


Cataloguing-in-Publication data

Fielding, William J., 1956-

The COVID-19 Pandemic, The response of University of The Bahamas, March to December 
2020: A case study for discussion / William J. Fielding, Vikneswaran Nair, and Virginia Ballance.

Description: Nassau, BS: University of The Bahamas, 2021.

p. cm.

1. COVID-19 Pandemic, 2020- – Social aspects – Bahamas. 2. Distance Education—Computer 
assisted instruction--Bahamas. 3. Critical pedagogy. 4. Education, Higher. I. Nair, Vikneswaran, 
1970- II. Ballance, Virginia C.

LC196.B25 F45 2021

371.33/4—dc 23

How to Cite in APA 7th ed. :
Fielding, W. J., Nair, V., & Ballance, V. (2021). The COVID-19 pandemic: The
response of University of The Bahamas, March to December 2020: A case study
for discussion. University of The Bahamas

Front cover image from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



Contents

Foreword                                                                                                                          1

Introduction                                                                                                                     3

Method & Purpose of this Case Study                                                                          5

University of The Bahamas at the Time of the Pandemic              5

The COVID-19 Pandemic in The Bahamas, March-December 2020                           7

Immediate Response of UB in Spring 2020      8

Communications (1)                                                                                                        12

Response of UB to the Extended Nature of the Pandemic    15

Impact of On-line Teaching on Student Success                                                          15

Assistance to Students         17

Student Services                                                                                                              17

Information Technology (IT) Resources and Use      18

Student Affairs                                                                 19

Changes to UB Administration        19

Infrastructure Changes          19

Communications (2)          21

UB Participation in the National Response to the Pandemic                                      21

Research                                                                                                                           24

Case Study: Research          25

Case Study: Libraries          26   

 





COVID-19 Case Study

Foreword

In March 2020, The Bahamas was brought to near silence as the COVID-19 pandemic reached us and society struggled 
to contain its spread and learned to live under Emergency Orders issued by the government. Like other countries, The 
Bahamas had no experience of such a disruptive event at a national level and UB had to quickly adjust so that it might 
continue the education of its students. I am particularly grateful to the Office of Information Technology for beginning 
the implementation of the latest version of Ellucian Banner in October 2016 and having data stored in the Cloud in 2019. 
This step significantly aided the University in the handling of emergencies associated with disasters, including the move to 
Emergency Remote Teaching.

In January 2021, I requested that the response of UB to the early days of the pandemic be set out in a case study. This 
study uses information from many areas of UB to provide an overview, which I hope will be a helpful resource to students 
and faculty. Unlike some case studies, this one invites students to discuss and debate the actions taken by UB so that they 
can come to their own conclusions as to how well we responded and how we might have reacted differently.

While it is my hope that no such pandemic will be encountered again, we can use this event as a teaching moment, so 
that in the future we shall be better prepared to deal with a national health emergency.

Dr. Rodney Smith, President & CEO, University of The Bahamas
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Introduction

As the world grappled with the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education had to respond to restrictions imposed by
governments. During this challenging period, University of The Bahamas (UB) was also forced to make changes to
its operations in order to continue to serve the needs of the students, faculty and staff. This case study was
developed based on the experience of the University during the first part of the crisis from March to December
2020.
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Method and Purpose of This Case Study 
This case study does not attempt to give a comprehensive list of UB’s responses to COVID-19 rather it attempts 

to give a board overview of its efforts, which are also embedded within the boarder frame of Emergency Orders 

issued by the Government of The Bahamas. Two specific areas examined within this case study, which focus on 

library services and research, are used to illustrate the complexity of UB’s response.

Information from various areas of the University, together with data from the Ministry of Health’s COVID-19 

dashboard and press releases have been included to situate the University’s response to the unfolding pandemic 

within the wider national response. The details of the Government’s Emergency Orders, which were subject to 

frequent changes as the situation evolved, can be found at: https://opm.gov.bs/category/press-room/emergency-

orders-covid-19/

This case study will include questions for discussion and reflection which will allow students to assess the response 

of the University to the unfolding crisis. Students are invited to consider which, if any of the decisions made, 

should be repeated in the event of another pandemic or similar situation occurring. For example, students 

can consider: Were these discussions made at the appropriate time? Looking back with hindsight, how might 

things have been done differently? What might have been the financial cost of the decisions, and how did the 

Government’s response influence the decisions of UB?

