; availability of the holder's course support in an updated online
format;

 availability of laboratory/seminar support in an online format; the availability of
virtual examples in support of the course/laboratory/seminar topic;

» the conditions of the "virtual" environment: the quality and quantity of the
equipment specific to the online activities; availability of digital teaching and
study platforms; reliability of computer connections; equipping teaching centres
with equipment specific to online education;

» the quality of student-teacher interaction: interactive teaching methods; time
available for students to ask questions in teaching activities; time available to
students outside the curriculum;

* the quality of student training: the usefulness, timeliness and relevance of
the knowledge acquired by students about the requirements of employers;
identification of skills acquired by students by the study program attended;
quantitative performance of students; the degree of employability of the graduates
in the studied field.

The statistical studies highlight, on the one hand, the interest shown by students

for online activities (figure 4) and the acceptance by employers of graduates of this

form of studies, but, on the other hand, they note a decrease in income from online
educational activities, which may be a consequence of a trend of decreasing the

interest in such activities (figure 5).
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Figure 4. The volume of hours allocated to online education in New Zealand
(Alshamrani, 2019) (Statista 2022 available online at https://www.statista.com/
statistics/697792/new-zealand-online-hours-at-home/)

Figure 5. The level of incomes from online educational activities worldwide,
in billions of USD (Statista 2022 available online at https://www.statista.com/
statistics/684343/global-self-paced-e-learning-industry-revenue/)
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In both cases presented, the results should be attributed to the learners and the
employers regarding the graduates of the online learning forms show attitude. Online
learning facilitates the development of digital skills, while traditional education
ensures the development of interpersonal skills.

Conclusions

The arguments favouring one or the other way of learning - online or traditional
face-to-face - are numerous and cannot lead to a unanimously accepted conclusion.
Both forms of knowledge are equally criticised.

With error, both the quality and the efficiency of learning are independent of the
form of online or traditional face-to-face training. So it is a big lie to say that turning
a traditional course into an online system improves it. There are undoubtedly good
and less good traditional courses and good and less good online courses.

We must take what is suitable for each method, accept the favourable aspects of
each form of education and exploit each participant's experience in the educational
activity.

The significant changes we need to focus on are more than replacing one way of
learning with another. Instead, we must focus on adapting to new situations to
develop self-control, time management and information selection.

Regarding the answer to the question "Does the future of education belongs to
online techniques?" we believe that there is only one answer: the future of education
belongs to the "mixed" or "hybrid" way of learning. The universities will know
how to embrace the benefits of each learning technique. This will undoubtedly
be achieved by adopting the form of synchronous online education as the most
suitable for education in general and higher education in particular. Moreover, not
all teaching activities lend themselves to the online form. There are activities of
a practical nature - experimental laboratory activities, design activities - which
necessarily require the student's presence in an organised setting, in the physical,
academic space. In addition, there are fields of study - such as engineering and
medicine - for which an exclusively online education system cannot ensure the
development of specific student skills and competencies. In these areas, face-to-face
education must prevail, encompassing all the achievements of online technologies.
The conflicting trends in the acceptance of online training are blamed on both
students and employers. Generally, students who already have a job prefer online
training. The same goes for employers who emphasise online skills in running their
own business as well as in the organisational training of their employees.
Alternatively, employers who emphasise interpersonal skills will value the graduates
of face-to-face education systems more. Even though most technical skills — with
restrictions regarding the field of study — can be acquired through online learning,
interpersonal skills cannot be achieved through this learning technique. In this
situation, the graduates of online studies will have to develop their interpersonal
skills in other training programs.
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Beyond adapting to the trends shown by the market from which they recruit their
students, universities will need to understand employers' expectations regarding the
graduates. Consequently, the university will need to adopt training techniques that
respond to the demands of all stakeholders.

The education policies will also need to address the issue of training teachers and
students to use digital technology. The academic environment must avoid the
temptations of any learning modalities. However, it will have to allocate space
to each technique - face-to-face learning and online learning - depending on the
specifics of the field and the curriculum.
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External Quality Assurance in Moldovan Higher Education in
Challenging Conditions: What We Learned during the Pandemic
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Abstract: The global crisis caused by the pandemic has significantly impacted
education systems and higher education institutions worldwide. The rapid and forced
transition to online and mixed learning, the lack or deficit of necessary resources,
and the lack or insufficiency of previous experiences in conducting online education
among teachers and students have transformed the teaching-learning-assessment
processes into real challenges, raising the same time, many quality questions.
This article describes ANACEC's activity in external quality assurance in extreme
conditions and lessons learned from its own experience. The main directions that the
Agency has followed and continues to follow, considering the recommendations at
the European level, in order to support an objective, transparent and development-
led external evaluation process are presented.

Keywords: online learning, e-learning, blended/ combined/ hybrid education, Moldova,
external quality assurance, quality evaluation, challenges, lessons learned

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the emergency conditions caused and stimulated
the reconsideration of the teaching-learning-assessment processes with their rapid
reconfiguration, including in higher education institutions worldwide. The urgent
need to invest in new technologies and modernize the ICT infrastructure has
materialized in targeted actions of universities, conditioning and accelerating their
digital transformation. The organization, in the conditions of lockdown of the study
process only in the online format, was a platform for experimentation with the use of
new tools and enrichment, thus being an impetus for innovation and digitalization.
Even if things have returned to normal, many teachers opt for blended or hybrid
learning that combines face-to-face learning with online learning, the proportion
being established according to the specifics of the course unit and the conditions of
the regulatory framework in force. New realities have motivated us to reevaluate the
opportunities offered by e-learning. It is evident that in virtual and hybrid learning
models, virtual learning, through its greater flexibility, can influence and improve

131


mailto:elena.petrov.ch@gmail.com

Quality Assurance Review External Quality Assurance in Moldovan Higher Education
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION in Challenging Conditions: What We Learned during the Pandemic

the student experience. If, in the beginning, it was often improvised, now is the
time to develop sustainable online learning platforms directly, applicable in various
situations. Furthermore, this becomes particularly relevant if we consider that "we
are only at the beginning of the digital transformation"*. In this context, the concern
for ensuring the quality of processes becomes a priority for the National Agency for
Quality Assurance in Education and Research (ANACEC), the Moldovan authority
responsible for the external evaluation of study programs and institutions. This
paper presents an overview/review of the ANACEC case study during the pandemic,
correlated with development trends in the field and the current research context. We
will briefly introduce European and global online education and quality assurance
policies. We will describe how the Republic of Moldova's national policy responded
to the pandemic's challenges, how the new reality influenced higher education
institutions, and what measures and tools were used. The Agency's approach to
external evaluation in pandemic conditions will be described, highlighting the new
role of the Agency in the external quality assurance process, the new key elements
that have been applied in the national external evaluation process, as well as what
updates have been performed in the regulatory framework of ANACEC. Finally, we
will present the lessons learned that are the result of discussions within the Agency
and with relevant stakeholders, which could form the basis of future reflection and
action for ANACEC staff.

European and Global Trends

The literature uses various synonymous or attached meanings to describe online
education®. The concept of online learning is defined by highlighting the essential
elements. Thus, online learning is considered the education offered with the Internet
for teaching content and improving synchronous or asynchronous learning activities,
as well as learning that does not depend on the student’s location, whether physical
or virtual (Singh & Thurman). Digital transformations have gradually led to digital
pedagogy (Greenhow & Staudt, 2020), which promotes the application of various
pedagogical approaches complementary to technologies.

The role of digital and mixed education for the EHEA was emphasized at the
meetings of ministers responsible for higher education in Paris (2018) and Rome
(2020), recognizing the opportunities offered by digitalization for education and
its potential to transform the way higher education is provided. However, given
that digitization does not offer a solution that would suit everyone, the need to

! Finding of the participants in the webinar The new online learning imperative. 31 of January

2022, https://www.usnews.com/news/live-events/the-new-online-learning-imperative

Distance learning, e-learning, electronic/ digital education, online/ virtual learning,
blended/ hybrid/ combined education/learning, etc. (Singh & Thurman, 2019, https://eric.
ed.gov/?id=EJ1230523, Gritsova & Tissen, 2021, Huertas & comp., 2018).
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act creatively in the digital environment was mentioned. In this context, EHEA
member countries are committed to supporting national education systems and
universities "in using digital technologies for learning, teaching and assessment, as
well as for academic communication and research” to invest in "developing digital
skills and competencies for all" (Rome, 2020), "to make better use of digital and
mixed education, with appropriate quality assurance" (Paris, 2018).

The pandemic has stimulated interest in online learning in higher education
worldwide, with a substantial increase in research in the field®. The literature
review shows that online learning is implemented differently by higher education
institutions, which were creative in the pandemic period, testing and applying
various tools and methods to promote online education, including support for
teachers and students (e.g. digimentor®, Digimentor Network®). Support services
have proven particularly useful given that teachers and students "were forced to
learn new technologies and to adjust quickly to new approaches to learning and
teaching” (Xiangha & Stern, 2022). Today it is evident that:

* Both face-to-face and online education are present in higher education. Their
"natural development" includes education in the combined, mixed or hybrid
formula, education that "activates innovation" (EADTU and ENQA, 2017, p.11).

* Mixed and online education is more than copying campus-based teaching in an
online environment; it also requires an appropriate course design to optimize
learning.

» Face-to-face learning environments need to be expanded with mixed and online
learning environments (EADTU and ENQA, 2017, p.7).

» Common digital approaches are needed to increase recognition, mobility, and
quality assurance.

