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Abstract: This study aims to identify obstacles and barriers to achieving quality distance learning
and the use of electronic exams, comparing them to pursue success in the distance education
system during the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19). It also aimed to determine the similarity and
differences between the two main components of distance education. This is based on a sample of
evaluations from professors and students at universities in the Arab world, i.e., Algerian, Egyptian,
Iraqi, and Palestinian universities. We used a descriptive approach using questionnaires (open
question) with conveniently selected samples from two different groups: (1) 400 professors and
student’s feedback from 600 distributed (i.e., Algerian, Egyptian, Palestinian, and Iraqi) and (2)
152 professors and student’s feedback from 300 distributed (i.e., Palestinian universities in the
governorates of Gaza). The results indicated that professors and students faced 27 barriers in both
distance learning and electronic exams, which are divided into four groups (categories) according to
the sample. Recommendations to understand and overcome these obstacles will also be presented
to improve distance learning and e-exams in the future. It is important to coordinate efforts in
the development of distance education, especially concerning universities using distance learning
and e-exams.

Keywords: obstacles comparison; distance learning; electronic testing (e-exams); professors and
students; COVID-19 pandemic

1. Introduction

This study aims to investigate and identify the type of relationship between the
obstacles and barriers to achieving quality distance learning and the use of electronic
exams and compare them to pursue success in the distance education system during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We are trying to benefit from this relationship (whether the obstacles
are synonymous or opposite to each other) between the two components or faces of the
distance education system by putting them side by side for comparison purposes. For
example, after this comparison between obstacles from the two groups, we want to see if
they can represent each other, in which this relationship can be used for a similar study in
the future and benefit from it as much as possible elsewhere.

Educators were forced to switch to online teaching through electronic learning and
testing systems after the World Health Organization declared that COVID-19 was a pan-
demic [1,2]. Today, higher education institutions face several challenges imposed on them
by successive scientific and technological developments.

Despite the limited skills and resources at their disposal, these institutions are con-
fronted with a growing demand for higher education, efficiency, and quality that is not
limited to traditional classroom teaching. Social and technological developments have
been accompanied by changes in education, including higher education. Research in
this field has documented the adaptation and impact of information and communication
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technologies (ICT) in higher education over the last three decades and speculated on fu-
ture trends [3]. Of particular importance for higher education in the Arab world is the
question of how ICT and other types of technology can be linked to the challenges of
development, as demographic pressures remain high in most Arab countries, e.g., Algeria,
Egypt, Palestine and Iraq.

Perhaps the challenge that faces many educators and occupies the thinking of many
faculty, students, and parents is how to evaluate performance and how reliable this eval-
uation really is. As the educational evaluation is considered one of the important and
necessary matters in education, it can guide us to the strengths and weaknesses and to
what extent the educational process has been reached. The educational evaluation derives
its importance through the use of many methods and tools, and thus this leads us to know
the individual differences and the level of students’ abilities [4].

In the e-tests (E-assessment), the evaluation is one of the modern approaches for the
development of the educational process, though it is possible to identify the impact of what
has been planned through the teaching and learning processes, as well as the strengths
and weaknesses in them, leading to the development of solutions that contribute to em-
phasizing support for strengths and avoiding weaknesses [5]. The concept of educational
evaluation in its simple sense is to collect and analyze data aimed at determining the degree
of achievement of goals to make decisions and address deficiencies. This can be done in
several ways, including remote evaluation (E-assessment) [6,7]. Internet connections must
be good, with immediate student feedback, enabling an alternative to face-to-face teach-
ing [8]. Adapting to an online teaching system during the crisis is the biggest challenge for
teaching and learning solutions that institutions can develop to cope with the pandemic [9].

As an example, the Palestinian Al-Quds Open University was the first to establish a
distance learning university in the Arab world. Other Arab initiatives were subsequently
announced, including the Open University in Tripoli, Libya, which has numerous branches
in Libyan cities, the university Continuing Training in Algeria and the virtual university in
Syria. In addition to Egypt’s experience in using distance education to train teachers, there
are preliminary projects for distance education in Yemen, Morocco, Lebanon and other
Arab countries [10].

Today, with the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments are forced to
close educational institutions, denying 89% of learners (i.e., more than 1.5 billion people) in
188 countries access to education [11]. Arab universities are trying to revitalize the distance
education system to continue to provide educational activities for students. This sudden
shift to distance learning in an emergency situation has caused shock and tension among
students and faculty members, both personally and professionally, as this process requires
additional efforts in addition to some unusual obstacles for schools and universities such
as lack of time, poor infrastructures and inappropriate digital content [12]. Reliability
and sufficient availability of technological infrastructures, such as learning tools and
digital learning resources in the form of online courses, e-books and e-notes, are of utmost
importance in such a critical situation [13].