University of The Bahamas at the Time of the Pandemic

UB received its university charter in November 2016, having previously been The College of The Bahamas. It 

is the national university of The Bahamas and employs about 200 full-time faculty and has a little under 4,000 

students. In 2019/20 its operating budget was almost $52 million. The University relies upon government 

funding for much of its income. At the start of the Spring 2020 Semester, it was offering 1,172 course sections 

to 2,319 full-time and 1,156 part-time students. Of these sections, 8 were designated as “online” instruction 

courses, so about .7% of sections were Internet-based. Therefore, between three and eight faculty were 

probably using web-based instruction immediately before the pandemic.

Discussion questions: What best describes UB’s approach to instruction prior to the pandemic?
What are the pros and cons of this approach? How well placed would UB appear to be to come to terms 
with the events of 2020?
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The COVID-19 Pandemic in The Bahamas, March-December 2020

While cases of COVID-19 had been reported in other countries from as early as December 2019, the first official 

communication of a COVID-19 positive case in The Bahamas occurred on the 15th March 2020. Within days, the 

Government of The Bahamas closed schools and started to impose restrictions, such as curfews, in an attempt to 

contain the spread of the virus. These steps followed the examples of other countries which had been affected by the 

pandemic earlier in the year. These practices were also consistent with the WHO guidelines on containing infectious 

diseases. The three practices which were emphasized were: (1) washing of hands, (2) social distancing and (3) wearing 

of facemasks.

As of December 2020, the pandemic is considered to have occurred in two “waves” in The Bahamas: the first from 

the 15th March to the 4th July, and the second wave starting the 5th July, 2020. The second wave was triggered by the 

reopening of the country to international travel when lax restrictions on residents returning to the country allowed 

the reintroduction of the virus after a period of several weeks with almost no reported cases. The number of cases in 

the second wave dwarfed the number in the first wave, both in terms of the number of cases and number of deaths 

caused by COVID-19. These national figures obscure the fact that Grand Bahama experienced three waves to its 

island-wide pandemic in 2020. The direct impact of the pandemic on UB’s approximately 600 employees, was that 

six of them suffered severe responses to COVID-19 warranting sick leave and two employees died as a result of 

COVID-19.

Given the Emergency Orders adopted by the Government of The Bahamas which closed schools in March, UB had a 

choice to either suspend its instruction or move to some sort of remote instruction.

Discussion questions: What characterizes the so-called two waves of the pandemic in 2020? Face-to-face 
education was suspended in the second week of the pandemic. The 28th of August was the start of the Fall 
semester. In early June, what decision for teaching in Fall 2020 might have appeared appropriate?
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Immediate Response of UB in Spring 2020

UB anticipated the need to move on-line, based upon the experiences of other countries. It should be noted that 

the notices on pages 9 and 11 are dated prior to or on the same date of the first reported cases of COVID-19 in The 

Bahamas. This occurred at a time when events associated with the pandemic were fast moving around the world. 

On the 5th March, UB advised faculty of the on-line teaching resources, and training videos available to them so 

that they could prepare to move their courses on-line if required. The concern associated with the spread of the 

pandemic was such that a meeting was called by the UB President on the 12th March to discuss plans, but this in-

person meeting was cancelled as fear grew about the virus and its spread. 

The University decided to move to on-line instruction. Classes were suspended for a week while faculty transitioned 

to Internet-based delivery where possible. Classes ended on the 27th April, so only the last four weeks of classes 

needed to be accommodated remotely. As most in-person services were suspended, no infrastructural changes were 

made at this time, other than ensuring extra efforts were made to clean common areas and ensuring that soap etc. 

were available for frequent hand washing.

Discussion questions: What other options might have been considered? Which choices would be in the best 
long-term interest of students? What might be the implications for the quality of instruction offered to 
students?
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3rd March 2020

Statement From The President on Heightened Vigilance Against COVID-19

University of The Bahamas has been closely monitoring reports concerning COVID-19, also known 
as the Novel Coronavirus.

COVID-19 is an infectious disease spread from person to person primarily through the droplets of 
an infected person who speaks, coughs or sneezes. The World Health Organization (WHO) reports 
today that more than 91,000 cases have been confirmed worldwide in 74 countries around the 
world with more than 3,100 deaths. On Sunday, 1st March, Prime Minister the Most Hon. Dr. Hubert 
Minnis announced at a press conference that the Ministry of Health has developed a COVID-19 
National Preparedness and Response Plan to ensure optimal readiness and response to this new 
corona virus infection.