Ensuring the quality of training in online/ e-learning and/or mixed/ combined/ hybrid
format was and is the focus of researchers, who identified the dimensions needed

3 According to the study (Ling, Xueqin & comp., 2022. https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.

wiley.com/ action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Carter%2C+Richardt+Allen) between January
2020 and August 2021, researchers from 103 countries and regions in 1061 published papers
investigated a wide range of topics relevant to online learning, such as the design, delivery,
and evaluation of online teaching and learning, the use of different technologies and strategies,
redesigned curriculum, student perceptions and the psychological impact of e-learning imposed
by the pandemic.

Position with distinct responsibilities to encourage university subdivisions to consider the
benefits of digitization, to provide support for the use of digital tools and to disseminate good
practices in the field.

Network set up in January 2019 to support the new community of Tampere Universities as a peer
support network promoting digitalization within them, https://sites.tuni.fi/digitaltoolkit/
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to be assessed in the evaluation of those programs®. The NAHE report (Grifoll,
Huertas & comp., 2010) suggests that the quality criteria applied to e-learning and
traditional campus-based education should be the same.

After the approval of the Standards and guidelines for quality assurance in the
European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2015), researchers support the idea of
using these standards in the external evaluation of study programs regardless of
form (e-learning, online, mixed/ hybrid), considering them fully applicable. The
European Association of Distance Learning Universities (EADTU) and ENQA
supported this idea after examining the development of mixed and online programs
in European higher education from a quality assurance perspective as part of a
peer-to-peer learning activity. Considering the use of new pedagogies, new forms of
curriculum, good online learning environment, the right balance is sought between
face-to-face and online education (EADTU and ENQA, 2017). The 13th European
Quality Assurance Forum Broadening the scope of QA (2018), formulated the key
issues to be addressed from the perspective of quality assurance for each ESG
standard. In this context, the need for quality assurance agencies to adapt their
methodologies and procedures applied is mentioned.

National Trends

In the Republic of Moldova, distance education is accepted for bachelor’s and
master’s degree studies (Education Code, art. 78). This legal provision was detailed
in the Framework Regulation on the organization and conduct of distance higher
education (Order of the Ministry of Education no. 474 of 24.05.2016), which
establishes the general rules for distance education organization, management,
admission, curricular support requirements, technical-material endowment, financing.
In addition, the initiation of distance higher education programs is conditioned by
obtaining the authorization for provisional operation from ANACEC, as well as by
the existence in the requesting institution of the respective program accredited for
full-time education.

The institutional structures for quality assurance are responsible for the internal
evaluation of the quality of distance learning programs. The external evaluation is
carried out by ANACEC or another quality assurance agency registered in EQAR.

® E.g.: The general framework on e-learning quality (Ehlers & Pawlowski, 2006) includes 5

broad categories for the evaluation of study programs (1. Infrastructure provision, 2. Technical
standards, 3. Content development, 4. Accessibility and pedagogical practices, 5. Institutional
development), detailed in 17 subcategories. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/3-540-
32788-6. To ensure the quality of online and mixed education, the E-xcellence tool (http://e-
xcellencelabel.eadtu.eu ) was developed. It includes a set of benchmarks grouped into six
categories: 1. Strategic management (5 benchmarks), 2. Curriculum design (4), 3. Course design
(9) 4. Course delivery (6) 5. Staff support (6) 6. Student support (5). The eLearning QA checklist,
proposed by Tucker C. (Tucker, 2022), is structured into four categories: 1. Functionality and
use, 2. Visual design, 3. Animation, video and synchronization, 4. Accessibility. https:/www.

learningguild.com/publications/159/elearning-quality-assurance-checklist/
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The methodological framework applied by ANACEC in the external evaluation
does not include specific provisions for distance or mixed/ hybrid education, the
external evaluation procedure and the stages designed for evaluating the quality of
study programs being applied for all forms. It should be noted that, so far, higher
education institutions in the country have yet to request an external evaluation to
authorize the provisional operation of distance learning programs.

The evolution of the pandemic has affected the whole national education system,
which passed through a general lockdown (March-April 2019), a long suspension
of the educational process, and an ongoing pandemic reality. During the years
2020-2021, universities and educational institutions of all levels operated under
restrictive conditions. The study process was organized, either entirely at a distance
or in a mixed format, with a higher share of online activities (teaching-learning-
assessment), compared to those carried out through direct contact. The new
conditions revealed similarities with other countries' key findings (UNESCO, 2021,
pp- 2-5), in particular (1) the presence of imperfect technologies, (2) uncertainty and
lack of experience regarding the management and organization of distance teaching
as well as distance/hybrid internal quality assurance.

To minimize the result of the evolution of the epidemiological situation and to support
universities, the relevant Ministry elaborated the Framework Recommendations
for organizing online teaching activities in higher education institutions during
the suspension of the educational process in the study rooms (Order no. 366 of
22.03.2020). Thus, universities have delegated the right to decide on how to
organize online teaching activities considering several factors: the decision of the
teacher, technological possibilities, information systems available for teachers and
students, the specifics of planned teaching activities and the field. The Ministry
recommended to the institutions the establishment of Coordination Groups of online
teaching activities at the university level, empowered with distinct responsibilities,
including providing digital solutions, counselling, necessary technical support and
assistance to teachers and students in the transition to online communication and
teaching. The administration of the departments was empowered to organize the
elaboration of the course materials in digital format. It was also recommended
to universities: (1) to ensure the use of available digital content management
platforms: Moodle, Cisco, Virtual Laboratories, Chemcraft, etc.; (2) to rethink the
assessment methods according to the specifics of the program and the course and the
possibilities of the institution; (3) to adapt to the online format the activities within
the internships. As a result, universities initiated the use of online communication
platforms (BigBuleButton, Zoom, Google Meet, Cisco Webex, etc.) in the process
of teaching/learning/assessment, as well as the development and use of educational
platforms (Google Classroom, Moodle, Microsoft 365, etc.) with an emphasis on
the development of content. Special efforts were made to ensure video recording
of lessons/courses for various levels of education and provide free access for those

interested (https://educatieonline.md; https://learn.md; https://lectii.utm.md, etc.).

135


https://educatieonline.md; https://learn.md; https://lectii.utm.md

Quality Assurance Review External Quality Assurance in Moldovan Higher Education
FOR HIGHER EDUCATION in Challenging Conditions: What We Learned during the Pandemic

Material and financial support for processes was increased, and investments in the

human factor were consolidated.

The forced and rapid transition to online education has raised several challenges:

» The ability of the main actors to adapt quickly to the changes that have taken
place.

» New style and format of teaching-training-learning processes.

* Ensuring the objectivity of assessing the student's learning activity under new
conditions.

* Resources (material, human, didactic) available for online education.

» Access of teachers and students to new technologies.

» The level of digital skills development in using the online platforms and tools
needed to organize online training is diverse among teachers and students.

* Support provided by higher education institutions to teachers.

* Support services, including methodological, accessible, and functional under
new conditions for various categories of students.

 Identifying and implementing new resources meant to facilitate the learning
process (webinars, video tutorials, platforms for forums, etc.).

» Students' level of involvement, engagement, and communication, maintaining
their interest in online activities.

External Quality Assurance Activities

Like many other quality assurance agencies, ANACEC went through several phases:
lockdown, suspension of the external evaluation process, gradual relaxation of
restrictions, gradual resumption of work of employees in a particular mode, taking
care of their health, resumption of the process of external evaluation of higher
education programs from September 2019. Significant changes occurred in Agency's
role in external quality assurance due to several factors: the strategic need for QA
conceptualization for emergency conditions, responding promptly and accurately
to the needs of educational institutions, adapting the external quality assessment
procedure to the new conditions, ensuring its effectiveness, re-plan external quality
assurance processes, define new formats for visiting educational institution.

Under the new conditions caused by the pandemic, operative interventions in the

Methodology of external evaluation applied by the Agency in evaluating study

programs were impossible. Thus, ANACEC organized such activities, applying

the procedure in force, but with emphasis on several aspects about which the
universities were informed, including:

» submission of self-evaluation reports and supporting materials in electronic
format as a mandatory condition for all applicants for external evaluations,

* strict requirements regarding the functionality and comprehensiveness of the
institutional web pages as an essential source of information for the potential
beneficiaries, but also for the members of the external evaluation panels when
identifying and verifying the evidence,
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+ ensuring the access of ANACEC evaluators to the self-evaluation reports and
the related documents online after signing the Confidentiality Agreement and the
Declaration of their responsibility regarding the absence of conflicts of interest,

+ partial modification of the format of visits to institutions of external evaluation
panels by:

— reducing the direct contact of evaluators with people from the institutions
involved in the external evaluation process,

— limiting to two the number of members of the external evaluation panel
empowered to go to the institution,

— carrying out the activities specific to the evaluation visit, partially in the online
format,

* video and audio interaction with representatives of higher education institutions
and beneficiaries of higher education programs as a mandatory element in
synchronous online external evaluation activities,

+ conducting working meetings of external evaluation panels, as well as interviews
with various target groups in universities online using various distance
communication platforms agreed with higher education institutions (e.g., Cisco
Webex, Google Meet and BigBlueButton),

« organizing meetings of the Profile Committee for Higher Education and the
Governing Board in the online format.

That formula was applied in all external evaluations organized in 2020-2021.