Girik studied the perception of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic where
learners wished to have explanations preceding the material and tasks and recommended
the use of special media such as voice notes. His study not only reported that online
learning is appropriate during the COVID-19 pandemic but also addressed the issues of
availability of internet access (free), provide some assistance in solving financial issues and
other online learning applications [14]. Al-Ghomlas [6] indicated that the remote evaluation
process is an important part of the online education process, including technological
development, especially the operational capacity of devices, which made many teachers
encourage the use of electronic tests when evaluating students, and this is confirmed
in [14,15].

Electronic tests are considered important for teachers themselves in evaluating their
students in every academic course, as many studies have confirmed that electronic tests
allow teachers over time to measure correctly the educational content so that these para-
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graphs represent the area of behavior to be measured (the scientific material) or what is
known as a question bank [16]. In addition, these tests can contribute to increasing the
motivation of the learner to learn through tests of appropriate items that measure the
educational tasks given to students with different achievement abilities [17]. In addition to
the above, low-achieving students have a superior ability to prefer the structural test over
electronic tests. The presence of advanced devices can make the electronic link process easy
and fast for all students with adequate protection programs to avoid leakage of questions
to them [4].

1.1. Objectives

The present study aims to examine and compare the obstacles to distance learning
and the use of electronic exams from the specific perspective of professors and students
at some Arab universities, in order to help those involved in the educational process to
avoid these obstacles and the success of electronic exams that can lead to the success of
the whole distance education system. A sub-objective is also to ask questions about the
obstacles to achieving both high-quality distance education and high-quality electronic
examinations from the perspective of faculty members of some Arab universities and their
students. Therefore, the main objectives of this study:

1. Specifying the obstacles faced by the university professors and students in achieving
quality in the use of e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Specifying the obstacles faced by professors and students at the Palestinian universi-
ties in the governorates of Gaza in achieving quality in the use of e-testing during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Comparing the obstacles between 1 and 2 for achieving the quality of distance education.
4. Classifying and ordering these obstacles to understand how they can be reduced in

the future.
5. Finding the diverging (non-shared) obstacles and describing them.
6. Make final suggestions to overcome these obstacles.

1.2. Major Questions of This Study

This study coincided with the global COVID-19 pandemic, which has become a barrier
to education systems around the world, particularly for universities in the Arab world.
During this pandemic, Arab universities have introduced a system of distance learning
and electronic exams as an alternative to traditional teaching in order to complete the
educational activities remaining until the end of the academic year. From this point of view,
the motivation was to raise questions about the obstacles to the use of e-exams following
distance learning and to help find possible solutions to reduce these obstacles. The main
questions in this study are therefore as follows:

1. Is there a difference between the obstacles to achieving the quality of distance learn-
ing and the obstacles to applying electronic tests from the viewpoint of university
professors and students during the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. What is the order of these obstacles, what are the benefits of ordering them?
3. How are these obstacles arranged from the viewpoint of university professors and

students, and overall?

1.3. Delimitation of the Study

In this study, a large sample was collected after the distribution of a general open
question among several professors and students from different universities without any
restriction as to which subject they are studying, as described below:

• Regions: The study included some of the Arab countries (i.e., Algerian, Egyptian,
Palestinian, and Iraqi universities).

• Period: The study was conducted in April and May 2020 and in September and
October 2020.
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• Sample: The study included university professors and students from different subject
area.

We have chosen the online survey as it allows us to reach a maximum number of
samples in a limited time using an online questionnaire where a general question was built
in (e.g., Word document and Google form) and then sent by email to collect answers from
professors and students from different departments and faculties.

The data were collected in the periods April–May 2020 and September–October 2020,
resulting in a return of 400 (100 professors and 300 students) from about 600 used forms
and a return of 152 (97 professors and 55 students) from about 300 used forms, respectively.
The study data were collected for professors in Iraq (22), Algeria (28), Egypt (26), and
Palestine (121) and students in Iraq (55), Algeria (100), Egypt (85), and Palestine (115).

From the beginning, we worked on the data collection as a total for professors and
students because of the difficulties that were faced in the process, e.g., collection, counting,
filling the Word document and sending it back and weak internet; therefore, the presented
numbers are (the error is in the range of 10%) the approximate distribution but very
accurate in totals.

2. Theoretical Framework and Exploratory Procedures
2.1. Distance Learning
2.1.1. Concept of the Distance Learning

Online education (distance education) has increased at many universities in China,
including overnight shifts of normal classrooms into e-classrooms during the COVID-19
pandemic trying to adapt to the new situation [18]. The concept of distance education is
considered as an approach, to the education system, that is not fully under educational
philosophy. It is carried out without direct contact with the professor, students can learn
according to what their time allows and in the place (i.e., at home, in the workplace, or in
an educational center). Hence, the use of technology in distance education is an important
element [9].

