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Abstract: The pandemic period in education brought many challenges to all organizations. The
activities of the higher educational institutions are being affected and the situation can last for a longer
time. Under these circumstances, it is important to shift to online learning and improve educational
processes through all organizational levels. The organizations had to assure appropriate distance
or remote learning process by identifying their opportunities, meeting challenges, and identifying
the sustainable quality factors for remote or distance learning. This study aimed to map and test the
factors that influence online learning success in the pandemic situation in higher education in one of
the European Union countries, Lithuania. Factors analyzed and presented in the paper are the quality
of institutions and services, infrastructure and system quality, quality of courses and information, and
online learning environment. Data were collected through surveys by distributing questionnaires and
interviews. Authors are providing the main criteria for successful education based on administrative
positions and design makers of the educational organizations. The article summarizes the interviews
of 15 respondents from the three Lithuanian higher education institutions and how their informants
met changes, opportunities, and identified quality factors addressed to the successful learning and
teaching process during a pandemic period.

Keywords: higher education; sustainability during the pandemic; opportunities; quality factors;
distance teaching

1. Introduction and Background

Distance teaching is not considered to be a novelty, but educational institutions still
face many challenges regarding their organization and implementation. Academics play a
significant role as facilitators of online learning. Due to a sudden pandemic and shift to
online learning, many academics did not have adequate time to adjust to the new teaching
platforms [1,2]. Currently, education has globally transformed and moved to online due
to the pandemic; however, it is unknown whether this transformation produces more
positive teaching and learning outcomes than negative issues. There are many issues raised.
How does this proposed variety of different tools and environments affect a student who
has to connect to as many different systems as there are lectures on that day? Can the
safety of students online be guaranteed if they are registering in systems and resources that
are not state-controlled and that may not guarantee the security of their data? What are
the opportunities and quality factors of online education? What changes are required in
educational institutions?

Higher education has transformed and moved online; however, it is not clear whether
this transformation produces positive studies outcomes. Many researchers across the

Sustainability 2022, 14, 1933. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14031933 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su14031933
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14031933
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3955-4751
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5183-9058
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7174-5339
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3250-4599
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6338-5556
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14031933
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031933?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2022, 14, 1933 2 of 18

world have conducted hundreds of studies. Various kinds of tools to facilitate learning
environments when using online systems have been investigated, for example, Tencent
Meeting System [3] or Topic Analysis Instant Feedback System [4].

In order to better understand the organization’s educational processes during the
pandemic period, a systematic literature review was conducted on Web of Science (WOS)
Clarivate Analytics and Scopus databases for relevant studies published during the last two
years. The search terms used were ‘COVID-19’, ‘coronavirus’, ‘pandemic’, in combination
with ‘online learning’, ‘distance learning’, ‘e-learning’, ‘e-teaching’, and ‘higher education’.
A total of 586 papers were found in the WOS core collection alone and an additional
201 papers in Scopus. An inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed to select the
most relevant articles which focus on opportunities, quality factors, and required changes
in online studies.

The main goal during the literature analyses was to investigate the organization’s
sustainable education processes, to elicit relevant evidence on e-learning and e-teaching
outcomes, opportunities, quality factors, and required changes in higher education during
the pandemic period. Special attention was paid to the systematic review papers aimed at
online education issues during the pandemic [5–8].

An unexpected implementation of online teaching and learning has brought numer-
ous challenges to higher education processes. The major challenges such as academics’
and students’ difficulties to adjust, lack of teaching and learning resources, and mental
health-related issues, are associated with the sudden transfer to learning which was not
prepared for. Mental health-related issues include stress, anxiety, and depression that occur
due to lockdown and especially due to the uncertainty about the future situation [9–11].
Evidence shows that some academics lack knowledge of information technology and online
teaching [12–14]. Conducting assessments online appears to be the most challenging issue
and requires very good preparation [5,15,16]. Lack of teaching and learning resources
adapted to pure online education was one of the major concerns in many papers [17–19].
A significantly increased demand for the organization of distance learning requires large
amounts of computer, communication and information resources, sufficient bandwidth
of communication channels, and raises cybersecurity issues while utilizing hardware and
software from various, often uncertified and unreliable manufacturers. Challenges with
connectivity were mentioned as the leading factor undermining online studies during the
pandemic lockdown [18,20–23].

According to studies, face-to-face approaches are preferred by most academics and
students. The results of the study show an increase in students’ academic performance in
emergency remote teaching and support the idea that organizational factors may contribute
to the successful implementation of emergency remote teaching [24]. Student engagement
was likely negatively impacted by the emergency transition to remote teaching. Lecturers
engaged students less after the transition. By contrast, course activities that did not heavily
rely on a physical classroom, such as students blogging and working on an independent
research paper, were more effective in retaining student engagement after the transition [25].

Adjusting studies to online learning posed various challenges to educational institu-
tions. The main question that is of interest to many educators and education policymakers
is whether online learning is better and more effective than class-based learning [26–28].

