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INtroduction

HCT implemented an agile methodology

With the global COVID-19 pandemic severely impacting
and restricting daily social and business activities
around the world, traditional (standard) education
models were also seismically disrupted. In the United
Arab Emirates, the pandemic had a major impact on
physical attendance at educational institutions, as
precautionary and preventive measures taken to limit
the spread of COVD-19 meant that classrooms had to
be closed.

The Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT), the UAE's
largest federal, applied higher education institution,
was urgently required to consider how it would
continue to provide classes, assessments and an
engaging educational experience to approximately
23,000 students, mid-way through a semester,
in order for students to complete their respective
programs and graduate. In adherence to the guidelines
and directives from the UAE government, HCT halted
all in-person events and activities, including classes,
gatherings, and meetings, for students, staff, and
faculty members from March 1, 2020.

Asaresult, HCT was galvanized to completely transition
from a learning system comprised of in-person, “brick
and mortar” campuses to a system of online classes
and service delivery for the student body. HCT took
an agile methodology to increase its efforts towards
ensuring students, and their education, were not
affected. This required a “whole of HCT" approach,
where all students, faculty, and administrative staff
at the 16 campuses were mobilized and engaged
to ensure a seamless transition to digital learning
platforms.

Due to the proactive action taken by HCT's
management, the institution successfully transitions
from its traditional learning model to a 100%-online
version, which was enthusiastically embraced by its
student body, and faculty, and staff members. As a
result, HCT's strategies and implementation actions
became a role model for other institutions to adopt.
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The Challenge

Delivering uninterrupted learning to 23,000 students in 16 campuses

Parallel to its strategic COVID-19 health and
safety plan of action, which was formulated
for implementation on the campuses, HCT
undertook a complementary goal of ensuring
uninterrupted learning for approximately
23,000 students across 16 campuses,
mid-way through the academic year. In
addressing this objective, HCT was faced
with a formidable challenge: to seamlessly
transition its community from a traditional
face-to-face teaching methodology in
physical classrooms to entirely online virtual
learning and teaching.

In considering this weighty challenge, HCT
had to address several issues, including:

e How to deliver classes, assessments,
and an engaging educational experience to
students in the final months of the 2019-
2020 academic year, to enable them to
complete course work in their respective
programs, or to graduate.

* How to successfully direct and instruct
students to an immersive, 100% virtual
learning experience.

¢ How to ensure its faculty and staff were
ready, willing, and able to deliver the virtual
learning experience, using new teaching
methodologies while maintaining the

continuity of HCT's core business functions.

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic



* Howtomanagetheneedsandexpectations
of all stakeholders, including parents
and guardians, employers, governmental
authorities, and society in general.

e How to adapt to, and comply with,
constantly changing requirements, directives
andinstructions fromregulatorsandauthorities.

To address these issues, HCT needed to
develop and implement a comprehensive
virtual learning experience, while ensuring the
preparedness of staff and faculty on the use of
the new technologies, tools, and solutions. The
revolutionary changes to HCT's educational
delivery model had to be implemented and then
communicated to students and faculty with a
strong, positive conviction and an empathetic
tone that preserved the confidence of all
stakeholders, including parents and guardians,
authorities, and society in general.

ONLINE
ASSESSMENTS &
EXAMINATIONS

Other challenges included ensuring a robust,
yet flexible, infrastructure was in place for the
transition; conducting fully online assessments
and examinations; maintaining the same levels
of student engagement and attendance rates in
an online environment; ensuring staff continue
to be available while working remotely; and
providing continuous support through all
available channels, including the My HCT call
center, online chat, and smart platforms.

Leveragingits forward thinking and technology-
focused institutional strategy, HCT set about
achieving a seamless transition that would
transform the online learning and teaching
experiences of its students.