At the same time, efforts were made to consolidate human resources on quality

assurance issues using online opportunities. For this purpose, numerous webinars

for various categories were organized. Given the crucial role of the experts in the
external evaluation process managed by ANACEC, special attention was paid to
their continuous information and training, an activity carried out by the provisions
of the Methodology for training the expert evaluators of ANACEC, but exclusively
in the online format. Thus, during 2020, the ANACEC staff developed the
curriculum and curricular support for a training course External quality evaluation
of bachelor’/ integrated and master’s degree programs (3 ECTS credits), which
aims not only to train but also to develop and strengthen the external evaluation
skills of evaluators. In 2022 the ANACEC staff provided this course in three
sessions expanding the list of beneficiaries to 94 external experts, 56 teachers and

132 students from universities. Moreover, ANACEC is focused on developing

its regulatory framework, elaborating Recommendations for ANACEC experts

regarding the external quality evaluation of online and mixed study programs. New

M’ N

notions and phrases have been introduced: "remote evaluation”, "remote evaluation
technology”, "asynchronous technologies”, "synchronous technologies”, "virtual
evaluation environment”, etc.

At the higher education level, ANACEC applies ten quality assurance standards

that correspond to ESG (2015). Each of them is characterized by a set of criteria,
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performance indicators and evaluation standards described in the External
Evaluation Guidelines for higher education cycles, developed by the Agency
and implemented after approval by the Governing Board. Furthermore, based on
the recommendations in the field at the European level, the Recommendations
mentioned above for ANACEC experts provide a list of additional specific aspects
per standards to be considered in the evaluation of online programs, facilitating the
mission of external evaluators, as follows:

ESG/ National accreditation standard 1. Policy for quality assurance

Criteria Performance indicators

1.1. The legal-normative 1.1.1. The legal status of the institution vs. the realization of
framework for the operation of | the study program
the program

1.2. Strategies, policies and 1.2.1. Quality assurance strategy and educational policy
internal quality management

1.2.2. Organization, application and effectiveness of the
internal quality assurance system

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

» Reflection on the policies and institutional normative framework of the aspects
related to the realization of the didactic process in online, mixed or hybrid format
during the pandemic period.

» The application by the evaluated institution through appropriate structures of a
clear internal policy to ensure the quality of the educational process, considering
the new format.

» Implementing a distinct policy at the institutional level to ensure data protection,
academic integrity, and ethical behaviour.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 2. Design and approval of programs

Criteria Performance indicators

2.1. Design and approval 2.1.1. General framework for designing the study program
of the study program

2.1.2. Connecting the study program to the National Qualifications
Framework

2.2. Content of the study 2.2.1. Mission and objectives of the study program
program

2.2.2. The study plan

2.2.3. Discipline curricula

2.2.4. Relevance of the study program

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

» The existence at the institutional level of a clear strategy for digital innovation of
the program.

* The level of expertise of the teachers involved in the curriculum design for the
program.
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» The extent to which the needs of students are considered in the digital innovation
process of the program.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 3. Student-centred learning, teaching and

assessment

Criteria

Performance indicators

3.1. The teaching-learning
process

3.1.1. Forms of organizing the teaching-learning process

3.1.2. Student-centered teaching-learning methods

3.1.3. Use of ICT tools in the teaching-learning-assessment process

3.1.4. Academic calendar and study process schedule

3.2. Internships

3.2.1. Organizing internships

3.2.2. Collaboration agreements to carry out internships

3.3. Assessment of
academic results

3.3.1. Organizing the process of assessing academic results

3.3.2. Organizing the process of assessing internships

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

* To what extent the methods and forms of organizing the online and mixed
teaching-learning-assessment process selected, and applied to the study program,
are adequate for the acquisition by students of the expected learning outcomes?

» Diversity and efficiency of ICT tools/ educational platforms used in teaching,
learning, and assessment of learning outcomes online or in a mixed way.

* Peculiarities in carrying out distance internships.

» To what extent and how the institution provides information/ training to students
on the organization/ implementation of online education and the peculiarities of
behaviour in the virtual environment?

Existence and functionality of the anti-plagiarism system used.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 4. Student admission, progression,
recognition. and certification

Criteria

Performance indicators

4.1. Admission of students

4.1.1. Recruitment and admission of students

4.1.2. Access for disadvantaged groups to studies

4.2. Student progress

4.2.1. Student promotion

4.2.2. Academic mobility

4.3. Recognition and
acquisition of certifications

4.3.1. Awarding the title and issuing the diploma

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

+ Existence and functionality of the e-Admission system.
+ Availability of student support services.
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* Mechanisms are applied at the institutional level to monitor student promotion,

dropout, and graduation rates.
» The institution takes preventive actions based on the analysis of collected data.
» Provided opportunities for virtual student mobility.
» Accessibility of data in the institutional information system.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 5. Teaching staff

Criteria Performance indicators

5.1. Recruitment and 5.1.1. Planning, recruitment, and administration of academic
administration of academic staff

staff

5.1.2. Professional qualification of academic staff

5.2. Academic staff 5.2.1. Academic staff development strategies/policies/measures

development - - - —
5.2.2. Planning and carrying out the methodical activity of the

academic staff

5.2.3. Evaluation of academic staff

5.3. Scientific research 5.3.1. Planning and supporting the scientific research and
and innovation activity of innovation activity of the academic staff

academic staff . . I
5.3.2. Carrying out and monitoring the scientific research and

innovation activity of the academic staff

5.3.3. Capitalization of the results of the scientific research and
innovation activity of the academic staff in the context of the
study program

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

* Adequate tools to ensure that the professional qualifications of the employed
academic staff correspond to the study program's field and the teachers' profile

to the delegated responsibilities.

* Adequate and accessible technological and pedagogical support services for

teachers.

* Informing/ training teachers regularly organized, with increased attention to

newcomers.

» Realization of the online editing plan of the curricular supports and of the results
of the activity of scientific research, innovation and technological transfer to the

program.
* Opportunities provided for the conduct of teacher virtual mobility.

 Participation of academic staff from the study program in scientific/ community

research projects and national and international online scientific events, etc.
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ESG/ National accreditation standard 6. Learning resources and student

support

Criteria

Performance indicators

6.1. Administrative and
auxiliary staff

6.1.1. Planning and coordinating the activity of administrative
and auxiliary staff

6.2. Material and learning
resources

6.2.1. Existence and use of educational and research spaces

6.2.2. Endowment and accessibility of educational and research
space

6.2.3. Endowment, development, and accessibility of the library
fund for the study program

6.2.4. Students’ assurance and access to curricular support

6.3. Financial resources

6.3.1. The financial means allocated to the educational and
research process of the study program

6.3.2. Tuition fees and scholarships for the study program

6.4. Social insurance for
students

6.4.1 Providing students with dormitory

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

Characteristics of the virtual learning environment established in the institution.
To what extent the technical infrastructure developed in the institution ensures
the accessibility of programs for all students, including those with special
educational needs?

Providing the study program with administrative and auxiliary staff.

Ensuring the didactic and research process in the program with virtual laboratories,
virtual simulators, etc.

Measures are implemented to ensure electronic security, integrity and validity of
information, and quality.

Providing students with literature and updated curricular support in physical and
digital format and their accessibility.

Students’ access to the funds of the Institutional Repository and International
Scientific Databases, etc.

Financial resources are allocated to develop online learning.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 7. Information management

Criteria

Performance indicators

7. 1. Access to information

7.1.1. Information management and access of students and
employees to information on the study program

7.2. Databases

7.2.1. Establishment and access to the study program database
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Specific aspects of being evaluated:

* Implementing the university management information system (SIMU) within
the higher education institution.

* Ways of collecting data at the institution/ study program level and using their
analysis results to improve quality continuously.

» Types of information in databases and ways of access by students and employees
of the study program.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 8. Public information

Criteria Performance indicators

8.1.1. Website of the institution / study program
8.1. Transparency of

information of public interest ] ] ) o
regarding the study program 8.1.2. Transparency of information regarding the activity of the

department/chair/study program

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

» Design and functionality of the institutional website.

* The content of the information of public interest regarding the study program is
placed on the website of the educational institution/ faculty/ department/ chair.

* Periodicity of updating the information on the institution’s website.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 9. Ongoing Monitoring and periodic
review of programs

Criteria Performance indicators

9.1. Procedures for regular 9.1.1. Monitoring and reviewing the educational offer and the
Monitoring, evaluation and | study program
review of the study program

9.1.2. Monitoring the teaching-learning-assessment processes

9.1.3. Existence and application of self-evaluation procedures of
the study program

9.1.4. Evaluation of the study program by students, graduates,
employers and other beneficiaries

9.2. Employment 9.2.1. Mechanisms for recording the employment and evolution
of graduates from the study program in the field of work

9.2.2. Career guidance activities and the competitiveness of
graduates in the labour market

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

* The efficiency of the process of Monitoring and periodic review of the new
format program.

* The ways of Monitoring and improving the teaching-learning-assessment
activities within the online program.

* Mechanism in place to monitor the quality of the virtual learning environment.
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* Ways to identify, process and analysis the students’ opinions regarding the
teaching-learning-assessment activities and the content of the online study
program.

* Ensuring feedback for stakeholders based on the analysis of the questionnaire
results is an indispensable element of the internal quality assurance system.

» Evidence of employment and professional development of graduates of the study
program in SIMU.

* ICT tools used in the professional orientation of high school students.

ESG/ National accreditation standard 10. Cyclical external quality assurance

Criteria Performance indicators

10.1. External quality 10.1.1. Implementation of the provisions and recommendations

assurance of the Ministry of Education and Research and of the relevant
ministries

10.1.2. Implementation of observations, recommendations
and decisions formulated based on external evaluation by the
ANACEC/ other quality assurance agencies

Specific aspects of being evaluated:

» Implementation of the E-management system of secretarial activities.