Numerous research works have been published on case studies in online educa-
tion in various countries such as China, Hong Kong, South Korea, India, Indonesia, and
Ukraine [2,23,29–32]. However, only a few studies address the opportunities and challenges
presented by the pandemic situation [7,33–36]. While many studies have been published
on higher response to COVID-19 [17,29,37–40], only a few studies address the depth of
e-learning and e-teaching outcomes, associated challenges and opportunities during the
pandemic [41,42].

Despite the pandemic situation that has created many problems for higher education
institutions, some positive effects and new opportunities have been recognized. The rapid
shift in instructional platform presents an opportunity to learn from unresolved challenges
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that persisted throughout the semester. Four major aspects—personal factors, contextual
factors of the structure and culture, teacher thinking, and teachers’ practice—revealed
that the professors in this study adapted quickly using institutionally offered platforms,
modified their courses as little as possible, struggled with assessment, and held diverging
beliefs about teaching and students. The opportunities have implications for ongoing
efforts to reform instructional practices at the institutional and departmental levels [43].
Several innovative approaches and tools for learning online were developed [44]. Many
educators have developed innovative learning experiences making use of creativity, virtual
reality, online discussion boards, virtual tours, Jam Boards, videos, and breakout rooms [45].
Study resources were revised, restructured, and adapted for student’s self-directed learning.
This unexpected and rapid transition to online learning has led to a multiplication of
teachers’ strategies for distance learning in lectures, tutorials, project groups, lab works,
and assessments. Teachers have shown resilience during this crisis that required significant
personal commitment. They admit that they have learned more about distance education
in two months than they did in the last 10 years [46]. Our emergence from the pandemic
provides an opportunity for deep reflection and intentional action about what is taught
and why, as well as how student learning is facilitated. It is suggested that the need to
design and implement new ways of teaching and learning is based on fundamentally
reimagined learning outcomes for our courses that equip students for life after the rupture
they have experienced [45]. Academics and students were fostered to improve their digital
competencies. The lockdown due to SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic forced both
educators and students to shift and rely on digital technologies in order to ensure the
successful completion of modules based on the official curriculum [47]. These changes and
opportunities create a space for innovative thinking and innovative solutions [33,48–50].
Thus, the opportunities discussed and discovered can be seen as quality factors for distance
learning and provide the basis for the required changes in the study process.

2. Research Design and Methodology

To conduct a qualitative study, a phenomenographic research methodology was em-
ployed. The devised strategy is based on the view that people understand and perceive
phenomena differently but their perceptions are interrelated. The goal of the strategy is to
present a variety of aspects describing the experience of a particular phenomenon [51]. Phe-
nomenographic research not only identifies the categories that describe the phenomenon
under consideration but also reveals hidden, tacit profound meaning and presents their
interrelationships. The distinguished categories form a hierarchical horizontal order.

The aim of the paper is to analyze the organizing education processes during the pan-
demic period emphasizing opportunities, sustainable quality factors, and required changes.
The conceptual framework of this research is presented in Figure 1. The research method
is based on a qualitative content survey conducted during June 2020. A semi-structured
interview method was used. Critical selection of informants was used to demonstrate a
deep understanding of the phenomenon. The main criteria considered were as follows:
(a) informant is from one of the largest Lithuanian universities (size); (b) from different
types of university: classical university and broad profile universities from different cities
(type); (c) leaders are available in the university, whose functions are related to the man-
agement of studies (taking highest positions in the university, then leaders of lower rank
(deans of faculties of humanities, social, technological, engineering sciences, heads of other
divisions, who were chosen to make sure that the position of authorities is the same in terms
of the range of qualitative changes influenced by the pandemic); (d) informants—experts
in their field with at least 7 years of managerial experience related to the analyzed phe-
nomenon (experts, working experience). The triangulation of experts aimed to ensure the
validity of the research. Therefore, the three largest universities of Lithuania were selected
for the qualitative research and two of them, technology-oriented universities, are located
in different cities and the third one is a classical university. The aim of using such selection
criteria was to obtain the widest possible coverage of the information. Fifteen informants
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participated in the research. It was the top management of the universities: vice-rectors
of studies (3), study directors (3), deans of different faculties (4), and vice-deans (5). The
verbal consent to take part in the interview was received from all the informants.
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The encoding of informants (codes are seen describing the research results) is as fol-
lows: three vice-rectors of studies of different universities (1INF, 8INF, 12INF), three study
directors of different universities (2INF, 11INF, 13INF), four deans of social faculties (5INF,
6INF, 9INF, 14INF) and three deans of technology faculties (4INF, 7INF, 15INF), two direc-
tors of different departments (3INF, 10INF). The study involved 15 informants—11 men
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and 4 women. All the experts were master’s degree holders, and the majority had a
doctor’s degree.

