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Abstract
AIM: This study was undertaken to elaborate the precautionary methods taken by the College of Medicine of 
Qassim University for conduction of students’ academic examinations (exams) in the university campus during the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic.

METHODS: This study was conducted on undergraduate medical students (n = 674) from September 2020 to April 
2021 in the College of Medicine at Qassim University. The switch into conducting examinations within the center 
was managed by the examination committee. Multiple online workshops were conducted to the staff and students 
regarding the precautionary measures and the examination procedures to prevent the transmission of the disease 
among students and staff. New guidelines for undertaking the examinations were designed and implemented at the 
examination centers in the university campus during COVID-19 pandemic.

RESULTS: All the examinations were conducted in a satisfactory manner under one roof under the supervision of 
the invigilation team within the examination center located in the university campus. The strict implementation of 
precautionary guidelines and the crucial steps to prevent the spread of coronavirus facilitated the accomplishment of 
this vital task in a smooth manner with no case of COVID-19 reported in any of the staff or students who participated 
in this activity.

CONCLUSION: This study revealed the precautionary methods and steps undertaken by the college of medicine, 
Qassim University in terms of conducting examinations within campus. If implementation of precautionary measures 
should be carried out in a proper manner then it is possible to conduct examinations under one roof.
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Introduction

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is 
an infectious disease that is caused by severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARSCoV2) [1]. 
The name of this novel virus was coined on February 
11, 2020 by the International Committee on Taxonomy 
of Viruses (2.ICTV) [2]. This virus belongs to 
Coronaviridae family, from which previously several 
viruses emerged that were accountable for a series 
of global epidemics [3]. These include severe acute 
respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus (SARS-
Cov1) and Middle East respiratory syndrome-related 

coronavirus (MERS Cov); however none of these virus 
resulted in a global pandemic. As observed by the novel 
SARS-CoV2 affecting nearly every country, bringing the 
world to a pause by shattering down all the insolence 
of modern-day civilization making human realize that 
still there are lots of concealed catastrophic challenges 
which are to be faced on this planet [4]. After being first 
detected in Wuhan province, which is an industrial hub 
of People’s Republic of China, this virus rapidly spread 
throughout the world implementing its cataclysmic 
effects [5], [6]. To avert, people from getting infected by 
this novel infection, various prevention measures and 
guidelines were introduced by the relevant authorities. 
These ranged from simple precautions such as wearing 
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masks, gloves, and undergoing precautions to regional 
or countrywide lock downs and travel restrictions to curb 
down the infection rate [5], [6]. One of the most crucial 
tasks during this pandemic was regarding the continuity 
of the education process in an unfeigned manner. 
Traditional mode of teaching by educational institutes 
requires gathering of a large number of students under 
the same roof, continuing this practice would serve as 
a potential source of transmission of this virus among 
the students as well as in the community [7]. For this 
purpose, distance-based learning was implemented 
as a mode of teaching with aid of digital technology 
and virtual learning tools; however, a bigger challenge 
regarding the academic assessment of students by 
conducting examinations [8]. The major hurdle in 
conducting the online examination was transparency 
as it was very multifarious to evaluate that the students 
are not being deceitful during the examination. Keeping 
this predicament under view of the administration of 
the College of Medicine, Qassim University decided to 
conduct the examination in the university campus. The 
students were requested by the college administration 
to visit university campus and the examination was 
conducted under supervision of college faculty, hence, 
assuring the intelligibility. In this aspect, the present 
study was designed to explore the preventive methods 
taken by the College of Medicine, Qassim University, 
while conducting students’ academic examinations in 
the university campus during COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods

Study participants and announcement of 
general guidelines

This study was performed on undergraduate 
medical students (n = 674) from September 2020 to April 
2021 in the College of Medicine at Qassim University in 
KSA during their academic year examination in COVID-
19 era. The general guidelines were virtually announced 
before conduction of examinations. All the approved 
regulations and instructions of the examinations were 
announced on the virtual site that was Blackboard. It 
included the general seating plans, locations, and total 
number of students, which had been received from 
the Central Examination Committee (CEC) – to all the 
students of that block/course at least 3 working days 
before the start of the examination. Ensuring that the 
chief invigilator received the answer sheets, attendance 
sheet, and examination booklets from the CEC at least 
2 working days before the start of the examination.