 Institutional procedures for communicating, executing, and monitoring the
provisions and recommendations of the MER and the relevant ministries
concerning the study program under exceptional conditions.

During the restrictive period, some of the above-listed aspects have been evaluated

and analyzed by experts in the external evaluation of study programs. However, the

elaborated recommendations with a more detailed list of relevant aspects per each

standard are a valuable tool for a more objective and efficient external evaluation

in higher education.

Lessons Learned

Indeed, online or mixed education implementation offered higher education
institutions new opportunities to try different formulas and identify new options. At
the same time, the process of external evaluation of online education in pandemic
conditions highlighted some critical issues regarding the quality of these processes.
Thus, the Moldovan universities have demonstrated a different level of preparation
for the provision of study programs in online and/ or mixed format, which was
influenced by available at the moment technological resources; the capacity of
teachers to integrate new teaching technologies with traditional ones; varied digital
skills among both students and teachers; level of information/ training for teachers
and students; support services for students (tutoring, pedagogical/ technological/
administrative support) (UN Moldova, 2020). Meanwhile, considerable effort was
made by institutions to progress and build step by step the quality in order to ensure
the efficiency of the provided services.
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Nevertheless, the experience gained and the good practices tested along the way
still need to be studied and analyzed to determine what worked best, what did not,
and why. Therefore, it is necessary to reflect on several topics and find answers to
several questions, such as:

1. What is the optimal correlation between online and face-to-face activities?

2. What are the most recommended formulas for the student's full engagement in
the online or mixed training-teaching-learning-assessment process?

3. How to assess the digital skills of teachers and students, crucial skills in the
online and mixed learning process?

4. How to measure the level of increasing teachers’ competence in using appropriate
technologies and tools at all stages of the online or mixed educational process,
including course preparation, teaching, communicating with students, Monitoring
and assessing student learning, and providing constructive feedback?

5. How to organize continuous training on these dimensions?

6. How to ensure maximum efficiency and effectiveness in online, mixed/hybrid
education?

7. How to ensure a comprehensive and fair external evaluation process in the
changing environment?

8. How to ensure permanent transparency and correctness during virtual processes?

9. How to ensure the maximum involvement and participation of all interested
stakeholders?

10. How to maximize the overall trust (of educational institutions and society in
general) in the external evaluation process and its results?

It is obvious that to support the changes promoted in the new conditions; continuous
investments are needed to develop institutional (material, technological, human,
etc.) resources. Furthermore, the ways of student support should be differentiated
and adapted to their needs. Transparency of processes is another success factor.

At the same time, the level of accessibility of the higher education system from

the perspective of the inclusion of all categories of disadvantaged young people

(Agenda, 2030) must be permanently in the sights of all actors involved. At the

same time, Agencies for quality assurance "will need to continue their important

role in supporting institutions in ensuring that their education provision is fit-for-

purpose and meets the needs of all stakeholders" (Gover, 2020).

Conclusions

The current national regulatory framework is not friendly to the extension of mixed/
hybrid education. The decisions of the relevant Ministry that promoted online
learning during the period of restrictions ceased their action once Moldova returned
to normal conditions.

In Moldovan educational institutions, the comprehensive online learning formula
has yet to be appreciated by most students, and teachers, especially regarding the
level of quality assured and the low level of communication (UN Moldova, 2020).
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At the same time, it is a common opinion that mixed/ combined/ hybrid education
should be applied in ordinary conditions. The courses that combine online and face-
to-face teaching in various formulas seem attractive. Moreover, many researchers
in the field consider that mixed/ combined/ hybrid programs are the future of higher
education. In this context, traditional universities that intend to develop e-learning
or provide mixed programs should guarantee the quality of the teaching-learning-
assessment processes and adapt their internal quality assurance systems for this
purpose.

In the same vein, ANACEC aims to consider the peculiarities of the mentioned forms
of education in the external evaluation process and for this to detail the performance
indicators for each quality standard, thus ensuring the necessary preconditions for
a transparent, objective, stimulating evaluation, oriented towards the development
and enhancement of study programs and educational institutions.
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Abstract: Nowadays, education is essential for any economic system because, on
the one hand, through education, the relations between man and society become
much more diverse, and on the other hand, today's society needs a well-educated
workforce in the context of globalization. The educational offer of the universities
must anticipate and respond to the needs of society and produce that mass of
communicators and receivers that define an open society. This process involves
research for developing and using new technologies and providing mechanisms for
vocational training, business education and lifelong learning.

This article aims to reflect on the possibilities and difficulties offered by digital
technologies applied to the educational process. These theoretical reflections are
based on the authors' teaching experiences during the pandemic.

Keywords: Technology-mediated education, teaching-learning, online teaching,
educational technology.

Introduction. A New Scenario for Education?

What used to be synchronous and collective (cinema, family TV, face-to-face
education, etc.) has become an individual and asynchronous practice (podcasts,
tablets, computers, smartphones, streaming, platforms, digital networks, etc.).

The cyber world has been accelerated by the pandemic (covid-19), and this has
strengthened, in this case, that concerns us, online teaching and has revealed its
possibilities and limits (among others, digital gap, lack of digital empowerment,
"attention theft", dependency, identity concealment, blind faith in technology, "data
and surveillance capitalism”, etc.). These technologies can make us stronger and
more in times of pandemic, but also more vulnerable regarding information, etc.
Online teaching is transmitted and mediated by technology via the Internet, and
students and teachers do not need to be present simultaneously and in the same
place. Online learning practices are developed within the technological process in
teaching-learning platforms and within pedagogical models. Through the network
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of networks, the possibilities and modalities in learning have been expanded.
According to A. M. Alonso, 2020, 235-236 and notes: 1) there is a face-to-face
modality that has been developing in the classroom with conventional means and
uses 2) a mixed face-to-face and non-face-to-face modality have been developed
(blended learning, b- blended), and 3) a form of teaching-learning directly mediated
by electronic technology (e-learning) has been incorporated, especially in times of
pandemic. This teaching is done through a network of networks. Here the student's
interactions with the material are mediated by computer tools. (In the network of
networks, we have a technological structure (Internet), the level of the Web, the place
of the Cloud and the practical applications known as App). (See the entire article by
A. M. Alonso, 2020, where she states that online education poses new problems for
the science of education, which has a dual nature: it is social science and science of
the artificial since technological mediation reinforces the artificial dimension of the
science of education. From a philosophical-methodological analysis of education
mediated by technology, it contextualizes educational designs as scientific designs).
The diagram in the following figure (1) shows the main factors involved in online
teaching.

Figure 1. Factors involved in online teaching
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Instruments/Tools:

» Devices (phone, tablet, computer, etc.);
* Internet connection;
» Educational platforms (Zoom, Classroom, etc.).

Authorities / Policies:

 Ensuring the legal framework for online teaching;
* Providing financial support for easier access to this type of education.

Strategy / Educators / Educated:
» Unconditional and equitable access to online education;

Reducing the risk of dropping out of school;
» Ensuring a quality level of the online education process is at least equal to the
face-to-face one;
 Redesigning curricula and teaching-learning-assessment methods;
Ensuring digital skills and competencies for both educated and educators by
setting up learning and digitization centres within higher education institutions;
Optimizing the student-student and student-teacher interaction to obtain excellent
learning outcomes.
We must also include Augmented Reality (AR: safety training, medical and
engineering training, etc./VR: virtual field trips, language immersion, skills training,
etc.) and Virtual Reality as technological instruments applied to education.
These technologies create new education means by opening doors for students to
learn and teachers to instruct in a more immersive, technological environment.
From a reflexive-methodological approach, these technologies have promoted,
sometimes by force due to the pandemic, very positive new teaching-learning
modalities, but they also pose significant challenges. As stated by M. Boulahrouz,
R. M. Medir, S. Calabuig i Serra, 2019, 89-90, an article on digital technologies and
education for sustainable development, also applicable to our educational context,
"despite technological advances and the incorporation of ICT in educational
centres, the use made by teachers is of occasional users. ICTs are used for activities
with a low cogpnitive level, such as searching for information or preparing tests and
academic activities. On the one hand, they facilitate access to various educational
materials (through distance learning, educational networks and databases). On the
other hand, they help foster new forms of interactive learning that address issues
and allow access to information and the transmission and exchange of knowledge
using multiple means of communication. Technologies alone do not allow changing
the dynamics of Educational Systems; changes in education will depend on the
use of digital technologies. The didactic methodology is essential for incorporating
ICT in the classroom. Digital technologies should favour critical-reflective capacity
from activities requiring a high cognitive level such as authentic learning, creative
thinking or problem solving".
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E-Learning Timeline

Suppose a brief tour is made of the different moments that the evolution of
Educational Technology has had until reaching E-Learning. In that case, we verify
that we have passed since 1924 with the Pressey Testing Machine (Pressey's teaching
machine), the first device related to education. With this machine, they presented
educational materials to the students. His machine originally supplied multiple-
choice questions. The machine could be set to advance only when the student got
the correct answer. The tests showed that learning had taken place. This was an
example of how knowledge of results causes learning. Today we have M-Learning
(Mobile Learning).