The interviews with experts were conducted using the Zoom video conferencing plat-
form. Interviews lasted from 45 min to 75 min. The total duration of all the interviews was
about 940 min. The researcher conducting the qualitative research needed to be attentive
to address validity and reliability problems. To ensure validity, the researchers applied
the principle of triangulation. The received data were decoded and about 130 pages of
decoded material were received. To ensure validity, the interviews were carried out by
two researchers: an educational scientist and informatics scientist, then the received data
were processed by three researchers: an educational scientist and two informatics scientists.
The triangulation of the researchers allowed factual or interpretative errors to be corrected.
The interdisciplinary approach to the results ensured both validity and perspectives from
different scientific fields. Furthermore, the triangulation of data sources was applied, which
refers to the consistency, logic, and coherence of the presentation of the information by com-
paring and checking different sources. In order to ensure validity and reliability, four main
criteria were applied: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The
principle of integrity was also applied in the analysis of the data: the researchers described
the links and explained the steps taken. Interview transcription analysis was conducted
by using the software for qualitative and mixed methods data analysis MAXQDA. The
research methods included: analysis of scholarly literature and qualitative content analysis
(qualitative information obtained from the respondents’ answers to open-ended questions
were analyzed and systemized distinguishing categories, subcategories and presenting
respective quotes). Analyzing the data, the answers of the experts were grouped according
to the meaning, and respective categories were created. The analysis of research results al-
lowed distinguishing three categories: required changes, opportunities, and quality factors
(Figure 2).
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The research questions were developed by the authors of the article to analyze the
views of the top university administration. Research ethics were followed in conducting
the study and processing the data.

3. Research Results

Our research is focused on three main key factors identified in education and raised in
the pandemic period, i.e., (1) required key changes for organizations and learning processes,
(2) opportunities existing in each organization to ensure a successful study process and
(3) quality factors are identified for the successful implementation of distance learning
during the pandemic period.

3.1. Required Key Changes for Organizations and Learning Processes

Qualitative research results show the main required changes for transformation into
distance learning (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Changes required for transformation into distance learning.

Although there were a lot of discussions regarding the process of managing the
situation by transitioning to distance education in the event of a pandemic, thus ensuring
the continuity of the quality learning process, such types of learning during the quarantine
led to changes. Many elements of traditional studies have also changed as a result of
the emergency situation and the transition from face-to-face to distance learning. First
of all, the change was related to formal study processes, which also includes in-depth
learning processes.

3.1.1. Transformed Studies

The informants emphasized the use of the traditional schedule during the period of
distance. The informants stated that they put in great efforts to maintain the traditional
study schedule, which provided opportunities and necessary conditions to ensure quality
studies: 5INF: ‘There were instructions stating that is important to conduct lectures on
schedule’, 13INF: ‘Both the lecturers and the administration were encouraged to review
the learning process and keep the schedule as it was before when conducting the sessions
synchronously. Only in the event of not being to do so, adjustments could be made’.
Although the main decisions were made by the central management of universities, the
opinions of the lecturers were also considered. Based on the response of the informant,
some lecturers also wanted to follow the schedule. 11INF: ‘It depends very much on the
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particular department and even on individual lecturers. Some really wanted those lectures
to take place synchronously and on schedule. Finally, in many cases, the process went like
this’. There have been cases where some institutions let lecturers decide for themselves
how and when the study process will take place, but this was hard to control and in order
to maintain a schedule approved at the beginning of the semester with clear accounting for
contact lectures; therefore, it was decided to return to the traditional schedule. 9INF: ‘The
situation was evaluated and soon we returned to the activities based on the schedule’.

3.1.2. Remote Self-Directed Learners

There were other changes in other studies as well. One of them is the improvement
of student attendance. Several informants spoke of this positive change, although some
of them said that it was true only for a while and others claimed that it was a permanent
change. It is entirely possible that this was due to the specifics of the subject and the
lecturer’s ability to involve students in the active study process. However, almost everyone
emphasized good attendance. 14INF: ‘Increased attendance is considered to be a success.
Attendance increased up to 100%, which was not the case during regular lectures. Thinking
in the long run that distance learning would lead to better attendance, the answer is no
because it was just an effect of innovation’.

With regard to profound change, emphasis should also be placed on developing
students’ self-directed learning. Several informants noticed that the unexpected and even
forced transition to distance learning encouraged students to learn more independently
and develop learning-to-learn competencies.

Another factor for change in improving students’ attendance and developing their
independence was the mastery of new distance learning tools. 13INF: ‘A large part of
lecturers has tried distance learning. It should not be feared, it may not be the main learning
method at the university but we could apply it at least in part’. 15INF: ‘In these two weeks,
we have learned more than ever before. Especially when it comes to getting acquainted
with a wide range of tools for distance communication and information sharing, using
Zoom and MS Teams’. The research shows that for many lecturers, working remotely was
a completely new activity because of a widespread belief that the quality of the study or
subject was suffering from it. The pandemic forced everyone to take up teaching activities in
a distant way and opened up new opportunities, leading to innovative studies. Informants
say this is one of the things that helped to speed up a lot of other processes.

