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Academic Activities of Bangladesh Open University in COVID-19 Pandemic: Observation and Evaluation

Abstract: The phrase 'COVID-19 Pandemic' is not just a collection of words; It refers to a massive, destructive
system. The impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the education sector was extensive. Through this impact analysis,
it is not only an assessment of how effective the existing infrastructure was in a disaster or special situation, but also
guidance on how to effectively deal with adverse situations in the future. The Bangladesh Open University (BOU) is
the second-largest university in Bangladesh and the seventh largest in the world, in terms of student enrolment. The
curriculum of various academic programs of BOU is specially designed for isolated, poor, marginalized and dropout
students. Observations, descriptions, and evaluations of how the university's curriculum, curriculum development,
book distribution, teaching practices, and evaluation processes have worked during the COVID-19 pandemic can be
found here. This will help outline how the existing system can be used more effectively in such situations in the future.
Rather than focusing on the numerical aspect of social research, more emphasis is placed on opinionated statements.
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Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the pace of Bangladesh Open University's (BOU) educational activities slowed
down significantly. Classes and examinations for some academic programs were organized on a limited scale. BOU
continued its educational activities in accordance with government guidelines. However, no very good results were
obtained in that regard. BOU has not been able to create an example to follow in terms of conducting educational
activities using digital technology. Due to various obstacles and policy-making weaknesses, BOU has not been able
to achieve the desired goals in the field of education during the COVID-19 pandemic. The reasons, problems and areas
of potential have emerged in the statements and discussions of various stakeholders. The paper under discussion
contains various information and data related to the conduct of educational activities during the COVID-19 pandemic
and describes the problems. Rather than focusing primarily on the numerical aspects of social research, more emphasis
has been placed on opinion-based discussions here.

Importance and Rationale of the Research

Although the coronavirus is behind us, the lessons learned from the pandemic are important in designing future e-
learning strategies. Bangladesh's experience in managing teaching and learning during a crisis is unique and there is
much to learn and share. Monitoring and evaluation will help in preparing for future pandemic situations. In the context
of climate change, where the probability of pandemics is high, this monitoring and evaluation play a crucial role in
formulating measures for pandemic situations. The results obtained from this study are applicable to pandemic
situations worldwide. This makes this study sustainable and very important. This study will undoubtedly contribute to
the institutional quality improvement of BOU.

Literature Review

92.70 percent of students in BOU's B.Ed. and M.Ed. programs have Android mobile phones. Half of the students have
laptops or desktops. Students believe that mobile phones are the most convenient for ICT support (Islam, 2023: 56).
The primary challenges of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) are - technological incompetence, lack of experience,
lack of motivation, isolation, lack of social support, financial hardship, lack of personal skills, lack of internet facilities,
technophobia and personal culture. Multimedia classrooms can be set up in every study centre. A Very Small Aperture
Terminal (VSAT) system can be introduced (Islam, 2024: 45). Students of BOU's MBA program are very interested
in e-learning. However, the main obstacles to e-learning are low ICT skills, low internet bandwidth, low technical
support, instructional design, etc. (Shelly, 2023: 44). Seventy percent of students in BA/BSS programs do not use the
internet, and forty percent are unfamiliar with its use. Some students are not familiar with the use of Zoom software
(Alam, 2023: 42). Many students drop out. On-Demand Examination (ODE) can be adopted to re-engage them in the
educational program. Its effectiveness can be monitored and evaluated by introducing it on a trial basis (Ukil, 2020:
42). Research has shown that ODL presents numerous mental health challenges, increases academic stress among
students, and exacerbates isolation. Therefore, higher education institutions can take into consideration students'
psychological factors to improve their online learning experience (Jabin, 2025). The research results showed that the
majority of BOU students lack interest and aspiration towards the e-learning system. There is also insufficient
knowledge and an inability to use it. This research was conducted after the COVID-19 period. While many universities
have adapted to the e-learning system, the research results indicate why BOU, as a university providing online and
distance education, is still struggling to effectively implement e-learning in higher education (Shelley, 2025: 20). Most
respondents to the study on assessing students’ satisfaction with ODL in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic
identified the competence of teachers and the flexibility of academic programs as the most important strengths of
BOU (Kamal, 2021: 35).

Research Questions

1. How have BOU's educational and administrative activities been conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How have BOU's students been involved in educational activities during the COVID-19 pandemic?