Managing students in the examination center

The average number of students in each 
level was 120 in total, with the number male students 

approximately ranging in between 80 and 90 and 
female students about 35–50 in total. The students 
were divided into small groups ranging from 10 to 12 
students allocated in each. The students were informed 
online regarding their seat number a day before the 
examination by posting the seating arrangement on the 
virtual platform called blackboard. The management 
of students in groups at examination centers during 
COVID-19 pandemic are summarized in Figure  1. To 
avoid crowd gathering in the examination campus, the 
invigilation faculty and the students were requested 
to arrive approximately 1  h before the conduction of 
examination. Every person proceeding toward the 
examination hall was directed by arrow signs to avoid 
any human interaction during the arrival. Core body 
temperature of every person entering the examination 
venue was assessed by the aid of digital thermometers 
and it was made assured that the digital thermometers 
are calibrated and up to the mark on daily basis. On 
entering the main corridor of examination, hall students 
were asked to stand in specially created rows on which 
stickers for social distancing were pasted on the floor at 
a distance of 3 feet apart. Each row comprises 10–12 
students, on completion of the number of students in 
the row, they were asked to move ahead toward their 
examination room under supervision of administrative 
personnel who assured the safe physical distance in 
between each student during the whole process.

Use of personal protective equipment

All the examination invigilation team and 
students were explained through infection control 
protocols required for preventing transmission of 
COVID-19 through email as well as on virtual platforms. 
It was made mandatory for every person who is entering 
the examination center to wear gloves and a mask. In 
case, any student or invigilation team member fails to 
remember or his/her mask or gloves that were damaged, 
new ones were provided by university administration. 
Furthermore, it was made mandatory to wear a mask 
in the proper manner by covering the nose and mouth 
according to the international guidelines.

Environmental disinfection

The examination equipment, floor, and seats 
were disinfected with ethanol-based cleaning solutions 
on a daily basis before initiation of examination and 
after the examination ended under the supervision 
of trained administrative staff. Wall mounted ethanol-
based hand sanitizers were provided after every few 
meters. In wash rooms, liquid soap and hand towels 
were provided. Moreover, frequent flyers and charts 
elaborating the importance of hand hygiene, social 
distancing, and awareness about COVID-19 were 
pasted.
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Maintaining social distancing

In the examination venue, social distancing 
was austerely implemented. Seating arrangement 
was done in the manner, the distance between each 
chair was 3 feet or more and students were made to 
sit on alternate chairs. The chief invigilator had the 
right to ask a student to leave the examination under 
the following circumstances: If a student was caught 
breaching of University Examination Regulation and/or 
precautionary measures; if there was an evidence of 
student’s cheating such as possession of unauthorized 
materials; students misbehavior such as disturbing and 
distracting other students; and if a student does not 
follow the announced precautionary measurements of 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Distribution of examination material 
among students and conduction of examination

The examination consisted of two sections. The 
first section is the MCQ section, which is conducted by 
providing students with a question paper and students 
mark the correct option on a specific answer sheet which 
is checked through software. The second section of 
examination comprises an OSPE section, in which, the 
students are shown pictures and asked to write down 
the answers on answer booklet. The chief invigilator 
(with the presence of two other invigilators faculty) had 
to open the examination envelopes only at examination 
venue 15 min before the examination. At the beginning 
of the examination, the chief invigilator requested that 
all students have to check their examination booklet 
and ensure that no page is missing. If there is any 
discrepancy or a missing page, he/she should inform 
the CEC immediately and the inappropriate examination 

materials should be replaced as soon as possible by 
a correct copy. Students were asked to mention their 
identification number and name on the answer sheet. 
Attendance of students was obtained by viewing 
the identification card and the evaluator marked the 
student present. Students were not permitted to leave 
the examination venue before 30  min of the start of 
the theoretical examination and till end of the practical 
exams (OSPE/OSCE). After the examination was over, 
the students had to leave the examination venue in an 
organized manner in accordance with the arrangement 
prepared by the Precautionary Measures Committee.

Use of technology in university campus

Every person entering the examination venue 
was asked to show his present status regarding 
immunization, present, or past infection through a 
digital application named “Tawakkalna,” which was 
made mandatory in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and 
every citizen was obliged to have it in his cellular device. 
After the checking of the status, the students were 
asked to turn-off their cellular device. Moreover, the 
implementation of preventive protocols was observed 
with the help of surveillance cameras.

Checking of examination papers

At the end of the examination, the chief 
invigilator collected and counted the answered and 
unanswered sheets and delivered them to the CEC. 
The invigilators wore protective masks and gloves all 
the time and especially when dealing with the answer 
sheets and examination booklets as well as during 
the whole period of the examination. The CEC kept 

Figure 1: Management of medical students’ at the examination center of College of Medicine, Qassim University during COVID-19 pandemic. 
(a) Checking of vaccination status at the entrance gate through Tawakalna application. (b) Checking body temperature at the entrance gate. 
(c) Marked row for students waiting before entering the examination hall. (d) Waiting for students in rows to enter the examination hall. (e) Hand 
sanitizer bottle in the wall of the examination hall. (f) Sitting arrangement of students in the examination hall. (g) Sitting arrangement of students 
in the classroom. (h) Students sitting in the examination hall
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the examination papers in a secure location for 72  h 
after which the examination checking was initiated. The 
teaching staff responsible for checking the paper would 
be communicated through email and was specified 
regarding the date, time, and venue of checking paper. 
During checking, implementation of social distancing 
and wearing of masks and gloves was observed.