The study found that the development of high-quality distance learning materials has
made a significant contribution to the successful transition from contact learning to distance
learning. 15INF: ‘Records, additional tests, additional materials, various external sources
improved the study quality’. The Moodle environment used by Lithuanian universities
has been greatly supplemented by subject material prepared by lecturers and adapted for
distance learning. 4INF: ‘At this point, the amount of lecture material in Moodle has been
strongly supplemented’.

The organization and execution of the defense of final theses have undergone the
greatest change. Initially, this posed the most challenges and excitement for both university
management, faculty, and students. However, the final defense was initially a great concern
for many, but preparations were made and led to success. 11INF: ‘Students did well and
presented, defended their final theses online’, 5INF: ‘We are glad because we were very
prepared for the defence of the final theses, we had met many times, we had meetings with
supervisors, with our managers, even with the whole administration’.

It should be emphasized that the biggest change, the transition to working remotely
and the other factors of change listed above were a consequence inspired by the collabora-
tion of the academic community. Informants acknowledge that this is also one of the drivers
of change, as everyone felt focused and saw the close focus of the academic community in
trying to manage the situation. 14INF: ‘We learned that our lecturers are actually advanced.
They started sharing additional tools and instruments and used them creatively. There were
certainly those who then voluntarily sent their own materials to other faculties’. 2INF: ‘The
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situation showed that the academic community is focused and that even in uncertain and
extreme conditions, the university is able to function, to be able to ensure the study process’.

Although the study process during the quarantine period posed many challenges,
these changes opened up new opportunities and even led to several new study processes.
One of the most important factors is the internal motivation of lecturers. Various opportuni-
ties open up when confidence or readiness to teach at a distance is gained. This is primarily
since distance learning was tried and used by all lecturers working during the semester,
and not individually as before the quarantine. Thus, massive internal motivation had been
gained, and lecturers gained confidence in their own strengths and opened up distance
learning opportunities for their subjects, trying new ways of teaching and communicating
with students and mastering tools. 2INF: ‘We will be using a lot more and bolder elements
that we have tested and that work well. Lecturers will no doubt feel much more confident
in those processes after testing both the study methods in a variety of ways and the assess-
ment methods they saw paying off. Finally, they will definitely feel much more confident
in organizing the process itself.’ Thus, it can be stated that compulsory distance learning
will reduce the gap between contact and distance learning, as it has encouraged the use of
certain distance learning tools and even changes in certain levels or forms of study.

3.2. Opportunities Existing in Each Organization to Ensure a Successful Study Process

The rush to move the study process to distance learning due to the pandemic has
caused a lot of confusion and uncertainty, but once the situation has been brought under
control, it has also opened up a much wider range of study opportunities (Figure 4).
The informants identified three main opportunities for transferring organizations into a
successful learning process during the pandemic: (1) updating study forms according to
the pandemic situation; (2) strengthening distance learning possibilities; and (3) offering
new services required by teachers for extra situation (Figure 4).
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3.2.1. New Study Forms

First, the subcategory discussed is the possibility of changing the form of the thesis
defense. The change in the transfer of dissertation defense to the remote environment has
shown the possibility of communicating with social partners not only directly, which is
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difficult due to their work and schedule, but also virtually/online. This inspired the idea of
applying this innovation not only in the above case but also in discussing the quality of
study programs, inviting to share experiences with students. 14INF: ‘There were various
situations and it has allowed us to see that the social partners are now almost 100% involved
in all processes throughout the period, proving that it was a real success’.

Second, representatives of all universities stated that students will have the opportu-
nity to study in a different form of master’s degree in the form of blended learning. 1INF:
‘That is why we have made a decision regarding master’s studies from the first day of
September next year (2021). 50% of the activities in the program can take place remotely.
Two days of learning remotely, two days of regular contact. It is up to the lecturers or
the head of the study program committee to decide which disciplines should take place
remotely’. It should be noted that one university has opened up even wider possibilities
by offering distance master’s studies in the regions. 5INF: ‘Here we are talking about a
regional master’s degree, where it has already been planned to take place in a distance way.
It was planned to take place in the regions directly, then rescheduled to remote’. This form
of blended learning provides a greater opportunity for postgraduate study and ensures
better attendance at classes. It could be argued that postgraduate studies do not have a lot
of laboratory work, but are research-oriented, so the necessary experiments for the final
work can be performed on a more flexible schedule.

Third, other forms of study and access to them are open to foreign students (changes in
the learning of foreign students). For many lecturers, especially in the fields of technology
and engineering, it is an innovation to use a hybrid form of learning. Prior to the pandemic
and the quarantine, hybrid learning was mostly applied when a higher education institution
has faculties in different cities. Quarantine has shown the possibility that, with the necessary
equipment, it is possible to organize such studies even for students abroad. Foreign students
choose this option because they cannot come to Lithuania due to the quarantine.