LEARNING
EXPERIENCE

STUDENT &
FACULTY
ENGAGEMENT

Online Learning

MyHCT
App
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Achlievements

Creating an efficient eLearning strategy

HCT not only succeeded in
overcoming this challenge,
it proved the agility of
its new education model,
and the robustness of
its infrastructure, by
transitioning virtually
overnight  without any
notable disruptions
or setbacks. Several
factors played a role in
the seamless transition,
including a student body
largely consisting of
digitally native and tech-

3,000

Online
Lectures

From Crisis

savvy youth. Moreover, the
most important element
was HCT's technology-
oriented measures, which
were already in operation
before the pandemic and
considerably hastened the
transformation.

HCT's quest for digitized
education was already
progressing at a rapid pace,
as it was investing in its
technology ecosystem
since 2017, shaping it

20,000*

Students in
Pilot Program

to Achievements
STRENGTHEN THE AGILITY AND
FLEXIBILITY ACROSS LEVELS

around an expected 10-
year educational outlook.
Since 2018, HCT had been
preparing for the launch of a
virtual classroom model that
adopts an Uber-like, service-
on-demand, smartelearning
strategy. The initiative was
designed to respond to the
developments of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, using
an innovative and digital
higher education model to
perform a paradigm shift
from in-person classes

95%

Students
Attendance
Rate
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91.5%

to remote learning. It
ultimately evolved into,
what is today, the HCT's
DIGI Campus, a completely
online learning platform for
students.

The DIGI Camus now serves
as a centralized online
environment, which is
open to all HCT community
members and can be
personalized according to
students’ interests and
their affiliation with the
university. Through Digi
Campus, users can obtain
learning resources, provide
learning content, deliver
student and academic
services, enjoy  extra-
curricular  activities, and
foster further interaction
with the HCT community.

To ensure that its remote
learning model met global
standards, HCT collaborated
closely with its longtime
partner, Blackboard and
other technology leaders,
such as Zoom. The
partnerships ensured the
availability of the virtual

world's  best  possible
teaching, learning, and
assessment  tools. This

helped deliver personalized
educational experiences
for both academics and
students.

HCT also had a significant
advantage in preparedness
with its faculty having
received extensive
professional development
using Blackboard Learn, and
its integrated technologies,
over the past few years. In
addition, faculty members
were able to adapt quickly
to the use of the new online
interactive tools through
professional training
workshops. Designed to
equip attendees with the
key  competencies and
practical skills needed to
conduct online courses,
these  workshops  give
faculty the confidence to
transition from face-to-face
teaching to blended, or fully
online, modes. As part of
this learning enhancement
process, HCT faculty also
had the opportunity to
earn prestigious e-Teacher
certificates from Blackboard
International.

With all the necessary
tools in operation and its
proactive strategiesinplace,
HCT made a successful
transition and has been
delivering all its teaching
and learning services, as
well as assessments and
extra-curricular  activities,
completely online since
March 2020. Prior to this

teeeeeed

Student

Satisfaction Rate
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implementation, HCT
ensured that students and
faculty would embrace
this evolution in learning
practices by conducting
a two-day pilot program
to gauge the satisfaction
levels of its faculty and
students with the virtual
tools and technological
solutions. Through the pilot,
HCT was also able to ensure
continuity of services while
maintaining adequate
scalability of its technology
infrastructure.

The test results were
overwhelmingly  positive,
registering a 91.5%
satisfaction level. Both
academics and students
provided positive feedback
on their use of the
Blackboard Collaborate
ULTRA video conferencing
technology. The pilot, which
engaged more than 20,000
students, logged 272
online training sessions for
faculty and 3,000 online
lectures. High attendance
was maintained by the new
virtual model, with 95% of
students attending the pilot.
Moreover, around 1,200
faculty members enrolled in
Professional Development
(PD) training sessions for
a total of 14,000 certified
hours.