Long ago, Holmberg [19] defined distance learning as “is a method that includes all
of the study levels of education that do not have direct contact and continuous super-
vision by teachers attend with their students as in traditional classrooms, in which this
process is subject to planning, organization, and directed by an educational institution and
teachers” [20]. Another definition was made by the American Association for Distance
Learning (USDLA) as “the process of acquiring knowledge through a variety of media
used to transfer education and information, including all types of technology and various
forms of education level for distance learning” [21].

Accordingly, distance learning is an educational system that requires communication
between the teacher and the student through multiple media to exchange information,
such as publications, and educational media via modern audio-visual technologies. Online
learning is also defined as learning experiences in synchronous or asynchronous environ-
ments through different technologies (e.g., mobile phones, tablets, laptops), so students
can be anywhere while they learn and interact with teachers and share their ideas with
colleagues simultaneously [22].

Obstacles to achieving quality in distance learning by professors and students of some
Arab universities are defined as some barriers that prevent the achievement of quality
in the educational learning process according to the distance learning system during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2.1.2. The Distance Learning System

In the mid-nineteenth century, distance learning was established and started as a form
of continuous higher education, and in 1858, the University of London granted degrees
to students without attending classes, while a royal agreement was issued in 1896 for the
examination of students studying by correspondence at the University of London, followed
by other universities. For example, the University of St. Andrews in Scotland had more
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than a hundred centers around the world between 1877 and 1931, such as in China and
Kenya. In 1946, the University of South Africa was the first university to introduce an entire
distance education system, and the French National Distance Learning Center (CNED) [23].

Technological developments led to a variety and forms of distance education in the
modern-day, beginning with the correspondence education system, education through
a media, the use of the educational phone and interactive video, and the educational
computer which used the internet to achieve progress in the field of education from a
distance.

The present digital technologies are considered in the earlier forms of distance learn-
ing that provide perspectives both on the historical rationales of such education, and
suggestions on alternative forms of the education system.

Due to the high cost of the traditional education system for such learners, and for
adult learning with families, moving to another town was not always an option; historically,
distance learning was established to address the needs of adult learners who could not take
years away from their professional lives for full-time and part-time studies at a university
level [24]. More reasons for distance education, among this, the need to serve distant rural
locations and poor areas, and in other cases this format was motivated by colonial projects,
aiming to gain influence over populations across the world.

2.1.3. Distance Learning Characteristics

Distance learning can be characterized as a new method of education and adopts some
methods that are considered to be different from those used in the traditional education
system [25].

There are several methods used to transfer information to learners that are different
from the ones used in traditional education, e.g., flexibility in acceptance and learning, as
the learner can receive their education at anytime and anywhere; this type of education is
less expensive than other education systems [25,26].

The need for access to a safe and high-quality/speed internet connection and specifi-
cations are all important to learners, dependent on where they are living, which leads to
quick access to prepared data and information. Hence, this must be a secured process in
the exchange between the network user and internet service provider, specifically during
electronic exams [27].

However, we have to consider all important obstacles that hinder distance learning,
e.g., shortages of teachers and the need for training and experience in the use of the internet
by teachers and students and covering the lack of technological infrastructure at some
universities [27].

Lack of direct interaction and communication between the teachers and the learners is
considered as one of the major disadvantages of information communication technologies
mediated in distance learning; this type of learning is currently deficient in providing
human and social expression and accepts low grades as a flexibility basis, which is a weak
point when compared to the traditional system [25,26].

2.2. Electronic Tests
2.2.1. Electronic Tests Concept

Electronic tests are objective and computerized tests consisting of different models
given to students in which randomization is used when selecting the questions for each
model [28].

Refers to tests that are performed through the computer, where the test items are
displayed, and the student answers them directly [29].

Electronic tests are a group of stimuli that are organized and arranged in a specific way
and are used in schools, universities and admission centers in order to identify individual
differences between people [30].

Obstacles facing electronic testing refer to factors that prevent the application of
electronic tests according to the distance education system, which is specified by profes-
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sors (everyone who works as a faculty member) and students (all students in the same
universities) of some Palestinian universities.

2.2.2. Characteristics of Electronic Tests

A number of researchers have identified the characteristics of electronic tests, among
them [31], who indicated that there are five characteristics of electronic tests: interactivity,
flexibility, time-saving ability, immediate feedback, shortening of resources and record-
keeping. Wiechmann and Ryan [32] indicate that electronic tests are often used to increase
standardized tests and provide time to correct and reduce financial costs.

Bennett [33] added other characteristics such as ease of reviewing the test items, saving
the cost of printing, providing dynamic stimuli in sound, image and animation without the
need for other devices, giving students scores instantly and without bias, and reducing
the need for correctors to read and review and distribute test results without the cost of
printing and sending reports.

De Beer and Visser [34] added that the safety, time savings, the accuracy of results,
and speed of correction are among the essential advantages of electronic tests, and this is
confirmed by Schmit and Ryan [35], noting that among the advantages of electronic tests
are the ease of procedure, automatic correction, and reduction in correction errors in paper
tests.