Results and Discussion

This is first study from Saudi Arabia to 
explore the precautionary methods for the conduction 
of examination in the university campus during 
COVID-19 pandemic. The outcomes of this novel 
study demonstrated that all the examinations were 
conducted in a satisfactory manner under one roof 
under the supervision of an invigilation team within the 
examination center located in the university campus. 
The strict implementation of precautionary guidelines 
and the crucial steps to prevent the spread of 
coronavirus facilitated the accomplishment of this vital 
task in a smooth manner with no case of COVID-19 
reported in any of the staff or students who participated 
in this activity. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
adoption of virtual learning was the only safe and 
reasonable educational option that ensured students’ 
engagement along with fulfilling their knowledge gaps 
as well as competencies of the health professional 
educators [9], [10], [11]. However, to provide high 
standards of medical education, it was mandatory not 
to compromise on merit so that the students who would 
be practicing as the future health practitioners would not 
be lacking the skills and knowledge required to deliver 
quality health management to the community [12], [13]. 
To accomplish this goal, the Qassim University 
administration after extensive meetings has decided to 
conduct examinations within the campus. This was a 
challenging task as the mode of transmission of COVID-
19 which is through droplet spread can abruptly be 
transferred from an infected person to other people in 
the vincity [14], [15]. To tackle this challenge, guidelines 
and protocols were formulated after consultation with 
expertise and workshops were conducted to train the 
staff who would be responsible for conducting the 
examinations. Implementation of these policies and 
protocols was the fundamental element to bring these 
on paper policies into real world scenarios as a minimal 
breach at any level could shatter down the whole plan. 
As described in the method section, protocols were 
executed and preparations were done days before 
the examination date starting from student and staff 
awareness and continuous recapitulation of protocols 
established for COVID-19 precaution. Implementing 
the steps as mentioned in the guideline can assure a 
corona free environment within the academic facility, in 
which, the academic staff and students can carry their 

academic and intellectual activities without the risk of 
being infected. As mentioned above, the utilizing digital 
technology by viewing the Tawakkalna application and 
at the spot initial monitoring of temperature assisted 
in screening of potential infected cases. Tawakkalna 
application is a digital application which is made 
compulsory by Saudi Arabia law that every person 
should have it in their cellular device [16]. It consists 
of some vital information regarding the health status 
of the person showing if someone was infected in the 
past or has been recently infected as it has now well 
established that an early prediction of COVID-19 cases 
is a key to stop or decline the progression of this 
viral transmission  [17]. Therefore, Tawakkalna 
application plays an important role for performing these 
examinations in the campus. Moreover, this application 
also presents the immune status of the person regarding 
that if anyone is non-immunized, partially immunized, 
or completely immunized by the vaccine. Therefore 
this mobile application provides an effective way to 
screen the immunization status of people. Moreover, 
spot checking of temperature with the aid of a digital 
thermometer was another effective way to identify 
the potentially infective population. Although various 
studies are there, asymptomatic carriers of COVID-19 
are also present [18], [19]. These people do not show 
signs of active infection such as fever and cough and so 
temporal temperature monitoring cannot detect them 
as there is no core body temperature rise and so can be 
source of transmission of infection in the surroundings. 
However, monitoring the digital Tawakkalna application 
serves as an effective tool to prevent such spread as on 
Tawakkalna application, the immunization data are also 
available so only those who are fully vaccinated by two 
doses of anti-corona vaccine or showing immunized 
status by recent recovered infection are allowed to 
enter the premises. Hence, the chances of spread of 
infection by asymptomatic population may have greatly 
reduced. One of the fundamental steps in prevention of 
spread of coronavirus is by maintaining social distance 
and avoiding direct touch to inanimate objects. It was 
made compulsory for any person entering the academic 
vincity to wear gloves as well as a mask. The seating 
arrangement in our institute was made in accordance 
with the least possible risk of transmitting coronavirus 
from person to person. A distance of at least 3 m was 
kept in between two consecutive seating or standing 
spaces. One of the important risk factors which is 
observed in various studies was mingling of people 
and avoiding social distancing [20]. Particularly, when 
the examination was over, students try to evacuate 
the examination center in hurry as well as discussing 
examination questions with their fellow colleagues. 
This issue was particularly stressed on and to avoid 
any transmission during this period, students were 
asked to leave the examination venue one at a time 
and in a specific order by maintaining a social distance 
of 3 m apart. By following the preventive guidelines in 
our institute, we can mention with surety that if proper 
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implementation of preventive measures designed 
to avoid spread of COVID-19 should be pursued the 
chance of spread of COVID-19 can be effectively 
controlled.

Conclusion

This study revealed the precautionary methods 
and steps undertaken by the College of Medicine, 
Qassim University for the conducting academic year 
examination within university campus. We concluded 
that if implementation of precautionary methods should 
be carried out in proper manners then it is possible to 
conduct any types of students’ activities under a roof 
even under COVID-19 pandemic circumstances.
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