3. How has COVID-19 impacted the academic lives of students and the professional lives of staff?

Objectives of the Research

To assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on BOU's educational activities, analyse BOU's role in continuing
to conduct educational activities during the COVID-19 pandemic and identify necessary steps to address future
challenges and remove obstacles.
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Conceptual Framework

There are various methods for evaluating education and administrative activities. There are various ways to present
the real situation through qualitative and quantitative research. The thoughts, emotions, limitations and actions of
students and educational staff regarding education during the COVID-19 period are a special consideration for the
research. It is not possible to present and evaluate the overall situation using only quantitative methods in the research.
Therefore, in the study under discussion, the opinions of the majority of participants have been given less importance
and presented in the study through qualitative research. Different voices and opinions have been raised here to ensure
education is inclusive and no one is left out. There is a lot of diversity in age, financial status, professional position,
geographical location and family status among the students of BOU. Due to this diversity, the same decision of BOU
has a different impact on each student. To ensure the research's inclusivity, every effort was made.

Research Methodology and Area

The study followed a mixed-methods approach. Various documents, papers, publications, research reports, research
journals, newspapers, websites, social media, apps, e-books, television content, webmail, repositories, audio and video
documentaries relevant to the study were observed and studied. Direct interviews were conducted with students,
teachers/tutors, officers/employees and experts. Relevant information has been included in the article. The interview
method was mainly used in this study. This study was conducted on the basis of information collected from the
participants through qualitative in-depth interviews using a structured questionnaire. In this case, an attempt was made
to understand the class and exam management system during the COVID-19 period, including the publication of
results and internet accessibility. The opinions of educators and experts are taken into consideration. Interviews, focus
group discussions, case studies, content analysis, etc.., were used in this study. The research work in question has been
presented in the light of oral and written reports. In this regard, the prevailing and accepted ethical rules of research
have been followed. The educational activities during the period from February 2020 to June 2022 have been
considered in this study. The number of students directly participating in the study is 156. The number of
teachers/tutors is 60. The number of officials is 70. The research was conducted in eight districts of Bangladesh. The
educational activities of BOU during the COVID-19 period have been evaluated in the light of Bachelor of Arts
(BA)/Bachelor of Social Science (BSS), Master of Business Administration (MBA) Bangla Medium, Commonwealth
Executive Master of Business Administration (CEMBA)/Commonwealth Executive Master of Public Administration
(CEMPA), Bachelor of Agricultural Education (BAGED), Bachelor of Science in Computer Science and Engineering
(CSE) programs. The research paper has been prepared by processing information on the admission process during
the COVID-19 period, including the publication of admission notices, admission period, orientation classes, number
of students, number of study centres, number of examinees, examination period, examination results, and certificate
distribution. Gender identity of participating students: Male 86.5 percent, Female 12.8 percent. Others are reluctant to
disclose their identity.

Students' Accessibility to Digital Technology and Technological Knowledge

One of the important metrics of the study in question was the assessment of students' accessibility to digital technology
and technological knowledge. This study showed that 96.8 percent of students had smartphones during the COVID-
19 pandemic. 17.9 percent of students had laptops. 7.7 percent of students had desktops. 0.6 percent of students did
not have any devices. Students' opinions on load shedding, device prices, the price and quality of internet packages,
and device repair during the COVID-19 period are relevant here. Mixed opinions are found on this issue. Due to
excessive load shedding, some people's studies were disrupted. Again, load shedding was tolerable in some areas. Due
to load shedding during classes, problems arose in using the internet. The price of the devices was relatively higher
than at other times. Students used smartphones costing between 10,000 and 25,000 BDT. Their devices were of good
quality. Broadband internet connection and Wi-Fi were not available in many villages. As a result, they had to depend
on the internet of mobile companies. Again, the internet speed was low even at home. On the other hand, it was not
easy to go out of the house due to restrictions. The price of mobile internet packages was high. The speed of the
internet was low. Many students could not use the data completely due to the short validity of the internet data package.
This caused them financial loss. On average, students spend 300 to 800 BDT per month on the internet. An average
of 570 BDT was spent on 20 GB of internet. Due to the closure of shops during the COVID-19 period, they had to
suffer from device repairs and wait for a long time. The repair cost was also high. Their skills in using digital devices
were also commendable. They were proficient in participating in online classes and exams. By analysing the research
results, it becomes clear that when digital technology is utilized optimally in education, BOU students can take full
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advantage of it. In this case, if they are provided with proper guidance and support in improving the quality and
effective use of digital devices, it will be possible to build a technology-friendly student society.