14000

Certified
Professional
Development
Hours
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751k

Student online
connections on the
HCT Instagram
account (re online
learning
experience)

Almost

24,k

Connections
recorded in peak
hours of program

Less than

1%
of incidents

(all resolved
same day)
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Additional, important

data gained from the
e-Learning Pilot Program
(March 4-5, 2020), as
detailed below, revealed
the level of success and

acceptance of the online
learning environment by
HCT students and faculty.
The relevant data was as
follows:

e 71% of faculty
members expressed high
satisfaction with exercise
outcomes

e 73% of faculty
confirmed ability to deliver
online lectures with the
same efficiency as in-
person lectures

minutes of online teaching
and learning; all delivered
via Blackboard Collaborate
ULTRA. On the first day of
the fully remote learning
initiative for the semester,
HCT recorded 2100 online
classes. Throughout the
online semester, students
successfully logged onto
Blackboard a total of
1,691,617 times, and
faculty logins numbered
113,129.

y addition, program
assessments and exams
were administered
remotely, delivered
through Blackboard's
Respondus LockDown
Browser with Monitor. More

30,000 +

Unique Connections Recorded
Throughout The Day

Following the pilot, HCT's
virtual learning platform
continued to be embraced,
due to the user-friendly
and innovative Blackboard
tools. From March 22 to May
16, HCT logged 61,804 live
online classes and 85 million

than 1,115,659 remotely
proctored assessments
and 4,198,558 minutes of
assessment sessions were
logged for the May 10-19,
2020 period. This equated
to 59,000 performed
assessments  for  that
period.

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic



The overall success of the
online delivery of courses can
be seen from the extremely
high, overall acceptance by
the HCT community with
the digital imitative, with
90% faculty satisfaction of

Leading

in Crisis ...
Championing
Achievements

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic

the teaching platform and
faculty utilizing the new
system to complete 45,000
online training hours within
one month. Overall, faculty
completed 55,000 digital
professional development

3

hours. In addition, the 95%
student attendance rate with
the online learning system
confirmed their acceptance
of, and preference for, digital
learning.
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HC ['s Digi Campus

Removing Barriers To Connectivity

As part of HCT's philosophy of providing a holistic educational
experience forits student body, campus life at HCT's 16 campuses is
not limited to lessons, but also includes social, professional, athletic,
and volunteering activities. Cognizant of this fact, HCT replicated its
students’ campus lives as far as possible in its virtual Digi Campus

The Digi Campus is a one-stop, smart portal where students can
access a variety of services, all offered online, such as;

e e-Life skills and e-Counselling: To help students manage their
wellbeing and mental health, HCT offered online e-counselling on weekdays
from 8 am to 3 pm via Zoom. Students could book sessions by phone call or
email. Students can access a series of life skills videos, to help them with
their studies and general life-coping skills

 e-Health, Nutrition and Fitness: Students had access to a wide range
of health and fitness-related videos, including exercise and fitness programs.
These are updated daily and enable students to interact with their campus
sports team online.

e e-Reading Space: Recreating the library environment was HCT's
e-reading space, where selected students could participate in book review
sessions with a General Academic Requirements Division (GARD) faculty
member via Blackboard Collaborate Ultra. Selected readings were uploaded
each week and students received four volunteering hours for their
participation.

12 HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic



e e-Volunteering: Students could earn four volunteering hours by
submitting areport, poster design, or logo design related to their volunteering
activities. They could also participate in scheduled live discussion with
campus volunteering officers via Blackboard Collaborate Ultra.

e e-Competitions: To keep students engaged and motivated, HCT

organised weekly e-competitions. Students could answer a short quiz or
@ submit an inspirational vlog to win prizes. They could also participate in
— HCT's League of Champions Online Gaming Competition.

These activities continued throughout the summer semester to keep students engaged
in a comprehensive schedule of non-academic activities. These e-services for students have
been expanded during the Fall 2020-2021 semester to include the following:

e (i

e-Happiness e-Student Students The Determined e-Alumni Hub
Acitivities Clubs Got Talent Ones
(online edition)

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic 13



(ampus without borders,
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Education System

A Future
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As part of HCT's continuous efforts to
recognise the hard work, dedication and
achievements of its students and staff, the
Student Engagement & Success department
hosted a Virtual Year-end Recognition
Ceremony on the platform. The ceremony
honoured HCT members’ endeavors and
contributions in the following categories:

e Top Student Volunteers for 2019-
2020

e Best e-Volunteering Student Work
* Top 2 e-Volunteering Campuses

e Campus with Highest Number of
Community Service Partners

A further series of awards recognized
significant contributions to Digi Campus
e-Activities, including e-Sports & Fitness;

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic

e-Life Skills; e-Volunteering; e-Reading
Spaces; and the Top Campus Contributors.