2.2.3. Disadvantages of Electronic Tests

Electronic tests have a number of disadvantages that researchers have observed.
Bennett [33] states that one of the most important disadvantages of electronic tests is
that preparing them consumes a long time as they require skills and training for the
preparation and implementation processes. He adds that measuring higher skills is one of
the difficulties faced in computerized tests because it depends—in general—on the quality
of the objective tests, and the possibility of hardware malfunctions is a possibility during
the test.

In addition, electronic tests require good skills and experience in information technol-
ogy by the student and the professor, and this requires adequate training.

Additionally, other researchers point to various fundamental defects. Harrison and
Bergen [36] believe that one of the most important defects of electronic tests is cheating.
The person who presented the test on the screen may be someone other than the student.
One study confirms that one of the defects of electronic tests is the inability for reviewing
questions, the inability to change answers, the inability to ignore some questions, as well
as the existence of problems related to the examiners’ motivation, and this may affect
the examinees and lose credibility in the equality of results between paper and electronic
tests [37].

2.3. Selected Previous Studies

Many important parameters need to be considered when adapting to e-learning, e.g.,
instruction, content, motivation, relationships and mental health, which the trainer and
the recipient need to keep in mind when participating in the system [38]. George [39],
in his recent research, was concerned about student feedback on distance learning and
highlighted the key benefits that students gained from learning during the COVID-19
pandemic. The teaching system in this study was feasible and could be adopted for
teaching, even if it was not a pandemic.

The recent study by Lassoued et al. [24] aimed to identify obstacles to achieving
quality distance learning in light of the coronavirus pandemic, using a sample of professors
and students from some Arab universities. The results showed that the professors and
students faced four groups of obstacles, i.e., personal obstacles, pedagogical obstacles,
technical obstacles, material and organizational obstacles. James [40] investigated the
attitude of students towards the use of electronic tests at the University of New England
in Australia. The study concluded that the challenges were related to internet speed, the
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test system itself and the technical problems associated with it. In addition, there was a
lack of test confidentiality, as there is no security system that can be trusted for electronic
testing. Liu et al. [15] investigated the acceptance and perception of students regarding the
improvement of electronic testing for the community college in Taiwan. The researchers
used a questionnaire consisting of 20 questions. The results for electronic testing showed
that students responded positively and that the test subjects themselves have confidence in
the testing procedures.

The study by Stowell and Bennett [41] was based on the hypothesis of presenting the
tests electronically to reduce the testers’ fear of testing. The results showed that students
who normally suffer from test anxiety while taking traditional tests had significantly
reduced their test anxiety rate. In contrast, the study showed that students who do not
normally suffer from exam anxiety while taking paper tests increased their fear rate when
taking electronic tests. Thomas et al. [42] examined the barriers to the use of electronic
testing in higher education in particular, the problem of testing in general, and electronic
testing in particular. In addition to the obstacles related to the continuity of the internet
connection throughout the test period, the study examined the experience of conducting
tests over the internet, either in a synchronized manner, in which the student is in contact
throughout the test period, or an asynchronous manner, in which the student downloads
the test and then re-sends it within a certain period. The results of the study showed the
effectiveness of this type of electronic testing in reducing the students’ anxiety.

3. Data Collection and Procedures
3.1. Study Approach and Method

This is a descriptive comparative study that attempts to describe and visualize obsta-
cles to the electronic education system at some universities in Arab countries. This study
used two groups, the first group (i.e., Algeria, Egypt, Palestine, and Iraq) was made to
explore obstacles facing distance learning and the second group (Palestinian universities
located in the governorates of Gaza) was made to explore obstacles facing electronic exams,
as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Distribution of the members of the study samples.

Targeted People

Distance Learning Electronic Exams

Total
Number

Percentage
(%)

Total
Number

Percentage
(%)

University professors 100 25 97 63.8
University students 300 75 55 36.2

Total 400 100 152 100

In this study, we have chosen the online survey as it allows us to reach a maximum
number of samples in a limited time since the research purpose was to collect updated
information on an ongoing pandemic situation. We could not use the previously applied
and approved methodologies; because this is an exploratory and descriptive study, an
online questionnaire (general question made through Google Forms) was used to collect
answers from all university members (professors and students) from different departments
and faculties.

In the first group, about 600 questionnaires were used with a return consisting of 400
professors and students. For the second group, more than 300 questionnaires were sent and
152 were returned by professors and students. Professors and students have received the
questionnaires mostly by email as an online survey method and some of them were sent
personally. The difference between the professors’ and students’ return was because of a
weakness in the response to the measurement tool by faculty members and the availability
of internet access for the faculty members from their working places.
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3.2. Study Tool

To assess obstacles to applying electronic tests in the distance education system during
the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, the authors distributed an electronic form that
included an open question to the professors and students of the Palestinian universities.
Since the study is descriptive and aims to identify obstacles, the responses were subjected
to statistical treatment (analysis). The study did not address these correlations because it
does not search for the causes of the phenomenon; rather it is limited to identifying and
comparing the obstacles to achieving the quality of distance learning and the obstacles
to applying the electronic tests in specific areas (subjective, pedagogical, etc.). Then it
highlighted the differences in the professors’ and students’ opinions about these obstacles
in order.