BOU Admission Process and Fee Collection Process

The admission process of almost all BOU programs is performed online. Various software is used for this. Notable
software for managing academic programs is: Niche-01 Software, Online Services and Payment System (OSAPS),
BIMS, Learning Management System (LMS), Result Publishing System (RPS), ERP, etc. Through this software,
online admission, registration, payment, online live classes, text/audio/video content upload, assignment submission
and acceptance, midterm/final examination, examination attendance entry, spot evaluation (number entry), result
processing, printing of mark sheets and original certificates, acceptance/processing of post-exam complaints/re-exam
applications and all related online service activities are performed. This software has been used for the admission
process during the COVID-19 Pandemic. As a result, there were few problems in maintaining the admission process.
However, sometimes problems arise in this software (such as BIMS). Important notices regarding admission, oral
examination, registration and classes of various programs of BOU, important information regarding recruitment
exams, messages and notifications are sent and disseminated through email and SMS. Important information and
videos related to admission are displayed through the digital displays board located at the main gate of the head office.
A round-the-clock helpline has been operated for all kinds of assistance related to admission, registration and payment
of students of various programs of BOU. Information about admission notices has been published and distributed
online, on digital display, notice boards, mobile phones and newspapers. While assessing the effectiveness of the
online sites, we have seen that some students have complaints regarding this service. Students suggest that to prevent
dropouts/cancellation of admission, BOU should confirm the admission of the students by verifying their previous
examination certificates and information before admission. They also said that more importance should be given to
preserving soft copies of admission documents in the BOU office than hard copies. Many students during the COVID-
19 period had to travel long distances to come to the BOU office to submit admission documents. They said that the
admission time should have been extended considering the COVID-19 issue. BAGED students said that they were
given paper ID cards instead of smart ID cards. Although the admission process of BOU was completed online, it was
not possible to publish the admission notice within the stipulated time due to COVID-19. Regarding the admission
fee, the students expressed the opinion that despite their financial difficulties during the COVID-19 period, they were
still required to pay the full fee, which was challenging for them. Some students could not pay the fee due to a financial
crisis. They said that the fee for this public university is high. It should be re-determined at a tolerable and reasonable
rate. They have requested that the authorities look into the matter seriously with an innovative approach to make
BOU's education cost affordable. Their suffering has been reduced due to payment through online banking and mobile
financial services (MFS). However, the admission and registration software often become slow and creates various
problems. They said that these should be updated. The oral examination for admission to BOU's MBA (Bangla)
program was held online. The online process has also been given importance in other programs. Traditionally, some
programs hold orientation programs directly after admission. Various instructions related to the program are provided
to students during the orientation program. 32.7 percent of students said that their batch's orientation program was
held online or directly.

Class Management System and Learning Method

Almost all programs of BOU are conducted in a blended learning mode. In reality during the COVID-19 period, direct
class activities were closed for almost two years as per the government’s instructions. During this time, some classes
of some programs were held online. They expressed different opinions about the classes (classes being held on time,
adequate classes being held according to the syllabus, sharing class content, use of multimedia/technology in live
classes, classroom size, teacher-student ratio, etc.) during the COVID-19 period. Forty-one percent of students said
that their classes were held online during the COVID-19 period. When the COVID-19 situation became somewhat
normal, BOU held direct classes in accordance with the health rules. The popular and widely used media for online
classes in Bangladesh are: Whiteboard, Zoom, Google Classroom, Google Meet, Big Blue Button, YouTube
Moodle/Live, Microsoft Teams, Team Link, Skype, Steam Yard, Messenger, WhatsApp, Viber, Facebook Live,
Discord, etc. The technologies used for online classes at BOU during the COVID-19 period are: Zoom, Google Meet,
Google Classroom, Team Link, Facebook Live, Messenger, WhatsApp, YouTube Live and Whiteboard. Among them,
Zoom was used more. 57.8 percent of students said that the internet speed was satisfactory during online classes. 30.3
percent of students said that the internet speed was weak. Regarding the presentation skills (language, pronunciation,
dramatization, voice, analogy, example, explanation, analysis, and ability to explain the lesson) of teachers during the
COVID-19 period, 46.2 percent of students reported that the skills were completely satisfactory. According to 41.7
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percent, it was partially satisfactory. Students received guidelines from teachers about the rules for participating in
online classes. The classes became interactive and student-centred through questions and answers. The teachers simply
explained the lessons. They were able to remember the lesson. Online learning has helped them acquire knowledge.
Increased sense of responsibility and made them proficient in technology. Teachers encouraged discussion. Classes
usually used lectures, discussions, group work, and pair work methods. Participants often had difficulty understanding
due to network problems. There were cases of disconnection due to load shedding and a weak network during classes.
Online classes could not always start at the scheduled time according to the class routine. Students participated in both
recorded and live classes. According to them, due to the small number of classes, they had to take the exam without
completing the syllabus in sufficient time. Students spent less time studying during the COVID-19 period than usual.
Multimedia content and PDF content were used in classes in some cases. Content was shared at the end of the class.
They felt that the content was of good quality. Student attendance in online classes was low. Most students said that
they felt more comfortable in direct/face-to-face classes. They found it difficult to maintain attention in online classes.
The opportunity for interaction created in the classroom in the presence of classmates and teachers is of immense
importance for their overall development, including their social and mental skills. Students believe that the quality of
current online classes is significantly better than that of the online classes during the COVID-19 period. Along with
the online classes during the COVID-19 period, BOU's e-learning platforms (LMS, OER, BOU Tube, YouTube, Open
TV) have been helpful for students in their learning. They have benefited from the educational programs on television.
Their studies have become easier due to e-books. When the COVID-19 situation became somewhat normal, the
practical classes of the School of Agriculture and Rural Development, the School of Science and Technology and other
schools, including the classes, were held in person as usual. Students felt that the classrooms were conducive to
learning. The teacher-student ratio was also right. Although students had learning difficulties during the COVID-19
pandemic, many did not seek the help from coaching centres/private tutors due to financial constraints and other
reasons. However, some students say that due to the endless time during the COVID-19 period, they gave importance
to self-study and received study help by contacting online sites, classmates, friends, and teachers on mobile phones.
In addition, they received study help from other organizations, including the BOU student organization 'Dak Diye Jai’.
They expressed the opinion that they would benefit more if the BOU curriculum had been made simpler and more
realistic.