M-Learning (mobile electronic learning) is called a teaching and learning
methodology that facilitates the construction of knowledge, problem-solving and the
development of diverse skills and abilities autonomously and ubiquitously, thanks
to the mediation of portable mobile devices, such as mobile phones, PDA Personal
Digital Assistant, tablets, Pocket PC, iPod and any device that has some form of
wireless connectivity. It is e-learning (education and training via the Internet) on
mobile devices. (See: https://www.gocongr.com/dia positive/11324287/tecnologia-
educativa-del-inicio-hasta-el-e-learning (26.5.2022).

Outstanding Features of Online Teaching

The most characteristic features of online teaching concerning regular teaching are,

among others, the following factors that are indicated below:

a) distance in interpersonal educational relationships,

b) greater flexibility and autonomy of the students to develop and control the
learning process, moving from mere teaching to the learning process.

c) the interaction between people takes different forms, namely student-teacher
(instructor), student-content, student-student, and student-interface (A. M.
Alonso, 2020, 231-232; C. N. Gunawardena/M. S. Mclsaac, 1996, a very
comprehensive and complete article on distance education and with an extensive
and handy bibliography).

These new technologies that help online teaching, in turn, are configuring a new

virtual or digital space, something that is affecting the formation of new types of

knowledge, producing a technification through knowledge (scientification), for
example, of our profession and daily knowledge, even causing a technification of
knowledge itself (computerization). Attempts are being made to use technology

(Internet, computational intelligence, artificial intelligence) to optimize teaching-

learning processes. There is no doubt that today machines are "learning™ about users-

people, based on the data they generate in this new learning process. Technology

IS no longer a mere support since it is conditioning the same online educational

activity; namely, it is affecting, as stated by A. M. Alonso, 2020, 234-235, the central

elements of educational activity: 1) the teaching models, 2) to the types of learning;

3) to the sources of information and knowledge, 4) to the cognitive processes
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themselves, 5) to the educational institutions and organizations that have to adapt to
the digitization and promote "digital literacy", since the processes are carried out on
artificial platforms that require, in turn, capacities, skills or competencies learned
merely instrumental.

The European Commission understands these capabilities, skills or competencies
as follows: "Digital competence is the set of knowledge, skills, attitudes (including
skills, strategies, values and awareness) that are required when using ICTs and digital
media to perform tasks; solve problems; communicate; manage information; to
collaborate; create and share content; and build knowledge in an effective, efficient,
appropriate, critical, creative, autonomous, flexible, ethical, reflective way for work,
leisure, participation, learning, socialization, consumption and empowerment." (A.
Ferrari 2012, 3-4).

There is no doubt that this type of education mediated by technology constitutes
an area of research, as many pedagogues affirm, interdisciplinary in which, in
addition to the science of education, the Internet (in its scientific and technological
dimension) intervenes, as we have seen) and artificial intelligence, which has a
role in the different aspects of the network of networks and within the so-called
"knowledge society"”, although our society is still more of an information society
than a knowledge society.

In recent years in the debate on education and, in general, in society, considerable
attention has been paid to knowledge. There is talk of the "knowledge society",
which generates intellectual capital, of "knowledge companies or clusters”, of
"knowledge management”, of "knowledge-based development instruments”, etc.
It is said that many jobs and even the economy require "intensive knowledge".
The term knowledge has become something like a talisman that everyone uses,
but few propose what they understand by that term or say what form or type of
knowledge they speak or discuss. Our information and communication society is
a knowledge-based and knowledge-intensive society. This knowledge that is being
built in the era of new information and communication technologies, in which we
generate information from data, which, in turn, can generate knowledge, which is
the result and process of what we believe/value through experience and learning,
communication, information and inference, differentiating between the information
that circulates around us as a detached piece that only becomes knowledge when
it has been assimilated, understood and situated in its context and knowledge,
containing meaning conferred by human beings from what they have learned and
internalized, which can have, according to the classical conception, three different
forms, namely; a) scientific knowledge, based on justification; b) professional-
practical knowledge, based on action and c) ethical-political knowledge, based on
practical wisdom and ethics, or can encompass a great multiplicity of knowledge,
which, as stated by H. Spinner, 1997, 505- 528, are of all kinds, of any quantity, of
any quality, of any combination and of any representation. (See: N. Ursua, 2004; A.
M. Rodriguez/F. Raso/J. Ruiz, 2019).
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E-Learning is Technology-Mediated Teaching and What It Should Be

We share the ideas with our university colleague Carlos Castafio, a specialist in
the area of Educational Technology and New Technologies applied to education,
who, throughout this process of education mediated by technology, -which is
friendly and allows many things to be done with good parameters of quality and
reliability - critical variables are being forgotten. We are focusing too much on
the technology itself. "We are doing the same as before, but with other ICTs".
(https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1UK9IaRPXGRneJRq9wb WBCg9u
PCMao7aEM8cyZtXtg/pub?start=true&loop=false&delayms=5000&slide=id.p4
(27.5.2022).

The solution, says this expert, comes from something other than technology but
pedagogy. We do not have to focus on the technological variables but on the
didactic, organizational and pedagogical variables. Unfortunately, we do not have
suitable materials either.

According to our experts, the future of education is not a digital replica of a
classroom. "The change in the way of creating, sharing and distributing information
can be the basis for creating new innovative learning structures”. (C. Castafio:
SENLAT, 5.24.2021). We cannot forget that in this entire teaching-learning process,
the most important thing is people. The authors agree on a few things, but if they
agree on something, it is that people have different learning needs and learn at
different rates. However, as A. M. Alonso writes, 2020, 235, note 8: "'schools and
training programs, in general, teach a fixed and predetermined amount of content,
in a specific pre-established time interval. Planning the development of teaching
so that each student progresses in learning at the rate at which they reach a certain
level of achievement requires the application of a didactic methodology that the
Internet allows optimization.

Complex Teaching-Learning Models

It is worth noting at this point that Allan Carrington's Wheel of Pedagogy, which
IS very interesting as a conceptual instrument, is not something mechanical and
is based on B. Bloom's categorical taxonomy ("remember, understand, apply,
analyze, evaluate, create ”; this is a hierarchical model for organizing, planning and
evaluating teaching).

This pedagogical wheel is read from the centre outwards and clockwise. It goes
from the simplest to the most complex. The first circle refers to the attributes and
capacities/competencies of the graduate; the second circle has words that refer to
the activity of any competent professional; the third indicates the categories of the
conceptual domain of Bloom's taxonomy (indicated above), the fourth shows the
active verbs, suggested for each domain, the fifth gives ideas about what activities
we can design so that the student demonstrates what they are supposed to know at the
end of the lesson, they are therefore activities to evaluate, the sixth circle contains the
Apps for carrying out the activities of the fifth circle in digital environments. (See:
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https://designingoutcomes.com/assets/PadWheel V5/PW_ENG_V5.0_Android
SCREEN.pdf.Excellent explanation by Carlos Castafio: https://www.youtube. com/
watch?v=RJDoyDD1ebs&t=28s (27.5.2022).
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This SAMR model means S, Substitute, where ICT acts as a direct substitute tool,
without functional change; A, increase, ICTs act as a direct substitute tool, but with
functional improvement; M, improve, ICTs allow a significant redesign of learning
activities; R, redefine, ICTs allow the creation of new learning activities, previously
inconceivable.
This model creates a learning environment, improves the methodology and the
products and helps to be creative, but we must always bear in mind that it is the
students who have to learn.

Conclusions

Globalization, the process of integrating global realities and growing interaction
and interdependence between the parts of the world (R. Casadei, 2005, p.27), has
generated. It will continue to generate different reactions worldwide.

The rapid spread of the Sars - COV 2 virus (severe acute respiratory syndrome) has
caused many victims (6,323,286 deaths, INSPR, June 8, 2022, https://www.cnscbt.

ro/index.php/situatia-la-nivel-global-actualizata-zilnic/3210-situatie-infectii-

coronavirus-covid-19-08-06-2022/file), as well as an emergency in the world's
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educational systems, highlighting many weaknesses of these systems such as, for

example, lack of resources for the digitization of education, lack of skills and digital

competences of the actors involved, etc.).

In this context, the responses of countries or regions to the challenges of the

knowledge-based society have caused radical transformations in the education

system.

Therefore, the first action was to find a way to replace the face-to-face teaching-

learning-assessment process without causing significant educational disturbances

and compromising quality.

The solution that was easily approached but that involved massive movements of

both material and human resources. was-ontine-education:

Online education involves addressing the following challenges by the actors

involved:

» Lack of learning resources (devices, internet connection, virtual classrooms,
digital platforms, etc.);

» Lack of digital competencies and skills of the educated and educators;

* Inequity in access to online learning;

» Lower quality of online education than face-to-face education (lack of examples,
face-to-face discussions, etc.).

Currently, many educational institutions have solved the problems (challenges)

mentioned above through a massive involvement of resources in a short time,

approaching online education as an alternative to face-to-face education rather than

as a substitute for the same.

Many institutions needed to be technologically well equipped, and involving the

faculty members in the best online educational practices was necessary.