3.3. Obstacles Category and Comparison

In total, 14 obstacles were specified from distance learning questionnaires and 13
obstacles were specified from electronic exam questionnaires. Thus, these were put into
four different categories as shown in Table 2. For instance, the distance learning obstacles
were categorized as follows: five obstacles were defined as personal obstacles (self-imposed
obstacles), three obstacles were defined as pedagogical obstacles, two obstacles were de-
fined as technical obstacles and four obstacles were defined as financial and organizational
obstacles. The obstacles for electronic exams were categorized as follows: four obstacles
were defined as personal obstacles (self-imposed obstacles), three obstacles were defined
as pedagogical obstacles, three obstacles were defined as technical obstacles, and three
obstacles were defined as financial and organizational obstacles.

In Table 2, for distance learning, the overall percentage column is the summation of
professors’ and students’ repetition for each obstacle divided by their total number (n = 400)
and then followed by an obstacle order number, which was performed for electronic exams
obstacles for (n = 152).

Some professors were not convinced of the usefulness of distance learning (14.8%),
the difficulty of their understanding of some subjects in the absence of class interaction
(58.8%), weak internet flow (speed) (59), and the lack of training in the use of technology
(35%). In general, we observed that the total responses from both professors and students
were below 50% (11 out of 14 obstacles) while just three obstacles were above 50%.

Similarly, for the electronic exam selection, university professors and students at-
tributed the obstacles to achieving quality when applying electronic tests as electronic
tests will not show the true level of students and will not distinguish students from others
(45.4%), and power cuts (lack of electricity, 66.4%). It was claimed that some teachers do
not have sufficient experience to prepare and apply the test (23%), difficulty and poor study
in light of difficult conditions (57.2%), and unavailability of the internet and poor internet
quality (57.9%). In general, we noticed that the total responses from both professors and
students were nine obstacles below 50%, while only four obstacles were above 50%.



Symmetry 2021, 13, 99 9 of 16

Table 2. Obstacle comparisons between achieving the quality of distance learning (excerpted from [24]) and applying
electronic exams under the coronavirus pandemic.

Obstacles
Category

Distance Learning
Obstacles

Overall
Percentage
(%) Order

Electronic Exams
Obstacles

Overall
Percentage
(%) Order

Personal obstacles
(self-imposed obstacles)

1—The weak motivation of
students to distance learning. (44.3) 4 1—Difficulty and poor study

during critical conditions. (57.2) 4

2—Some professors are not
convinced of the usefulness of
distance learning.

(14.8) 14
2—Parents are not convinced
of Electronic tests (parents are
not cooperating).

(26.3) 9

3—The difficulty of students’
understanding of some
subjects in the absence of
classroom interaction.

(58.8) 3
3—Lack of time, many
questions, and lack of
experience.

(9.9) 13

4—Lack of willingness to
implement the distance
learning system.

(43.5) 5

4—Electronic tests will not
show the students’ real level
and will not distinguish
students from each other.

(45.4) 5

5—Get used to face-to-face
learning. (39) 6 ——-

Pedagogical obstacles

1—The lack of clarity of the
methods of remote
evaluation.

(23.8) 10 1—The answers are very
similar among students. (24.3) 11

2—Lack of preparing the
university community
(administration, professors,
etc.) to deal with distance
learning.

(16) 13
2—Some teachers do not have
sufficient experience to
prepare and apply for the test.

(23.0) 12

3—Difficulty learning some
applied courses and remotely
oriented work.

(16.3) 12
3—The tests did not take into
account the high quality of
design and preparation.

(38.2) 7

Technical obstacles

1—Weak internet flow
(speed). (59) 2 1—Internet unavailability

and poor internet quality. (57.9) 3

2—Security and
confidentiality of data and
information.

(32.3) 8
2—There was no real
surveillance, widespread
cases of fraud.

(40.8) 6

——- — 3—Power cuts (lake of
electricity). (66.4) 2

Financial and organizational
obstacles

1—The lack of capabilities to
communicate remotely
(devices, internet, Apps, etc.).

(59.3) 1
1—Lack of financial and
technical capabilities of some
students.

(72.4) 1

2—Lack of training in the use
of technology. (35) 7 2—Parents and students lack

experience with technology. (37.5) 8

3—Multiple electronic media
and the absence of uniform
controls between all.

(23.5) 11
3—Not communicating well
between students and
lecturers.

(25.7) 10

4—The home environment is
not suitable for distance
learning.