Examination Procedure and Recognition System

During the COVID-19 period, BOU was somewhat ahead in conducting classes but fell behind in conducting
examinations. After the COVID-19 situation normalized somewhat, examinations were conducted under health rules,
but a considerable amount of time had passed by then. It was not possible to conduct online examinations in programs
with a large number of students enrolled. This affected the educational life of the students. A proposal for a
comprehensive policy was developed in accordance with the UGC guidelines for conducting examinations. All
examination activities under BOU started immediately after the opening of educational institutions up to the higher
secondary level in the country on September 12, 2021. In the examination that started on October 1, 2021, 4.5 lakh
students at the BA and BSS levels participated. In addition, the admission process for the new academic year, including
the examinations for Honours and Master's labels, has also started simultaneously. During the COVID-19 period, only
a few program examinations were held online. Those, too, were not held on time. BOU was the first in the country to
conduct public examinations properly, following the necessary health rules to bring dynamism to academic activities
during the COVID-19 situation. This study has evaluated the quality of direct and online examinations held during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Only 14.1 percent of the students who participated in the study took the online exam. Some
multiple-choice, assignment, and oral exams of the MBA (Bangla) and CEMBA/CEMPA programs were conducted
online. The medium of the exam was Google Classroom. The first-year exam of the 2019 batch of BA/BSS (Niche-2)
program was held on Google Classroom on February 20, 2022. The HSC (Niche-2) exam was held online in May and
June 2022. It is worth noting that the popular means of taking online exams in Bangladesh are: Google Classroom,
Google Forms, WhatsApp Groups, Microsoft Teams, Email, YouCam, TeamViewer, AnyDesk, etc. Assignments for
BA/BSS exams had to be submitted in person at the study centre. Students received online and peer support in
preparing the assignments. The physical exam during the COVID-19 period was taken with a somewhat shortened
syllabus. The exam was several batches of the MBA (Bangla) program were held together. The examination centre
was not 100% free of cheating. It was verified at the examination centre whether the students had taken the coronavirus
vaccine and whether they were wearing masks. The seating arrangements for the students in the examination room
were made to maintain social distancing. Some examinees have complained about the results. Showing absence from
the examination even after taking the examination, not adding the marks of the online examination, undervaluing the
answer sheet, showing different results at different times, the link on which the results are published not being valid
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for a long time, etc. Due to publishing the results after a long time, the educational life of the students also lengthens.
The mark sheet and original/provisional certificate were not available within a reasonable time. During the COVID-
19 period, BOU did not have its own means of taking the examination. Also, there was no open-book exam. Students
think that BOU can use its own software developed/developed software for taking exams such as quizzes, assignments,
term papers, continuous evaluation, final exams, practice teaching exams, computer lab exams, presentations, open
book exams, written, oral, etc. In the event of COVID-19 or special circumstances, a special method of taking exams
can be developed with the approval of the statutory council. This will not cause a study gap for students. In some
cases, they said that auto-pass arrangements should be made. In order to compensate for the post-COVID-19 academic
loss, an attempt has been made to reduce session congestion by preparing and implementing an academic recovery
plan in light of the UGC guidelines and the capabilities and realities of BOU. When the COVID-19 situation
normalizes, the BOU administration will attempt to reduce the number of holidays and hold additional classes and
exams. Session congestion has been reduced by conducting multiple batches of exams simultaneously. A committee
has been formed to implement the Bonded Education Policy, which was formulated by the University Grants
Commission of Bangladesh.
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