As affirmed by A. M. Alonso, 2020, 256, putting technology at the service of

education requires at least two aspects, namely, a rational deliberation about the

purposes and using the knowledge that current science provides us about learning

to identify what education needs from technology to achieve those ends.
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Abstract: Online education finds its practical and adapted space in Switzerland,
known for its innovative, high-performance, and quality education. Since 1992, it has
been proposing distance education formulas, mainly university and post-graduate,
recognized by the Swiss state, which allow the acquisition of targeted competencies,
balancing the balance between private and professional life, a personalized
educational path in a virtual setting, convivial, with pecuniary and formative
facilities. In a global and informational world, distance learning is increasingly
sought after because of professional development and a mobile and active lifestyle.
Online training is managed and supervised in terms of quality and development by
the competent Swiss authorities, including the federal administration. Universities
are actively involved in improving online education and assigning a value set to
increase quality and feasibility and to determine an evolutionary path, as well as
the future acquisition of a constant status in the education of Switzerland.
Keywords: online, value, education, Francophony, Switzerland

1. Francophone Humanistic Values in the Online Educational Environment

In the 21% century, the digital world is an indispensable platform and lever for
communication, education, documentation, information, and individual and
community development. Considered an essential and practical means of accessing
information currently, the Internet allows the rapid identification and acquisition of
information, not only in terms of subjects on various topics of interest but also in an
organized form, at the socio-educational and administrative level.

In general, virtual information is available worldwide and even more, except, of
course, in isolated and/ or disadvantaged environments in various geographical,
where it has no penetration and adherence for economic reasons. The information
obtained virtually was initially characterized by superficial attributions, in the
sense that it was considered that it does not meet the needs of rational, imaginative,
perceptual, creative or analytical development of the human being. However, over
time, it has been shown that this type of information can contribute to the development
of the intellect, especially since the human brain has “cerebral plasticity” (Vidal,
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2013), which allows the formation of new neural connections necessary to absorb a
significant volume of information, characteristic of society nowadays.

As technological development, the deployment of psycho-medical studies about the
psyche and its neurological substrate in connection with the activity in the virtual
environment, but also of an optical adaptation in approaching various educational
models and practices, both in the field of state education and in that of private
education, there was a need to put in place some forms of online communication
and teaching, which have gained quite quickly a status and a social recognition,
both at the restricted community level and especially in the extremely extended,
nationally and internationally, of their exercise and validation. Referring to the
present day, when the Covid-19 pandemic, the international conflict situation,
but also the incredible demand and need for human knowledge and development
online activities, we notice that the virtual environment is becoming an increasingly
desirable and more advantageous for learning, teaching, communication, etc.,
although sometimes it has been felt as compelling, imposed or limiting. Man is
beginning to discover a different form of freedom than before, which was linked at
the individual and collective level, mainly to freedom of movement. In the online
environment, various types of freedoms are drawn and shaped: freedom of choice,
freedom of expression, freedom of opinion, and freedom - as an inner state given
by the vast accessible virtual, and this fact is a facilitator for the present and the
future of culturalization and education in the virtual space, knowing that freedom is
a fundamental value of human being.

Propelled by the French Revolution of 1789, due to the French motto "Liberty,
equality, fraternity!" freedom is enshrined throughout each individual, state or
regional community, and internationally. It can be one of the pillars of the future
of online education but also reporting conditions regarding the quality assurance
of this educational practice. Freedom, along with other values historically and
culturally attached to the Francophony, such as tolerance, help, quality, reciprocity,
mediation, peace, human development, respect for human rights, understanding,
etc., is characterized by a humanist allure with a perpetual touch, which is highly
welcome in the virtual educational environment and which can make it positive,
so that it becomes a constant of the future in education, training and education,
allowing reconstructions and evolutions of the integration and identity of each
human being. Tomorrow's human identity will need valuable support in a world
steeped in conflict, political pride, consumerism, intellectual self-limitation,
individualism, and sometimes superficiality in actions and relationships.
Integration and group communion regarding online education is not only at the
level of a particular formative community, within which the individual is enrolled
and found, but must also be viewed in a highly comprehensive sense: it is about
cultural integration in the vast area of the educational virtual; thus, the human being
identifies common traits with others, re-evaluates his person, develops his interests,
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adheres to common currents of opinion or joins ideas of innovation and progress,
which can later add value to online education.

The impact of the virtual environment on society is already known. However,
it can be all the more permeable and more qualitative, the more important and
lasting its specificity and value are. It is about the fact that this virtual culture can
be found in the mirror of social realities, determining not only interferences and
inter-models but also future partnerships. Thus, well-managed online education can
evolve in a collaborative tandem with the form of face-fo-face education in public
or private educational institutions; distance virtual education can run its course in
pleasant harmony with the current one, one does not exclude the other, and here
we must see first of all a great advantage of the society of the following decades,
going even to educational structures in all online. However, it is fundamental to
insist on the insertion of the value framework that we mentioned, which is ideally
based on the values of Francophony; | believe that they can be absorbed more
quickly and easily in the virtual space (even faster than in the situation of inter-
university mobility for example), due to plurilingualism and multilingualism,
because through the linguistic leverage, in case of learning foreign languages
or conducting courses in various foreign languages, one can take over an entire
characteristic cultural arsenal. The humanist allure is the core of the Francophony,
and humanism can counter any racist, chauvinistic, xenophobic or another attack
that violates human rights. Humanism can be a lasting lesson that can be taught in
the online environment, including by personal example or by depicting the history
of humanity and the great personalities who have changed the world and improved
the lives of their fellow human beings; humanism, as an attitude and as a vision of
life, is indispensable in any form of education and training in the present and future.
Furthermore, information technology is a natural facilitator and propellant of all
destinations worldwide, including facilitating sustainable economic development
and the evolution of education and research policies and practices.

2. Switzerland - Humanism, Multilingualism and Online Education in
an Evolutionary Triplet

Appreciated worldwide for its economic situation and the lifestyle of its citizens,
but also cosmopolitanism and progress, Switzerland is equally valued for its
multilingual and multicultural specificity. “Multilingualism is explicitly encouraged
and enshrined in the law on languages, which guarantees respect for all language
groups.”*(1). In education, students are required to learn two of the national
languages, to which they may later add other languages of interest, such as the

1 https://www.eda.admin.ch/aboutswitzerland/fr/home/gesellschaft/sprachen/mehrsprachigkeit.

html#:~:text=La%20Suisse%20est%200fficiellement%20quadrilingue.et%20inscrit%20
dans%201a%20loi, accessed on 21 may 2022; original text in French.
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third and fourth national language or another foreign language, especially since
multiculturalism is prevalent in ”the country of cantons”, due to immigration over
the years, as well as the federal structure of the country, which also has a specific
linguistic and cultural.

The way of teaching French, one of the national languages, along with German, Italian
and Reto-Romanian, is strongly culturalized, as for the other foreign languages taught
at all levels of education and in all teaching institutions. The patrimony of the French
and francophone culture thus impregnates the teaching modules. It is inserted at the
level of individual and collective mentality and imagination, implicitly regarding the
set of francophone values that we referred to in the previous segment of this article.
Swiss and foreigners enrolled in courses in Switzerland are in constant contact with this
cultural specificity associated with the teaching of French and the humanistic vision and
respect for the person, which we can find in the Swiss environment. Moreover, they
fully realize the value and usefulness of multilingualism, becoming more tolerant and
open to others and the world, but also more innovative and intellectually curious; In this
sense, we believe that the optics of the French-Swiss linguist and university professor
Jean-Michel Adam should also be understood when revitalizing Karl Krauss's point of
view: “language is the mother, not the daughter of thought” (Adam, 2007).

This opens the way to a rift of interest in Switzerland, namely distance learning via
the Internet, as it can offer much greater freedom and many training opportunities.
Multilingualism greatly facilitates various forms of organization and teaching in online
education. In addition,

Swiss and those who adapt to their society and take over their mentality are very
open to the international business environment, and distance education can only
add value to their socio-professional and economic status. W must not forget that
scientific research in Switzerland is one of the first places in the world in many
fields (for example, a top place is occupied by the Federal Polytechnic School of
Lausanne), and continuous online training is, in this context, more than necessary
and affordable. In particular, education, research and the banking and business
environment make the Swiss Confederation an international space that values
freedom and is valued through it so that online education can confirm this diverse
and autonomous status.

3. Descriptive Details of Swiss Online Education Practices

The Swiss finds himself in the phrase “citizen of the world” (Birzea, 2005) and
travels, works and actively studies both the space of palpable reality and the virtual
one. Online distance learning is a way to promote the Swiss cultural and educational
heritage and multiculturalism. At the same time, they give practical weight to another
exceptional value of Francophony, namely equality (of opportunities and rights).
: Swiss online forms of education can be accessed from anywhere in the world
or from Switzerland, adapted to the student's curriculum and personal situation
and with affordable prices, both in terms of fees and the fact that remaining in
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the country or their city, students are no longer involved in significant travel and
subsistence expenses, so it is a training niche even within reach of a less advantaged
bed of society reduced and delayed in time, compared to those associated with
courses with full-time attendance and the necessary attendance at the headquarters
of the educational institution).

“The importance of digital technologies for structuring and organizing institutions,
content, and interactions in the education system has been growing for years.”?.
This way of teaching and learning has multiplied and accelerated with the Covid
pandemic, but it does not owe the appearance, valorization and development of this
"dark" societal period; online in Covid was instead an emergency solution practised
superficially or with returns to educational locations. Therefore, online education
during the Covid pandemic in Switzerland was also criticized, especially in
preschool, primary and secondary education, where children were upset and reacted
negatively to the lack of socialization, motivation to learn, pandemic stress, lack
of emotional comfort and the superficiality of ad hoc resources for home teaching
and learning?®. It is understood that at older ages, so in high school and university,
pupils and students self-manage much better and cope with such a problematic
situation relatively properly, being more intellectually and emotionally autonomous
and intervening for much more appropriate and faster study in the virtual space,
compared to young students.