The creation of the HCT Digi Campus
has proven to be hugely successful with
students affirming their overall happiness
with this style of learning, as shown in a
number of student surveys with close to
100% satisfaction ratings. In addition, HCT
faculty have also been keen advocates of
the digital learning platform, hosting over
1 million teaching hours to connect with
students virtually through more than 41,000
online, interactive classes. They have also
embraced the digital learning environment
for their own benefit by using it to complete
personalized Professional Development
training.
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Employability & [ndustry

Empowering HCT students and graduates to
succeed in the workforce of the future

HCT's core role is to produce well-educated,
well-rounded graduates capable of making
significant contributions to our nation in
whatever fields they choose as career paths.
The philosophy behind this is that HCT does
not simply graduate a student who has
completed a higher education qualification. We
are graduating future leaders who are keen to
learn and adapt for life in the workplace.

To this end, HCT's Employability and Industry
Engagement Department (EIE) empowers all
HCT students and graduates to succeed in
the workforce of the future, by supporting
them in developing employability skills
and building their future careers. This is
facilitated by engaging with students and
industry stakeholders in mutually beneficial
arrangements, such as training sessions, open
days, work placements, and more.

The EIE department provides four primary
services, as an integral part of the HCT4.0
Strategy's feature of “Employability & Beyond”,
being:

1. Career Counseling & Support Services
2. Work Placement

3. Employment Opportunities

4

Support for Applied Research

700

Industry
Partners

_

With HCT having more than 300 signed
agreements and 700 industry partners, the
EIE department strives to build and maintain
strategic and collaborative partnerships with
national and international organizations from all
industry sectors. Through these partnerships,
HCT enables students to utilize the skillsets
obtained during their studies, whilst gaining
valuable  hands-on  experience. These
partnerships also benefit the participating
companies and entities by connecting them
with talented and skilled HCT graduates,
who are ready, willing, and able to enter the
workforce.

HCT offers a variety of workshops aimed
at preparing students for work placement,
covering key topics such as professionalism
in the workplace, e-interview skills, how to
prepare for job interviews, CV writing skills, job
search tips, networking benefits and employers’
expectations, workplace ethics, health and
safety measures, and how to build a powerful
personal brand, among others.

With coronavirus precautionary measures
in place, two main challenges are preparing
students for pre-work placements while
staff are working remotely, and the inability
of employer partners to accommodate work
placement students on-site.

300

Signed
Agreements

16
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To overcome these issues, the Employability
Innovation & Entrepreneurship Department
(EIE) launched the HCT Ambassador Program,
offered through the E-Employability Hub
as part of the Digi Campus. This initiative
provides Uber-like employability readiness
services through Pre-Work Placement Modules,
delivered fully online. Accordingly, the students
are certified in each skill (i.e. Interview Skills,
Personal Branding, Writing an Effective CV, and
Job search techniques.) In terms of the work
placement, two options were introduced, work
from home and industry-based remote problem
solving.

To secure work placements on time and avoid
graduation delays, opportunities are being
sought in the private and public sectors.
Accordingly, HCT students can opt for different
types of industry-related work placements,

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic

depending on program and industry availability.

On-site work placements are available in
vital sectors, including logistics, water and
electricity, oil refineries, and power plants.
There are also opportunities for Business, IT,
Applied Media, and Engineering students at
25 HCT start-ups in Dubai, Sharjah, and Ras Al
Khaimah. Work placement teams are also based
at every campus for students pursuing projects
related to academic programs.

Work placement is also available for those
wishing to work from home, provided they can
perform their tasks remotely as approved by
the employers.