As increased monitoring and public education happens in the face of new reported cases world-
wide, we as a University community must heighten our own vigilance in order to reduce potential 
risks. For that reason, I am appointing a Task Force which comprises campus leaders and students 
to review and upgrade - if necessary - procedures and guidelines, conduct monitoring and make 
recommendations guided by the protocols of the Bahamas Ministry of Health and the Government 
of The Commonwealth of The Bahamas.

At the Oakes Field Campus in New Providence and the UB-North Campus in Grand Bahama, per-
sons with severe respiratory ailments are encouraged to seek medical attention. You are reminded 
that the Health Services clinic at the Oakes Field Campus operates from 8:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. Mon-
day to Friday and nursing services are available at the UB-North centre in downtown Freeport from 
10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. Monday to Friday. Persons who require assistance after these hours should 
contact Campus Police/Security.

Effective immediately, all non-essential, University of The Bahamas-sponsored travel is suspended 
until further notice. On 2nd March, the Ministry of Health issued a statement strongly discouraging 
Bahamians from travelling abroad to high risk COVID-19 jurisdictions. The World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) frequently updates this listing of countries. Persons who must travel should expect to be 
screened, tested and if necessary quarantined for up to 14 days.
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Dr. Rodney Smith, President and CEO, University of The Bahamas

Further, faculty are encouraged to utilize the available technology to deliver lectures online via 
our Moodle platform. Further tutorials will be shared with faculty and students on exactly how 
to use the Moodle app.

I am encouraging faculty, staff, students and administrators to actively reduce your risk of expo-
sure to COVID-19 by following these steps: 
 1. Wash your hands frequently and thoroughly with soap.
 2. Do not touch your face,especially after touching other surfaces.
 3. Cough and sneeze into your elbow, sleeve or into a tissue (covering your nose and 
     mouth) then properly discarded the tissue afterwards.
 4. Avoid close contact with anyone who is showing signs of respiratory illness likecough 
     ing or sneezing.
 5. Clean surfaces and objects regularly with disinfectant.
 6. Regularly monitor the Bahamas Government, Bahamas Ministry of Health and   
     UB’scommunications channels and educate yourself about COVID-19.

I urge you to review these measures and guidelines within your departments and also action 
them. 

Periodically, the Office of University Relations will release information from health authorities on 
how to help prevent the spread of COVID-19, updates and national announcements. We urge 
the University community to continue to regularly monitor the UB email, website and social 
media channels as well as campus noticeboards.
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Communications (1)

When a situation is novel and dynamic, reliable communications on the current situation are essential. 
The University’s Communications team responded by setting up a webpage called COVID-19 Response and Updates 
http://www.ub.edu.bs/COVID-19/ where constituents could find information about the University’s response to the 
pandemic, policies, government updates, and other resources. This webpage would become an archive of most 
information distributed to University constituents as much of it was distributed via email and social media as well.  

On the COVID-19 webpage Information is grouped under seven headings: Relief – information about how to donate 
to the UB COVID-19 Relief Fund and on how to access the UBCares Pantry for emergency food supplies; Dashboard  
- the Ministry of Health daily statistical infographic about the pandemic; Resources - links to WHO and Ministry of 
Health documents and infographics, websites, audio and video information about COVID-19); Notices – largely press 
releases from the University about policies; News – from the Office of the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Health; 
information for Students – from the Office of Academic Affairs, tutorials on how to use the curriculum management 
system and a list of contacts; and finally Faculty – links to tutorial videos about online instruction and remote learning, 
notices from Academic Affairs and another list of contacts.

The Communications team also mass distributed content via other channels: the University’s weekly newsletter, The 
Clarion, Facebook, Instagram and email blasts to all students, faculty and staff.

Discussion questions: What are the strengths and weakness of this communications strategy? What might 
have been missing from it?

12
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Summary UB COVID-19 Initial Response Timeline as Communicated by
UB Announcements: March-April 2020
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Response of UB to the Extended Nature of the Pandemic

Academic Response

On the 9th of April, following approval by the Academic Senate, the grading policy was changed for Spring 2020 
Semester to A/A-/Pass/No credit instead of the usual A-F grades to allow for the fact that students’ instruction had 
been disrupted by the change to on-line instruction.

The Admissions Policy was amended for the Fall 2020 Semester and Spring 2021 Semester to allow for the fact that 
national examinations would not be taking place as usual. On the 23rd of April, UB published revisions to admis-
sions which were based upon school GPAs and level of success in the UB placement examinations in English and 
Mathematics. Around 600 students took the placement examinations.