It should also be noted that Switzerland has a more robust and more evolved
digital structure for high school and university education than for general or
kindergarten education, where the emphasis is on face-to-face communication,
skills development, team spirit and action independence, intellectual and technical-
manual activities, being very important the relationship created between children
and teachers. Therefore, for this level, the transition to online should either be made
progressively or partially in the future, with measures taken to avoid demoralizing
children or adopted only if the situation is critical. Nevertheless, we must constantly
insist on the preparation of educational resources and their location within reach of
teachers and students, to be used in case of need.

We want to mention a fundamental element of our days: digitization involves the
use of personal data of individuals, be they adults but especially children. “Data is a
central resource in the digital space of training. Therefore, it is important to define
framework conditions that are organizational, technical and legal and ethical.
Therefore, a first step could be to define and demand basic ethical guidelines for

the Swiss digital training space.”.

2 https://www.educa.ch/fr/themes/utilisation-des-donnees/la-numerisation-dans-leducation , accessed on pe

21 may 2022; original text in French.

https://www.swissinfo.ch/fre/societe/lI-%C3%A9cole-aux-temps-du-coronavirus_|I-
enseignement-%C3%A0-distance--un-vecteur-d-in%C3%A9qgalit%C3%A9s/45689098,
accessed on pe 21 May 2022.

https://www.educa.ch/fr, accessed on 20 may 2022; original text in French.
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We note a great interest in Switzerland in specifying an ethical set of conduct and
intervention in the virtual educational environment, starting from one's conscience,
ethical sense and responsibility, which would, of course, facilitate the subsequent
reporting to the GDPR®. Let us not forget, for example, that in the virtual
environment, obtaining information that promotes the risk of privacy or the practice
of cyberbullying can have devastating effects on children, but adults are not immune
to the dangers inherent in any unwanted disclosure of personal data. Legislative
regulation without the individual support of an ethical conscience cannot anchor its
elements in the virtual space, as it is not possible even in the real and present one.
In this context, we think that organized civic education, from an early age and even
in the online environment, is extremely welcome so that at older ages, respectively
in the university cycle, Swiss students can already feel the content of those courses
included in their curriculum and which are related to Swiss law as normality what
should be practised in everyday life. In the future, digitalization will have to create
more consolidated bridges with the punctual application of the GDPR but also with
the establishment and implementation of a virtual code of ethics, in which we believe
that francophone values would find their place and utility perfectly. At the moment,
however, it is of fundamental importance that in Switzerland, “Article 13 of the
Federal Constitution, as well as the right to data protection, guarantee everyone
respect for privacy and protection against employment. abuse of personal data .
Moreover, Switzerland is a member of the 2019 FOC (Freedom Online), along
with 33 other states, “which are committed to promoting freedom of expression,
association and assembly and the protection of the private sphere. Internet around
the world ™.

In the following paragraphs, | will outline some examples of the implementation
of online education by educational institutions in Switzerland. Thus, UniDistance
Suisse was founded in 1991-1992, being recognized and accredited by the Swiss
Confederation in 2004 as a university-type institution to provide online curricula
to those interested; the diplomas of the university courses proposed here are
also accepted internationally. The number of people enrolling is growing yearly,
especially considering the individual, family and community developments of
today's society. The man of the present is in a permanent struggle with time. He is
becoming increasingly mobile in the international space, not only nationally. He has
multiple private and professional responsibilities, so he must balance his personal
and professional life. Alternatively, distance learning in the virtual environment
helps the individual to train and respond positively to his needs, which is why
people from various social backgrounds increasingly access him. UniDistance

5
6

https://gdpr-info.eu/ accessed on 22 May 2022.
https://www.admin.ch/gov/fr/accueil/conditions-utilisation.html , accessed on 24 may 2022 ;
original text in French.
https://www.swisspeace.ch/apropos/la-suisse-sengage-pour-la-liberte-de-linternet/?lang=fr,
accessed on 18 may 2022 ; original text in French.
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Switzerland now has more than 2,000 German-speaking, French-speaking and
English-speaking students who continue their training in parallel with their
professional, sports or family life thanks to the flexibility of distance learning.
UniDistance is headquartered in Brig and is present in Bern, Freiburg, Lausanne,
Naters, Pfiiffikon SZ, Rapperswil and Sierre 8,

Plurilingualism is highly promoted and useful within UniDistance Suisse. The
master's or bachelor's courses are conducted in French, English and German, and
their mode of development is more extensive or reduced, depending on the personal
program schedule of each student; there are tutors appointed to be in constant
contact with those who study and to support them in their learning process, and
the fields allocated to training are highly varied, ranging from law to nutrition,
but including, which is exceptionally relevant for the article, plans dedicated to
artificial intelligence. Online university education thus supports digitalization,
offering training programs for the skills necessary to function and improve its space,
respectively, the virtual one. ”UniDistance Switzerland offers university courses
developed by the guidelines of the Bologna system, which are recognized in the
same way as the diplomas of Swiss universities. The institute has modern teaching,
focused on web technologies (...) [and] accreditation is based on the assessment
made by the AAQ (** Accreditation and Quality Assurance Agency ) as well as an
international group of experts. This accreditation confirms the recognition already
granted since 2004 by the Confederation and the Federal Council.".

In the case of UniDistance Suisse and any educational institution, Switzerland is
putting in place a well-articulated conglomerate of action interventions that will
serve to improve all teaching and learning structures in all respects: organization,
resources, documentation, identification of existing risks and future trends, evaluation
substrate optimally, ensuring an adequate staff, good selection of students, all in order
to achieve the objectives, correcting errors and good subsequent evolution. "7he
means employed for the insurance system are proportionate to the aims pursued"'°:
the increased quality offered by Swiss education is recognized internationally, both
in terms of the act of teaching and learning itself and the structure made available for
its development. Here that in the virtual environment, we find the same permanent
concern for the improvement of the educational services offered, due to all the
surveillance and intervention mechanisms activated in this sense. We can deduce
that distance learning in the virtual environment is not less valuable and significant
for Switzerland, but on the contrary, it is situated, through the care shown by the
Swiss authorities, at the same level of concern as the present one, in terms of quality
assurance. Therefore, the chances of it evolving and being necessary for the future
are much clearer and increased.

8
9

https://www.orientation.ch/dyn/show/9430, accessed on 10 may 2022; original text in French.
https://unidistance.ch/reconnaissance/ , accessed on 17 may 2022 ; original text in French.
10 https://aaq.ch/fr/ , accessed on 17 may 2022 ; original text in French.
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Another higher education institution offers various online study programs, for the
same reasons as the ones we have listed regarding UniDistance Suisse and which
refer to a better harmonization between the private time and the professional time
of the individual but also to enable him to lead a full life, which does not lack the
availability for a multitude of personal, educational and work activities; This is
the Swiss Distance Distance Higher Education School (HESD). It has been active
since 1998 when the European and global Internet has yet to reach the present scale.
However, Swiss was very developed. The range of training proposed by HESD is
extremely diverse, respectively for bachelor, master, CAS, DAS and MAS, the last
three being found in the register of continuous training; all of the above allow for
diplomas to be awarded both in the Swiss Confederation and in Europe. “The Swiss
Distance Higher Specialist School belongs to the Scuola Universitaria Professionale
della Svizzera Italiana (SUPSI). It offers distance learning. This means that 80%
of studies are conducted at home. Students go to the training centre in Bern, Basel,
Brig or Zurich, depending on their place of residence, on average two days a month
and annually for a few days in a row ", again in the rest of the time they interact
at the level of internet platforms allocated to HESD training. What is extremely
valuable and significant for the past, present and future of e-learning are that HESD
includes in-depth scientific research structures on distance learning: the analysis is
critical to the practices of virtual learning and how they are conducted. Furthermore,
it manages times on how they can be improved through innovation. So we find
the same visible permanence of the concern for the evolution of virtual education
again, in more and more qualitative forms from one year to another.

The renowned Universities of Geneva, Fribourg and Neuchatel offer distance
learning programs in a hybrid format, respectively a combination of online and
face-to-face, organized in such a way as to facilitate the professional program of
the students. Thus, the classes can take place in the evening, on weekends or even
grouped over a few days in a condensed manner to avoid difficulties for students at
their workplace. We point out here that for members of the university communities
in those cities, there may be free participation in these continuing education courses,
which is very welcome, because they directly serve to improve the professional
quality of their workplace, being at the same time organized by this. The web pages
of each of these universities provide full details about the organization, development
and administrative part of each training.

Observation is required here: it should be noted that all three cities (Geneva,
Fribourg and Neuchatel) are located almost entirely in the French-speaking part
of Switzerland, marked, in fact, very much by the spirit of freedom and combative
Francophony, so necessary and in good implementation of education in virtual space,
in an innovative and valuable way. Swiss universities are not shy to symbolically
mark elements of French and francophone influence with historical resonance and
cultural heritage: thus, at the University of Lausanne, a secular tree is present on

1 https://www.orientation.ch/dyn/show/4966, accessed on 19 may 2022; original text in French.
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the university campus, which is said to be the one under which it rested the famous
Napoleon when he landed on the shores of Lake Geneva. Under that tree, we can find
the statuette of a being with a human body and a wolf's head, an animal that is the
symbol of independence, strength, authority, and struggle, traits to which we must
appeal for any evolutionary approach any sphere of life, including imposing online
education. In fact, the University of Lausanne and the EPFL (Federal Polytechnic
School of Lausanne) offer various online courses and specializations to those
interested, through the Coursera platform2, Over 100 educational institutions from
all over the world are enrolled on this educational platform. The courses are held
in several foreign languages by teachers worldwide, and the diplomas are obtained
online. Essential economic facilities are proposed for the programs via Coursera,
exemption from registration fees, and obtaining financial support for the chosen
training. Coursera is a platform of equality, diversity and pedagogical unity, and
due to it, the universities of Switzerland have become much more accessible to the
general public. I conclude this paragraph by stating that the University of Lausanne
strongly supports online education, including administrative and information
procedures. Thus, on its web page are provided various tutorials that break down
the issue of study in the virtual environment. The public has such strategies for
managing time, maintaining socialization and collaboration, controlling stress,
avoiding procrastination, increasing the motivational factor and removing disturbing
elements to better focus attention, and also ideas for organizing personal space
dedicated to distance learning®3.