(26.5) 9 ——- —

3.4. Obstacles Arrangement (Ordering)

Table 3 lists the distance learning obstacles according to their percentage for an
overall percentage from 1 to 14 (excluding three non-common obstacles) and showing the
breakdown percentage for the similarities and differences between their selection including
overall percentage and order number for each obstacle. It also lists obstacles according
to their percentage of the exploratory study for both the professors’ and students’ overall
percentage from 1 to 13 (excluding two non-common obstacles). As well, it lists a detailed
percentage that explains similarities and differences between their selection including the
percentage and ranking of each obstacle to find the breakpoint between the selection of the
professors’ and students’ interests.
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Table 3. Obstacle arrangement to achieving the quality of distance learning and applying electronic
exams under the COVID-19 pandemic.

Distance Learning
Obstacles (Breakdown Percentage

and Arrangement)

Electronic Exams
Obstacles (Breakdown Percentage

and Arrangement)

Overall
Percentage
(%) Order

Professors
Percentage
(%) Order

Students
Percentage
(%) Order

Overall
Percentage
(%) Order

Professors
Percentage
(%) Order

Students
Percentage
(%) Order

(59.3) 1 (82) 1 (51.7) 3 (72.4) 1 (83.5) 1 (52.7) 1
(59.0) 2 (80) 2 (52.0) 2 (57.9) 3 (70.1) 3 (36.4) 4
(58.8) 3 (60) 9 (58.3) 1 (9.9) 13 (67.0) 4 (40.0) 3
(44.3) 4 (65) 6 (37.3) 4 (57.2) 4 (57.7) 6 (23.6) 7
(43.5) 5 (69) 4 (35.0) 5 (45.4) 5 (49.5) 7 (25.5) 6
(35.0) 7 (71) 3 (23.0) 7 (37.5) 8 (58.8) 5 —-
(32.3) 8 (66) 5 (21.0) 8 (40.8) 6 (41.2) 9 —-
(23.8) 10 (47) 11 (16.0) 10 (24.3) 11 (29.9) 11 (18.2) 9
(23.5) 11 (52) 10 (14.0) 12 (25.7) 10 (28.9) 12 (16.4) 10
(16.0) 13 (64) 7 —- (23.0) 12 (36.1) 10 —-
(14.8) 14 (20) 13 (13.0) 13 (26.3) 9 —- (27.3) 5

This comparison was made to find the breakpoint between the overall percentage and
selection of the professors’ and students’ interests in both distance learning and electronic
exam obstacles. For example, the order number (highest percentage) means that the biggest
obstacle to preventing the achievement of quality in distance learning and electronic exams
comes first, and the same concern is provided for the professors but at different concern
levels to the students for some obstacles.

3.5. The Significant Obstacles

This section presents an argument about the significant differences between the ob-
stacles from the two groups in which some of these obstacles were also found in the high
order number. According to Table 4, five obstacles are different in the opinion of professors
and students out of the 27 selected obstacles. For example, a power cut (lack of electricity)
was selected by professors, students and a high overall percentage with a rank number
(2). This obstacle was not shown in distance learning because it was selected from the
universities in the governorates of Gaza. Traditional learning system obstacle (e.g., get
used to face-to-face learning) got high percentage and order (6) from distance learning but
not in the electronic exams selection.

Table 4. The non-common obstacles between distance learning and applying electronic exams.

(Breakdown
Percentage

and Arrangement)

Overall
Percentage
(%) Order

Professors
Percentage
(%) Order

Students
Percentage
(%) Order

Distance Learning
Obstacles

(39.0) 6 (61) 8 (31.7) 6
(26.5) 9 (46) 12 (20.0) 9

(16.3) 12 (18) 14 (15.7) 11
Electronic Exams

Obstacles
(66.4) 2 (77.3) 2 (47.3) 2
(38.2) 7 (47.4) 8 (21.8) 8

4. Discussion and Result

The present study explored the obstacles to achieving good quality distance learning
and electronic exams from the point of view of the university professors and students that
completed questionnaires to find out the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic (see, Tables 1–4).
In addition, this study compared obstacles to achieving good quality distance learning
and electronic exams in different regions. For example, the weak motivation of students
to distance learning and that some professors are not convinced of the usefulness of
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distance learning were indicated. This shows, to some degree, their resistance to the
distance learning system and lack of information and awareness of its importance in
higher education.

Another challenge comes from electronic exams. Professors and students are largely
consistent with what has been found in previous studies in objective areas, such as the lack
of financial and technical capabilities of some students and the need for power (electricity)
to complete the electronic test; the possibility of using the internet regularly to facilitate
the task was considered as one of the most important obstacles to applying simultaneous
electronic exams in higher education institutions [42].

Distance learning users face many technical difficulties (e.g., inadequate technological
compatibility) that hinder the teaching and learning system, such as students and learners
being dissimilar and increased frustration and confusion [43]. George [44] observed that the
courses with practical components, compared with courses (without practical components)
such as English language and history, can benefit more than other courses in the online
learning system. While George [45] shows that learners need the opportunity to approach
the course lecturer via email-based correspondence for consultations and exams, which is
the most utilized method of consultation when compared with tutorials (classroom) and
office-based consultation.