3.2.2. Strengthen Distance Learning

First, most informants emphasized that lecturers who have tried and already have a
distance learning experience will be more likely to apply elements of distance learning in
traditional studies. 5INF: ‘Having mastered the distance learning tools, we will definitely
occasionally move them to face-to-face studies’; 6INF: ‘It is now clear that activities in a
virtual learning environment will become more frequent’; 13INF: ‘Lecturers plan to move
at least part of their subjects to a distance form.’ In order to ensure the quality, the lecturers
will start preparing for the next semester in advance. As for the relationship between
direct and distance learning, there are different options.’ 15INF: ‘When transitioning to
the blended learning, that ratio can be more or less different depending on the modules
and students, depending on the particular faculty’; 14INF: ‘Theoretical lectures can be
conducted at a distance, and we will ask for contact activities in laboratories and exercises
because there are things that cannot be changed due to the use of technology’. It should be
emphasized that the lecturers saw an opportunity not only to organize the studies more by
applying the elements of distance learning but also to use them for organizational work.

During the pandemic, the global shift to distance learning also affected the work
of university leadership. Firstly, the opportunity was taken to remotely organize work
and hold university management meetings remotely therefore saving time. 8INF: ‘One of
the good experiences of this is that we clearly understood that organizing administrative
meetings remotely has many advantages. The ministry has finally realized how much time
it saves on its meetings [...] After the end of the quarantine, this practice has remained
and now almost half of the meetings, if not more, is organized remotely. The quality of
solutions has not really diminished’.

The use of virtual environments has revealed the possibility of improving the quality
of learning content. 6INF: ‘The study content will improve since learning material will be
uploaded to the virtual learning environment every year and you will be able to update and
improve your course every year’. This has also been noticed by university management



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1933 10 of 18

that is considering how to motivate lecturers to do so. 9INF: ‘It is possible to motivate by
offering additional vacation days, financial motivation, it can be encouraged in other ways,
but distance courses need to be prepared.’

3.2.3. Offering Services

Distance learning during quarantine has opened up two types of training. This is
primarily the preparation of new didactic training for lecturers. After the quarantine,
higher education institutions were forced to train their lecturers to work in a virtual
learning space. This opened up the possibility of using the videoconferencing platform
for the internal needs of the higher education institution. 13INF: ‘In order to understand
how to ensure learning outcomes, how to ensure academic integrity—we could develop
online multi-day in-depth training focused on exactly how to organize that course from an
educational perspective.’

The other two opportunities are related to internationalization. The possibility of
offering distance learning courses/training at the international level was recognized. Such
trust is closely related to the empowered intrinsic motivation of lecturers to do so. During
the quarantine, many lecturers took the opportunity to take advantage of the open resources
of foreign universities online. This allowed for comparison and inspired a certain notion of
untapped opportunities. Therefore, the internal concept and desire of the lecturer promote
the external study processes of the higher school. 9INF: ‘It turned out that if you want to do
something on behalf of the university, such as courses, the university itself has to register
it, it has recognized as such to prevent self-proclaimed ones and so on. If we look at the
experience of the world’s universities, we will see that both the University of Cambridge,
the same Princeton, Massachusetts and others have the largest distance learning courses.’

3.2.4. Limitations of Distance Learning

Although distance learning has revealed many opportunities in various respects, it
also has some limitations. First of all, the limitations of the use of distance learning in
certain programs can be seen. 12INF: ‘Some study programs cannot be transferred entirely
to distance learning, especially in technological science and engineering study programs.’
The limitation is not only due to the equipment needed for the above-mentioned studies
but also due to the decrease in social skills. 15INF: ‘It is not possible to provide absolutely
everything remotely, even in the subjects of the Faculty of Informatics, because we are
losing social skills, for example, to receive information not only verbally but also to be
able to read body language and see more things. It is difficult to assess what you actually
see on the other side of the screen. We have limitations, our information field shrinks and
we lose certain social skills, such as assessing the situation when a decision needs to be
made’. Another subcategory, the irreplaceability of contact work reinforces the limitations
of distance learning discussed here. 14INF: ‘Nothing will ever change live communication’;
4INF: ‘After all, over the centuries, direct contact between the student and the lecturer has
not disappeared anywhere in universities. Finally, students also learn from the faculty.
There are really smart people that make an impact on students. You won’t pass it on
through the computer screen.’