The DIGI Campus online portal also features
the HCT's Kawader platform, which is a portal
providing HCT graduates a direct gateway to
the UAE job market.

17



Employees

Providing an effective online education system &

work environment

The transition to online
learning  was equally
challenging for faculty and
staff, requiring them to
receive extensive training
on the new methods
of training delivery and
student engagement.

HCT took a proactive
approach from the onset of
the coronavirus (COVID-19)
pandemic, implementing
a range of precautionary
measures to ensure the
wellbeing of employees,
and enabling them to carry
out their duties efficiently
and diligently.

To prevent the spread of
COVID-19, aremote working
policy (Work From Home)
was implemented in March,
in accordance with UAE
government guidelines and
directives. This policy saw
faculty members deliver
their lessons entirely online,
while administrative staff
were directed to work from
home. For job requirements
that could not be offered
remotely, a limited number
of employees were present

&

Work From Home

in the workplace to ensure
service, business, and
quality continuity.

To assist employees
in undertaking their
responsibilities during the
exceptional circumstances
of the “new normal”, HCT
launched a Work From Home
(WFH) portal, which enabled
employees to  submit
daily task forms, class
schedules, and proposed
academic activities. To help
staff navigate the portal
effectively, HCT provided a
comprehensive user guide
outlining its functions. The
Human Resources team
communicated regularly
with staff members to
keep them updated on the
situation and HCT's policies
and procedures.

Providing an effective
online education system
and work environment for
25,000 + HCT members was
not a spur of the moment
action, but the product of
foresight, planning, an “all
of HCT" dedicated effort,
and investment in human

Proactive Crisis
Notifications

capital. The success of the
online learning program, in
which over 90% of users
rated favorably via an
HCT survey, proved that
investing in human capital
development always wins.
Thereadinessofinstitutions,
students and faculty, and
their  cooperation  with
implementation, led to this
success.

To achieve the work from
home “buy-in” from all
internal HCT stakeholders,
a  comprehensive  and
transparent  plan  was
promulgated and
implemented to ensure
that employees’ health and
well-being was a priority
for HCT. Regular e-notices
were shared with the
HCT community, covering
topics such as maintaining
physical and mental
health, coping with stress,
anxiety and isolation, and
even how best to create
an ideal home office. This
helped HCT employees
embrace the “new normal”
work conditions during the
pandemic.

i)
Social Physical
Distancing

_"_ .

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic




HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic

In line with government guidelines and best
practices to curb the spread of the virus, all in-
person events and gatherings were canceled.
Accordingly, HCT staff were encouraged to
undertake online training for their PD needs,
using platforms such as LinkedIn Learning and
Blackboard, while conducting meetings via online
platforms, such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams.

With the start of the Fall 2020-21 semester in
August 2020, HCT was committed to maintaining
the highest levels of vigilance in its health
and safety practices. Strict hygiene and social
distancing measures remain in place, facilities
are regularly sanitized, and electronic fingerprint
scanners have been replaced with ID card scanners
as an added precaution.

19
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Qutcome

Preemptive, Resilient, Innovative and, Agile - Transition to online learning

HCT adapted to the changes
brought about by the global
health crisis by seamlessly
transitioning to a complete
digital experience. This was
achieved through various
solutions that ensured
continued education,
as well as devising new
approaches to student life,
employability, and academic
advising.

This collective response
bore the hallmarks of being
Preemptive, Resilient,
Innovative  and, Agile.
The resulting success of
the transition to online
learning, with over 90%
user satisfaction rates,
proved that long-term
investment in technology
and human capital, coupled
with timely, proactive and
decisive steps, make for
a winning combination.
Furthermore, the readiness
of the institution, student
body, and faculty, and the
wholehearted cooperation
of stakeholders, ensured
the transitioning process
was successful.