Obviously, the current problem that has been created by the COVID-19 pandemic
directly impacted human life and could lead to the global economy shrinking if the re-
striction of economic activity continues without adequate responsible decisions [14,46]. In
addition, the result showed that professors and students were no sure about real monitor-
ing, possibly widespread fraud cases, and they found that electronic tests will not show the
true student’s level. This was confirmed by Harrison and Bergen [36] as one of the most
important defects of electronic tests. Fraud is possible because the test can be submitted by
someone else other than the student itself. James (2016) [40] stated that the confidentiality
of the tests is not guaranteed due to the absence of a safe and reliable system that can be
trusted for electronic tests.

In addition, previous research indicated that the introduction of electronic assessment
needs good planning and training [33,47]. Their study investigated the impact of a training
program for graduate students in designing electronic tests according to the proposed
quality standards. This is considered a disadvantage of electronic tests. Obstacles to
achieving good quality distance learning and electronic exams during the COVID-19
pandemic were limited to four categories that can be described as follows:

4.1. Personal Obstacles (Self-Imposed Obstacles)

In this category, we have nine different obstacles where five belong to distance learning
and four to electronic exams, in which the first four obstacles were similar in meaning and
comparable as seen in (Tables 2–4). Thus, both professors and students indicated the weak
motivation of students to adapt to distance learning and the difficulties faced during critical
conditions (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic). Both categories have the same level of concern with
the same order (4). In addition, the same level of concern and the same order number of
five were appointed for the lack of willingness to implement the distance learning system;
furthermore, electronic tests will not show the students’ real level and will not distinguish
students from each other.

In distance learning, some professors were not convinced of the usefulness of this
system, which is consistent with Alumari et al.’s [48] finding; some of the faculty members
have a negative perception toward the e-learning system because they believe that it is not
important and have a lack of interest in the e-learning system too.

In general, students might wish to change their education system habits including
distance learning and exams. They are, however, familiar with traditional (classroom)
learning, which may indicate their resistance to changes. Their resistance indicates their
unwillingness and feeling of isolation with no interaction with others, which confirms their
familiarity with traditional education and learning system. Thus, remote education and
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electronic tests will face resistance Alkhezzi and Al-Zakri, [29] and Liu et al. [15]. This calls
for awareness-raising, encouragement, and firmness in order to accept this change.

4.2. Pedagogical Obstacles

We explored this category with six different obstacles. They were distributed equally
between distance learning and electronic exams. Two of them are similar and comparable
to each other, i.e., the lack of clarity of the methods of remote evaluation from distance
learning that was similar among students from electronic exams. For the same category,
the lack of preparation of the university community (administration, professors, etc.) to
deal with a distance learning system was compared too, and some teachers do not have
sufficient experience to prepare and apply the test with the same order difference of one.

The third obstacle was not comparable for both groups. Both groups indicated the
difficulty of learning to work remotely in some applied courses and worried about exam
equality and its preparation. This was confirmed by Bennett [33], that preparing electronic
tests require skill and training.

The failure to prepare the university community (e.g., administration, professors,
etc.) to deal with distance learning and electronic tests, such as training and preparing
electronic courses in advance, using modern programs for presentation, and other logistical
capabilities, have prevented the quality of distance learning during COVID-19 pandemic.
The lack of clarity of evaluation methods leads everyone to expect difficulties in evaluation
and study regarding electronic tests. In addition, this leads to overloading in pedagogi-
cal activities in the e-learning environment for the teachers when obtaining feedback to
identifying the strengths and weaknesses of students, in addition to other activities such as
conducting tests and assignments. This may be due to the lack of use by professors in their
communication with students of modern ways of communication, especially e-mail and
social networks [49].

4.3. Technical Obstacles

Technical obstacles were five for the two groups, two for distance learning and three
for electronic exams, two were comparable in meaning and order, i.e., slow internet as
compared to poor internet quality in which both of them were mentioned by both professors
and students. Issues concerning security and confidentiality of data and information
transfer, including protection against piracy on the internet, which affects the electronic
courses and exams, were compared to widespread cases of fraud and this is confirmed
in [27]. In performing the electronic exams, the professor may not be able to guarantee that
the student is not cheating and is not able to prove the student’s identity.

In general, professors and students indicated results were very similar in rank, but
in assessing these results it is better that the overall percentage be small (e.g., obstacles
including cheating) to dispel all existing concerns about the obstacles and obstacles that
prevent the achievement of the quality of applying electronic tests remotely under the
COVID-19 pandemic, including e-courses and e-tests. In an online environment, students
often conduct the tests on their electronic devices (such as cell phones, iPads, computers,
tablets, etc.) in their homes. As a result, there is a potential for unethical behavior by
students [50].