3.3. Quality Factors Are Identified for the Successful Implementation of Distance Learning during
the Pandemic Period

The main quality factors identified by informants are: (1) technical base; (2) administra-
tion actions focused on the study processes quality; (3) study process control; (4) support for
students; (5) support for academics, including methodological and technological support;
and (6) collaboration and sharing good practices inside the academic community (Figure 5).
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3.3.1. Administrative Actions

Research has shown that in order to ensure the quality of studies and change from
one form of study to another (from face-to-face learning to distance learning during the
pandemic period), centralized decisions at the institutional level and a sufficient preparatory
period are required. Most of the informants (nine informants) emphasized the importance
of the two-week preparatory period for the quality of studies by changing the form of both
studies and work. During the decision-making process, the specifics of studies and the
organization of laboratory work had to be considered 15INF: ‘It was coordinated centrally
and a lot of things had to be reconsidered. We had to consider what method to choose, what
tool to apply for examination of laboratory works and how to organize and implement it’.
Those universities that chose not to take a break from the preparation period consequently
had studies of lower quality. 14INF: ‘We did everything really poorly’.

The timely decisions of the management, administering the studies, and the centralized
management at the Senate level were also important for the study quality 8INF: ‘The Senate
said that we would meet if it is necessary to make timely decisions. And those meetings
actually took place.’ A similar practice was present in the Rectorate, where meetings were
held weekly. 2INF: ‘It was where most of the attention was paid specifically for studies.’
Meanwhile, the institutional-wide planning of the activities was done by the Department of
Studies. Therefore, the centralized work of university management and the decisions made
affected the study quality. It should be noticed that management decisions were governed
by internal legislation. These documents were relevant to both lecturers and students in
the direct study process. 1INF: ‘About 10 documents were prepared and approved by the
order of the Rector. There has also been a lot of pieces of legislation, mostly temporary,
that have dealt specifically with changes in the study process.’ The main challenges were
the final theses, so a lot of attention was given during the preparation of these documents.
11INF: ‘We needed to reassess some of the procedures and adapt them to the process of
distance studies.’

In order to ensure study quality, it is necessary to react flexibly in extreme conditions.
It requires searching and the adoption of flexible solutions for practical work in order to
achieve the intended learning outcomes. The organization of laboratory or practical work
posed many challenges, so appropriate decisions had to be made. 14INF: ‘Some moved
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such activities to the next semester, others found the required software [...]’. 7INF: ‘They
were replaced by written tasks or in a form that can be carried out remotely’.

The initiatives of the Study Program Committee are important during the preparation
for the transition to distance studies, as there is a need to assess the available study resources
and anticipate what resources are lacking, encourage lecturers to develop them and provide
support. 5INF: ‘We worked together with the lecturers for those two weeks to ensure the
maximum amount of material. There was no module left that didn’t have the information
on Moodle’.

3.3.2. Collaboration of Academic Community

Another quality factor during the pandemic period of COVID-19 is the ability to
cooperate in decision making and the communication between management and the
community. This was emphasized by all informants and they all listed different addresses,
means of communication or goals.

First of all, the communication between the different levels of leadership: central
administration, faculty deans, vice-deans, and heads of departments: ‘Of course, teamwork
was important [...] Discussing a variety of things, sharing good practices, what works well,
what could be done differently’ (2INF).

Secondly, communication between top management and the faculty is crucial in
explaining to them ‘why particular decisions have been made’ (1INF). 3INF: ‘There have
been a lot of efforts to keep the communication with the lecturers on all issues. They are
the people that influence the study process and its quality the most. There has been a great
deal of effort to inform them about all sorts of different decisions. While communicating
with students, it is important to explain not only the decisions that have already been
made but also to communicate clearly, explain things that are not clear as well as tell them
when to expect further information. They were told how ‘distance lectures work and how
they should behave during them’, as well as ‘principles of academic integrity’ (13INF). In
addition, various recommendations are being drawn up for distance learning.

Quality studies and their success during the quarantine were determined by the fact
that the central or faculty management responded to opinions of lecturers conducting
distance studies, rapidly addressed the problems, and carried out prevention. 1INF: ‘After
each lecture, lecturers used to write to us, the Directorate of Studies, the vice-rector or the
dean, or the Academic Support Centre about the difficulties, what kind of training they
wanted or what problems were, or even shared good practices if the lecture succeeded’.
This provision of teaching experience to the central management ensured the preparation
of temporary documents regulating the study process, which covered a wide range of study
programs offered by different faculties.

3.3.3. Support for Academics

One form of cooperation is when management provides support to the academic com-
munity. The results of the study show that more than half of the informants emphasized
the creation of an additional online block/page/section on the website that publishes all
necessary, constantly updated information. 11INF: ‘Methodological and technical informa-
tion for lecturers, advice for students, the information provided to scientists, administrators
and all members of the community. Topical issues are systematically presented, updated
so that people can have a single point of accesses.’ In addition, some universities offered
another form where lecturers could receive consultation directly by phone. 3INF: ‘We try
to respond to those calls as much as we can. When you see a problem, you try to address it
as quickly as possible to ensure that the problem does not persist’.