Swiss distance learning also does not ignore doctoral studies: here we find a balanced
balance between French-speaking and German-speaking Switzerland, respectively
at the University of Geneva are offered online doctorates'4, and in Zurich, this time
in education privately, at United International Business Schools, more precisely, we
identify highly sought-after doctoral programs, especially by people working in the
national and international business environment®®.

We believe that doctoral studies are an absolute and indisputable future trend for
virtual education, especially in a global and informational society, in which not only
the ordinary life, including school and relationships with family and friends, take
place online but also crucial elements such as consensus and collaboration, with the
establishment of official administrative-political relations, or conflicts (in which a
significant part belongs to the information transmitted in the virtual environment).
In addition, Switzerland promotes innovation, performance and sound business
management; it will continue to allow itself to organize more and more doctorates

12
13

https://www.coursera.org/epfl , accessed on 4 may 2022; original text in French.

https://www.unil.ch/reussir/fr/home/menuguid/etudier-un-metier/etudier-a-distance-1.html,
accessed on 8 may 2022.

https://www.phdstudies.fr/Doctorat/Suisse/Gen%C3%A8ve-1/Enseignement-a-distance/,
accessed on 2 May 2022.

https://www.zurich.uibs.org/postgraduate_doctor.html, accessed on 2 May 2022
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and other types of distance learning because Swiss universities are highly digitalized
and have the latest numerical technologies (such as applications for the creation of
the numerical portfolio used by students, in which they include their homework
and work done in training and interact with the members of the working group -
students and teachers). In the "country of cantons", the efforts and involvement for
the creation of numerical working tools are maximized. This is also the case with
the IntrepidKnowledge Platform, which was born in Geneva and which appoints an
editor of the entire virtual learning process as part of a given training?®.

The following are the reference ideas supported by distance learning specialists in
Switzerland in a brochure dedicated to and published in December 2013: "Today,
training occupies an increasingly important place; it is no coincidence that we are
talking about "lifelong learning". In Switzerland, the demand for highly qualified
graduates is constantly increasing. Distance learning is now recognized around
the world. They have reached a level of teaching and research that is equivalent to
traditional universities and colleges. With its new media-focused learning methods,
independent of time and place, this type of teaching is (...) aimed at all people who
cannot pursue formal studies because of their lifestyle. Distance learning means
more flexibility and flexibility. They are practice-oriented, as most of the people
who follow them are active people, who can usually combine hands-on experience
with individual learning."*". \We are strong supporters of distance university training
and professional activities carried out online. Due to new technologies, we consider
that the ideas highlighted in the previous lines point out the critical elements of
this form of education and certify it in the collective mentality as a perfectly viable
possibility, which educational institutions can successfully apply now, but especially
in the future. It is necessary for all those involved in teaching and learning, but also
the general public, to be fully aware of the advantages of online education and
to insert it into their lives whenever the existential context requires improvement
and acquisition of new skills. Gisela Sievering mentions that since 2006 the fact
that we can locate the beginning of the awareness of the relevance of distance
university training in the years 1980-1990: the administrative forums that manage
this form of education interact with those of classical education involving face-
to-face, in order to elaborate a valid general program of study, both for the online
form and for the traditional form of training'®. We appreciate this idea that Gisela
Sievering has valued since 16 years ago, especially because it facilitates both the

16 hitps://www.intrepidknowledge.ch/features/ accessed on 23 May 2022

17 https://www.vd.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/themes/formation/orientation/fichiers
pdf/intranet/intranews/parutions/Autres/Les Etudes_a_distance_en_Suisse.pdf
https://www.vd.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/themes/formation/orientation/fichiers_pdf/intranet/
intranews/parutions/Autres/Les Etudes_a_distance_en_Suisse.pdf, accessed on 10 april 2022;
original text in French.

18 https://www.educh.ch/formateur/formation-a-distance-en-suisse-a930.html accessed on 24 May
2022.
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training course and the evaluation grids of the students, but also of the professional
performance of the teachers. At the same time, it ensures a non-discriminatory
development of the entire educational process. It creates equal opportunities for
insertion and further professional development, which validate the values of equal
rights and opportunities so promoted in the French-speaking world and throughout
the European Union. Gisela Sievering mentioned, "Swiss Virtual Campus [which]
is an inter-university collaboration project that encourages online training. One
of the aims of the Swiss Virtual Campus is to develop quality online materials, and
teaching” (Sievering, 2006), all the more necessary as the resources at the level of
virtual education are vital for ensuring the increased quality of training.

In 2020, we noticed the massive development of applications that allow
communication, the transmission of information, the creation of databases, tracking
of training, taking online exams, etc. We mention a few of them, which we can
find used in Swiss universities in the case of online education: Webex, Mahara,
Wooclap, UbiCast, Zoom, Camtasia or Speakup. The students use them and
constantly update their e-learning files, through which we understand the integral
basis used for training via the Internet, the materials and work levers, and all the
means of communication available. ”The introduction of e-learning has triggered
an increase in distance learning offerings, mainly in office automation, languages,
coaching and management. In the Swiss business community, e-learning has given
rise to new markets, such as software publishers, which have begun to develop
training platforms. Some already established companies have incorporated
e-learning services into their commodities, and new companies specializing in this
field have recently been set up. Some companies have turned to the development
of tailor-made distance learning solutions. Swiss companies and businesses using
e-learning services for the continuing education of their employees are currently on
the rise ”(Sievering, 2006). We can therefore predict a prosperous future for online
education, all the more so as it contributes to economic growth, the emergence of a
new market for production and sales, the change of habits and types of consumption
and education, and the rest of the human type action, in the practice of current life.
| conclude this third part of this article by recalling that in 2020 the Swiss
Confederation showed that the Covid-19 pandemic has revitalized and modified
Swiss distance learning, which has paved the way for the anticipation and
evolutionary valorization of this type of training, analyzed in a specific report of the
Observatory of the Federal Institute for Advanced Studies in Vocational Training
IFFP®. It considers not only the challenges of distance learning but also the line
of evolution, the need for improvement and the strengths that can be found in any
online training. These remarks prove that the Swiss state recognizes the importance
and necessity of distance learning and is involved in finding solutions and building
strategies for its improvement and development for a better application in the future.

19 https://www.admin.ch/gov/fr/accueil/documentation/communiques.msg-id-81492.html

accessed on 11 May 2022.
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4. Conclusion

Switzerland is a space of respect for tradition but also for innovation and for
anticipating an evolutionary direction for the future in all areas of life and activity.
Naturally, this form of development interest also covers the area of technology and
education. However, any progress requires corroboration with a valuable spectrum
of action and thinking. The most appropriate, especially in the case of a country with
a specific part of the francophone type, is, of course, that of the humanistic values
of Francophony: the cult of work, quality assurance, friendship, culture, education,
diplomacy, human rights, prosperity, peace, understanding, respect, development,
diversity, unity, etc. We have mentioned here that We consider being extremely
attachable to an educational virtual of the present but especially of a future one, in
the conditions in which the Internet is constantly evolving and the risks that its use
implies.

In the future, Internet policies adopted by state and international authorities should
not deviate from a democratic and diverse globalist view, nor should they involve
excessive and intrusive control at the individual or group level, but no over-
relaxation is desirable to them, in the idea of freedom of access and misunderstood
expression. The educational environment is one of the most sensitive and complex
in human society. Therefore all the interventions of the management and control
forums regarding the Internet, in general, and online education, in particular, must
balance the balance between allowed and not allowed and make the educational
virtually a desired and comfortable space with beneficial effects for the individual,
the educational environment and society. This is all the more so as it allows us
to anticipate a long future of online training, taking into account the direction of
societal evolution and the permanent diversification of people's interests and needs,
as well as the lifestyle of Swiss and the population generally.

The desire to learn via the Internet can coexist harmoniously with interest in
information and culturalization used before the advent of the Internet: newspapers,
books, magazines in paper format etc. Due to the Internet, the multiple learning and
cultural procedures are much more diverse than they have been in the past and we
must take advantage of this fact: the traditional library is no more valuable than the
virtual one, except perhaps the detail of antiques, rare or unique collections. The
book, regardless of its real or electronic support, has multiple values for the mental
development and evolution of the individual. Learning, retaining, thinking critically,
expressing ourselves, and relating are essential. Furthermore, online education
offers exactly these possibilities. However, one thing will have to be kept in mind:
progress needs to be continuously studied and evaluated to ensure the adaptation
of technology and online study formulas to the requirements of a diversified
community. The notion of "progress” is very familiar to the Swiss Confederation,
and we believe there will be an actual pleading and action for increasingly high-
quality and adequate online education. As such, we can objectively bet on the
assertive future of exceptional Swiss online education!
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