After the end of the Spring 2020 Semester, it was apparent that the University had to prepare in good time so that 
it could continue to serve students in the Fall 2020 Semester. It was apparent that faculty would need training to 
successfully move their courses to an on-line learning environment. Two training courses were offered to faculty 
during the summer months, one on using Moodle, and one on online course authoring: of the 93 faculty enrolled in 
the course on Moodle, 59 were successful and of the 53 faculty who initially enrolled in the online course authoring 
training, 26 successfully completed the course.

Discussion questions: Were the decisions made in a timely fashion? What other decisions should have been 
made in April?

Impact of On-line Teaching on Student Success

In the Fall 2020 Semester, while 44 of 1,252 course sections were officially designated “on-line”, almost all sections 
were taught on-line to 3,329 full-time and 568 part-time students. It should be noted that the change from face-to-
face instruction to Internet-based instruction appears to have posed some learning difficulties as the median grade 
moved from B+ to B with the move away from face-to-face instruction.  

Surveys were conducted involving students, faculty and staff to obtain information about their concerns with regard 
to moving from their traditional working/learning environment to a virtual one. Some highlights from these surveys 
are given page 16. Where the same questions were asked in more than one survey, it is possible to assess the 
change in attitudes which occurred overtime.
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The preference of faculty for teaching on-line reported in December 2020 was consistent with the fear of COVID-19 
due to rising cases and deaths.  Faculty expressed confidence that classes of all types, could be delivered in on-line 
modality.

Assistance to Students

In recognition that some students lacked access to computers at home, a COVID-19 Technology Relief Fund was 
set up and 600 students applied for help. As of December 2020, $30,000 had been raised to help students.

Student Services

UB continued to expand its on-line services to students. For example: from December 2020 a new e-transcript 
initiative allowed students and alumni to apply online for an official transcript.

Discussion question: What else, if anything, could have been done to assist the students?

A student receiving a laptop to
assist with her on-line studies.
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Information Technology (IT) Resources and Use

Any move to virtual teaching is predicated upon students and faculty having access to adequate hardware and Internet 
connectivity as well as a space at home which is conducive to study and instruction. A survey of students and faculty in 
March 2020 provided information about their access to IT resources, see page 16. 

As of the beginning of the Spring 2020 Semester, a survey indicated that 29% of students were participating in a UB 
course via the Internet and 27% of faculty were giving instruction via the Internet. By the end of March, when UB had 
restarted classes, and had had access to some training videos, 85% of faculty were prepared to teach on-line to the end 
of term, and 94% of faculty were then teaching via the Internet.
 

Power outages can disrupt on-line learning. Power issues become more common in the warmer months, and so would 
have been a greater nuisance in the Fall rather than Spring Semester. Power cuts, added to the overall stress associated 
with the pandemic and required flexibility of both students and instructors to navigate the lost Internet time. 

Source: Bahamas Light and Power Company

Discussion questions: What are the concerns, if any, arising from reliance on IT for delivery of instruction? 
What more might UB have done to ensure a smooth implementation of its chosen options?
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Student Affairs

Student support was largely in the form of Information Technology assistance with on-line services and assistance 
with obtaining the hardware resources they needed to participate in on-line courses. The Student Government As-
sociation produced pod-casts to keep the student body engaged and informed of developments.

Changes to UB Administration

A COVID-19 Taskforce was set-up to devise a reopening plan for the University (page 20). Academic Senate meet-
ings and other administrative meetings were moved online. Use was made of SurveyMonkeyTM to facilitate decision 
making requiring voting, on such matters as student graduation papers.

Discussion questions: What are your thoughts on this plan? Is it practical, is it affordable? Is it appropriate 
given the tension between safety and the need to teach students? Is it too dependent upon decisions taken 
outside of the UB? Is it a helpful coincidence that it has similarities withe Prime Minster’s plan for opening 
the economy? What might be the role of vaccinations in the reopening of UB? What would your plan for UB 
look like?