Timely and continuing academic support for lecturers is very important. Analysis of
the study data reveals two quality factors related to support for lecturers. The first one is
when support for lecturers was offered using centralized decision making, and the second
one was when the initiative was taken by the staff of the E-learning Technologies Centre.
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Most informants stressed the importance of providing lecturers with initial and then
continuous support during the preparation period by teaching them how to master distance
learning tools. 13INF: ‘The E-learning Technology Centre has conducted training weekly,
sometimes even twice a week, on how to use tools, also prepared instructions for using
Zoom, Teams’; 7INF: ‘There have been specific training on how to prepare tests, how to
make some recommendations regarding final theses etc.’.

In addition to training, information was given to lecturers via e-mail about various
recommendations to be used when preparing or conducting distance lectures, and these
recommendations were broad in scope. 1INF: ‘Methodological material was being devel-
oped for lecturers on how to make a didactic use of platforms, how to provide feedback
to students, how to organize group work, examination, use the open-book method, etc.’;
4INF: ‘Afterwards those instructions and short videos were very helpful’.

Another decision on assisting lecturers to ensure the quality of studies was taken.
It was decided to organize the exchange of best practices. This was carried out either
on a university-wide basis or within the faculty. Several informants emphasized their
importance and positive impact on the studies. 8INF: ‘The Department of Quality and
Study Development, which has mobilized some foreign lecturers, has been truly active.
They organized such workshops, shared experiences or carried out remote training’, 14INF:
‘We did internally, at the initiative of our own lecturers who are advanced in the use of
technology’. It should be noted that if training to work remotely usually took place at
the beginning of quarantine on general issues, then the exchange of best practices was
usually organized later as if to deepen the competences of lecturers. A common issue for all
lecturers was how to organize student examinations. 15INF: ‘Many people were very active
in sharing ideas with each other on how to organize examination and testing, whether to
take tests or use other types of written tasks’. One of the greatest needs for lecturers was
ensuring academic integrity. Only on a systematic and broad-scale can this be achieved,
not on an individual basis.

3.3.4. Support for Students

Development of additional support measures for students. The quality factors of the
study process are directed to support students. A number of measures had been taken and
it should be noted that the provision of technical equipment was only one form of support,
while others concerned academic and financial support. Some informants said they were
applying to a one-stop-shop during the quarantine period so that students would get all the
information they needed in a single place. First of all, when it came to academic support,
unified questions were ‘prepared together with answers on the website so that as many
people as possible could access them’. 2INF: ‘A common email was created for students
who could contact at the beginning of the quarantine and each individual problem was
directly addressed, for example, quarantine in dormitory’. Secondly, as financial support,
students could receive a social scholarship if needed. 11INF: ‘Opportunity to receive
social scholarships was communicated to everyone’. Close cooperation with members of
Students’ Representation or a large number of students in general, facilitates the notice and
elimination of issues.

As a separate form of support for students, psychologist’s help should be distin-
guished. This was emphasized by the management of several universities. 2INF: ‘A
psychologist at our university provided psychological counselling remotely since there
was an increasing need for it’. 13INF: ‘We have two psychologists, and we asked them
to prepare recommendations. These recommendations were prepared for both students
and lecturers.’

3.3.5. Technical Base

Technical provision for community members. Improving/developing a technical base
is one of the most important quality factors. First of all, it was decided to purchase Zoom
licenses for videoconferencing enabling lectures longer than 40 min. 12INF: ‘We understood
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the need and had to buy additional licenses abruptly to make better use of the lecture’.
Secondly, other necessary technical means were provided and the need was learned from
the faculties. 6INF: ‘Since we have tablets, we have distributed them. We even distributed
and allowed taking stationary computers to those who needed them and could take them’.
Third, some universities made decisions regarding additional rooms to record lectures for
the purposes of the faculty: ‘We bought and prepared two recording studies: one on the X
Street, where we have a building and the other one right here, so it is easier for lecturers to
record lectures’ (6INF).

3.3.6. Study Process Control

Quality control is one of the processes that ensure the quality of studies. However,
only a few of the informants mentioned the control of the process. However, analyzing
the obtained research results in various sections, it can be observed that the control of
the study process in extreme study conditions pays off. This way, students are not left to
work on their own but rather the traditional form of learning is maintained while learning
remotely. 5INF: ‘Therefore, the faculty had decided to check the schedules for the first two
weeks. These may have been drastic measures but once we started and found that lecturers
understood the instructions, we proceeded to stop the checks. We wanted to make sure
that it was going according to schedule and that the lecturer was actually meeting with
students since the contact was very important’.

4. Conclusions and Discussion

After analyzing the data of the qualitative research on the organization of the educa-
tional process during the pandemic period in dealing with administrative issues, a close
connection between opportunities, challenges, and sustainable quality factors was found.
These categories have a horizontal link where changes have an impact and open up new
opportunities, requiring sustainable quality factors. The COVID-19 pandemic forced higher
education institutions to rapidly adapt to new conditions and ensure the transition of the
study process into distance education. New challenges associated with online teaching and
learning will create a space for innovative thinking and innovative solutions [33]. This type
of transformation led to changes in the study process and has opened new opportunities
gradually moving from a stressful and unstable situation.