Professors and students indicated that one of the most important obstacles to achiev-
ing quality of applying electronic tests during the COVID-19 pandemic was power cuts.
Universities in Gaza have been suffering from a shortage of power for a long time. The
consequent interruptions in transmission and obstruction to follow-up of lessons, and per-
haps student’s distraction from communication and security of the data and information,
are very annoying. This affects the courses, lessons and exams and their results. This is
confirmed by Jawida et al. [27], that security is one of the main problems facing distance
learning during the performance of electronic exams.
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4.4. Financial and Organizational Obstacles

In total, seven obstacles were financial and organizational. Three of these were similar
and only the last one belongs to distance learning. Thus, the obstacles were selected by
professors and students in favor of financial and organizational categories from different
regions and according to their viewpoint. The three common obstacles were very important,
e.g., the lack of capabilities to communicate remotely (devices, internet, Apps, etc.) was
compared to the lack of financial and technical capabilities of some students.

A large number of professors and students indicated the lack of remote communication
capabilities (devices, internet, applications, etc.), and this is consistent with the findings
in [48]. They state the difficulty of funding for obtaining computers for some students.
This is consistent with the findings by Jawida et al. [27], and the need for professors and
students to train on the use of the internet [51]. He recommended training programs at
the university to train all faculty members. This was confirmed by Alumari et al. [48].
There is a general difficulty of dealing with uncooperative learners who are not trained in
self-learning, the difficulty of ensuring that students can use the computer skills, and the
lack of computer-trained instructors.

4.5. Additional Findings

This study aimed to explore and compare different obstacles to achieving quality distance
learning and applying electronic exams during the COVID-19 pandemic. Tables 2–4 presented
a comparison between the answers of professors and students and between distance
learning and electronic exams. There are differences in percentages that may be because
of better understanding from the professors of the students’ conditions and situation,
particularly those with low income living in villages and remote areas with minimum
life standards.

Table 3 clearly shows the obstacles to achieving good quality distance learning and
applying electronic exams in the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, in evaluating these
results, it is better that the overall percentage be low to dispel all the existing concerns
about the obstacles and obstacles that prevent the achievement of good quality application
of distance learning and electronic tests.

It was also clear from all responses that the home environment is not suitable for
remote learning and testing, due to the influence of family, narrow spacing of some houses,
and the presence of a large number of learners (family members) in the family with one
computer if any. All these obstacles can prevent the quality of learning and e-tests during
the COVID-19 pandemic or similar crisis. The discrepancy between most of the ratios in
some of the samples may be due to students having significant delays in their registration
of the study programs in distance education, particularly those that are using the internet
in direct broadcast, and the frequent preoccupation of students from the surrounding
environment and questionings and their fears about how to evaluate them from a distance.

Looking at one row in Table 3, 52% of the professors stated that there is an effect from
the use of multiple electronic media and the absence of uniform controls between all mem-
bers in distance learning compared to 28.9% who stated that they were not communicating
well between students and lecturers in the electronic test. This also was stated by students
in which there was 14% from distance learning compared to 16.4% from the electronic test,
while 23.5 and 25.7% for overall percentages, respectively.

It is also observed that, for the same row, the orders were very close to each other
and ranged between 10 and 12. The small differences in the proportions between the two
samples may be because the universities’ location and region did not vary from each other
in their situation; though, in critical situations, they have to work together to recover the
effect from the use of multiple electronic media to improve the communication between
students and lecturers.
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5. Conclusions (and Recommendations)

This study investigated the current situation under the COVID-19 pandemic at some
universities in Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, and Palestinian universities in the governorates of
Gaza. These universities combine traditional and modern forms of distance education.
Most universities use the internet but without full knowledge of the obstacles that can
prevent quality achievement of distance (online) learning and electronic testing [50].

However, distance learning and electronic testing have become an urgent necessity
for higher education institutions. Calling for a modern educational system and integration
of technology could, in fact, be a positive reaction that can create flexibility in the learning
environment to achieve a secured educational system, improving university results. As you
can see, we have concentrated just on the comparisons between obstacles of the two faces
of distance education as a whole system. After this study, we plan to continue working on
the distance education system components to produce more beneficial studies, especially
for e-tests with specific problems that have possible solutions. This study provided some
suggestions to reduce or minimize the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic that are listed
as follows:

1. Improving the university infrastructure by employing technical supervisors to lower
the load of professors and students.

2. Providing various e-learning and e-exam applications for optimal use of technologies
through the internet.

3. There should be a number of resources and strategies available to faculty members to
address potential problems.

4. Securing the internet service and electrical current to all students in all areas.
5. Helping students to reduce unethical behavior in the internet environment; for more

information see Bennett [33].
6. Preparing electronic courses and sample tests at a high level of quality at the univer-

sity’s websites for the public benefit.
7. Training and continuing education opportunities must be provided for all; it should

be required in the new roles that professors and students apply for.
8. The study suggests expanding the sample size in the future, which could provide

wider results for more understanding.
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