Through HCT's partnership

342

=

Online Summer
Semester Courses

with Blackboard Inc., it has
been able to provide digital
teaching and learning
programs and technologies
for its student body and
faculty. As a result, HCT
has enhanced the digital
learning experience,
awarded e-Teacher
certificates to faculty, and
established a Blackboard
Centre of Excellence at
HCT to achieve digital
transformation in its
campuses and build a digital
infrastructure. This was a
key factor in the successful
and smooth transition to
online learning during the
pandemic, as well as HCT's
implementation of the
hybrid learning system this
year.

The successful rapid
deployment of HCT's digital
learning platform led to the
introduction of the Hybrid
Education model, which
is a mix of face-to-face
classroom education (on
campus) and online, “learn
anywhere” education. This
model provides flexibility
of learning for students,

enabling them to learn at
their own pace, re-watch
recorded class lessons, and
complete group work online
or on-campus.

Courses that require
hands-on  learning can
be held on campus, while
courses focused on theory
learning will be online.
This combination gives
students the best of theory
and applied studies in their
courses, and makes classes
more flexible. While some
extra-curricular  students’
activities can be conducted
on campus, the majority will
be delivered via HCT's Digi-
Campus platforms.

Under the HCT's hybrid
learning model, on-campus
work by students will be
limited to:

e Laboratory work,
workshops, seminars
and presentations

e Assessments/exams

e Applied research
activities

e  Entrepreneurship

activities at InnCuVation
spaces

20%

summer
semester

Enrolment Increase
in 2019-2020

Hybrid

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic
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HCT's adoption of “hybrid”
learning was the result of
five factors:

1. Reducing student
attendance rates on
campus, particularly for
theoretical courses. This
was after determining
the ratio of theoretical to
practical/applied  content
for each course, while
accommodating a greater
number of students.

2. Re-structuring
educational facilities for
applied studies by allocating
spaces for laboratory work.

3. Focusing on student
innovation and
entrepreneurship, which are
key pillars for overcoming
future  challenges and
boosting the economy.

4. Reviewing academic
programsandspecializations
to meet the needs of
growing vital sectors, and
the changing nature of jobs
in post-COVID-19 times.
The fields to be considered
include:

e Health Sciences

e Advanced technology,
and vital technologies
related to food security

e Computer Information
Science

e Applied research, and
more

. Recruiting teachers and

Ul

experts from around the
world to work remotely in
key fields, eliminating the
need to bring them to the
UAE.

HCT's successful transition
to an online, digital learning
environment has resulted in
the institution updating its
work procedures for staff
and faculty during the 2020-
2021 academic year. These
changes included options
for employees to work from
home 1 day per week, while
academic staff can vary
their office and home-based
hours according to class
schedules, enabling them to
work from home up to three
days per week.

Other outcomes of the
successful implementation
of the digital learning
initiative included:

e HCT offering 342 online
summer semester courses

e A 20% Increase in
enrolment in the 2019-
2020 summer semester
(compared to the previous
summer semester)

e Students completed
3220 online volunteer
hours within two months of
the online system

e The creation of 13
licensed start-ups, via the
HCT's InnCuVation Spaces

The statistics and feedback
garnered by HCT for its

3220 o500

\Jolunteer Hours (in 2 months)

HCT WHITEPAPER COVID-19 Pandemic

online interactive initiatives
present a proven track
record for a learning and
teaching  system  that
is not only flexible, but
appeals to both the current

and future generations
of learners.  Moreover,
it sets a benchmark

for HCT in the field of
digital transformation,
strengthening its position
as a leader in the education
sector. We have seen
increased engagement from
both staff and students
with no loss of productivity.

As the world eventually
movesonfromthepandemic,
education models may be
forever altered. A hybrid
of online and in-person
teaching may emerge as the
most successful method.
In any case, a strong
technological infrastructure
provides a solid foundation
for organizing, monitoring,
and supplementing on-
campus activities, and is a
worthwhile investment for
any educational institution.

We share our experience
during these challenging
times so that other
educational institutions in
the UAE, and elsewhere, can
benefit, and to support the
UAE government’'s ongoing
digital transformation
efforts.

13

Licensed
start-ups
Created
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