Therefore, the category of change has revealed formal and informal changes in studies.
As all efforts were concentrated on a smooth transition from contact to distance learning
and the provision of quality studies, the informal part of the studies was affected more:
various events were cancelled or they took on a different form. Formal studies tried to
maintain the same schedule to make it easier to control contact and student self-study hours.
Adaptation, organization, and implementation of specialized subjects experienced the most
changes. There were issues since some of the laboratory works or practical assignments
could not be adapted and carried out remotely in order to achieve the expected study results.
Furthermore, the organization and execution of the final thesis defense were challenging
but these processes were managed successfully and therefore most of the issues were
solved as well. Changes caused most problems to those subjects or units of study programs
that required practical skills and to the experiments necessary for final projects. However,
changes have also brought some positivity as well. The research revealed deep changes in
the way students learn, driven by the quality of teaching activities. By making necessary
changes to studies and adapting them to distance learning, lecturers did it responsibly.
They started preparing for lectures anew, mastering new distance learning tools, introduced
innovative study elements and developed high-quality distance learning material. This
led to an improvement in student attendance and developed their learning skills. It is
important to notice that they were successful.

By reorganizing the study process and adapting it to distance learning, lecturers did so
responsibly by re-preparing for lectures, using new innovative learning tools, introducing
many innovative study elements, and preparing high-quality distance learning materials.
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This led to an improvement in student attendance and the development of their indepen-
dent learning skills. Belonging to community and the link is of utmost importance in
distance learning as well as development of meaningful relationships with one’s instructors
and classmates, not excluding goals and interests similar to groupmates [52]. It is important
to notice that the successful change was due to a focused and collaborative academic
community across the university and not just at the faculty level. A flexible and supporting
online learning environment was able to fight against social isolation and increase social
participation, but lecturers needed constant help to learn how to enable them to do this
practically [18,36].

Considering new opportunities, it should be mentioned that they were motivated by
the increased internal motivation of lecturers. They gained self-confidence and prepared
(learned) to teach remotely. Therefore, deep reasons (internal motivation of lecturers) have
primarily influenced the implementation and development of distance studies not only
during the pandemic period but also after it. Lecturers will want to apply the elements of
distance learning in traditional studies, including when writing or defending their final
project, they have also opened up opportunities and have shown that the work they put in
during the pandemic is valuable and sustainable, as the quality of subject content can be
improved annually. Lecturers will need to engage in novel methods to achieve effective
teaching outcomes, which may affect the quality of tertiary education [8].

In addition, the pandemic period has influenced and opened up new opportunities
for the work of university management, where remote work elements are already or will
be applied in the future. Their use has led to closer communication between the central
university leadership and the faculty administration. Secondly, it should be noted that
new forms of study have been opened, not only nationally but also internationally. All
universities involved in the research confirmed the realization of a mixed form (blended
learning) master’s degree, as well as expanded opportunities for foreign student studies
and their mobility and that of lecturers. For this reason, hybrid studies will be applied in
many cases. Most authors [52–54] suppose that online, partially online, or mixed learning
processes are most frequently related to the inverted class method. However, regardless
of the selected online learning method, the most important points of the online learning
process for students are through the promotion of self-learning, interaction with teaching
staff, planning activities, including the preparation of an appropriate environment, the
use of multimedia, and a proper and accepted evaluation system. Thirdly, the pandemic
has opened up opportunities to provide services internally and to other institutions at the
national and international level, including the provision of didactic training for teachers or
other distance courses/training.

Sustainable quality assurance factors are essential for the success of opportunity
processes that are change driven. The research revealed that sustainable quality factors are
divided into six, closely related types: administrative actions, cooperation between different
levels of management and the academic community, development and maintenance of
a technical base, timely and continuous support for lectures, comprehensive support for
students, and study process control.

The limitations of this research arise from engaging representatives from different
universities due to the difference in experience levels and the small number of informants.
The opportunities, quality factors, and required changes were formulated and based on
the attitudes of expert representatives of the university authorities who participated in
the research. Lecturers and students, whose opinions and experience could supplement
the acquired research results, did not participate in the research. Only considering the
experience of the latter, the experts formulated their attitude.

It can also be foregrounded that, rather than directly, which is more common in
conducting in-depth interviews, the research data were collected using an online tool,
for example Zoom. The subjectivity factor should also be considered, as this might have
affected the research data during the analysis of the qualitative data.
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The conducted study reflects the situation of higher education institutions in Lithuania
during the emergency period but can be transferred to other countries as well. Further
research based on a similar framework could compare the experiences of different coun-
tries or geopolitical regions. Such research would be one of the priorities for the future.
Further research could include comparative qualitative changes and encountered country
or institution-specific problems and challenges as well as suggesting solutions.
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