Infrastructure Changes

Adjustments were made to the University infrastructure as follows:
 •Hand sanitizing machines were placed throughout the University and more specifically at the entrances of  
 every building and at the bottom and top of each stairwell.
 •Markers were placed at six-foot intervals in areas where customer services are provided, as for example, in  
 the Chapter One Bookstore, the Portia Smith Student Services building and by receptionists’ desks.
 •Notices were put up regarding washing and sanitizing hands, obligatory wearing of face masks and 
 maintaining six-foot distancing.
 •Plexiglass barriers were placed on a number of desks particularly in those locations where persons serve  
 customers, whether internal or external.
 •UB continued to emphasize the cleaning and sanitizing of offices and installing Plexiglass as outlined in the  
 statement from August (see page 22 ).
.

Discussion questions: Given the actions of UB to keep people off-campus, what is your view of the actions 
taken? Given what was known about the virus, what were the strengths and weakness of UB’s response? 
What else, if anything might have been done?
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Communications (2)

As the pandemic progressed, UB attempted to demonstrate a sense of continuity and community by moving typi-
cally face-to-face events to virtual or on-line ones, such as special lectures, the annual University graduation and 
home-coming events. Beginning on the 31st of July 2020, the President of the University shared weekly messages of 
hope encouraging staff and students to look after their mental health, physical health and to support each other.

Discussion questions: What are the concerns, if any, of attempts to promote a sense of “normalcy” in unusual 
times? Given the increase in stress in the population what might be the outcome?

UB Participation in the National Response to the Pandemic

UB faculty participated in adapting the Johns Hopkins University online contact tracing course to the Bahamian con-
text. This course was open to the wider community and so assist the Ministry of Health in its attempts to curtail the 
spread of COVID-19. 

Two video public service announcements were produced to highlight local COVID-19 issues. Faculty participated 
in Ministry of Health-led training for small business owners on how to reopen their businesses to implement the 
Ministry of Health safety protocols.

Discussion questions: For a university of its size, was UB’s response adequate? If not, what else might it have 
been expected to do? What might be the financial implications of its activities?
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Summary UB COVID-19 Initial Response Timeline as Communicated by
UB Announcements: July-December 2020



Research

While research is a cornerstone of a university, research projects take time to plan. In the fast-moving events of the 
Spring 2020 Semester, time was a constraint to an organized response. Further, after May, faculty disperse for holidays. 
Consequently, there was no concerted UB-wide research response to the pandemic. However, a number of faculty 
undertook projects (see page 25) which contributed to the national response to the pandemic.

Discussion questions: Given the limited pool of faculty who might have appropriate skills to participate in re-
search associated with a pandemic, could UB have done more? If so what? How might this have been organized 
given the timing of the pandemic within the academic year? How might this additional research be funded 
given the collapse in the economy?
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Case Study: Research at UB

Two of the main research-related activities included the monthly Research Edge Forum and the bi-weekly Research 
Essential Series. Pre-COVID-19, it was a challenge to get a sufficient number of participants from both the UB 
community and the public to attend the face-to-face sessions at UB, although, the sessions were made available via 
Zoom for remote and off-campus access. 

The mean attendance at the Research Edge fora from Fall 2018 to Fall 2020 demonstrated an increase in 
attendance via Zoom during the pandemic, 68.5 per session compared to 12 per session pre-COVID-19. It should 
be noted that in Spring 2020, five presentations were on various aspects of COVID-19 which would have been of 
interest to a wide section of society.

Prior to COVID-19, training in research, the Research Essential Series, was given in person (with Zoom access to 
those off-campus ). In the first two months of Spring 2020, sessions were held at UB before the March lockdowns. 
Subsequently all sessions were conducted via Zoom. During the pandemic the average attendance moved from 
20.8 per semester to 181. 

Projects that were carried out by UB during the period of the pandemic included:
 •To inform policy decisions in science education in The Bahamas during times of national emergency   
 (pandemics, natural disasters etc.).
 •A survey to assess the stress impact of COVID-19.
 •Assessing the needs of students with disabilities during the COVID-19 crisis in The Bahamas
 •Assisted the Department of Gender Affairs to look at sexual abuse and domestic violence during the first  
 wave of COVID-19.
 •Generated visual dashboards and graphics to assist the Ministry of Health in interpreting the COVID-19   
 data.
 •Model the impacts of SARS-CoV2 in the Bahamas under fixed and variable threshold parameters
 •Panel discussion on changes happening across the globe that tourism in The Bahamas must be aware of 
 post COVID-19.
 •A survey to assess the stress impact of COVID-19 in the second wave.
 •A project described the reaction of the Catholic Church to the restrictions on church services over   
 Easter 2020 arising from the pandemic, from the view point of St. Paul the Apostle Church, Lyford Cay.
 •A project illustrated how St. Paul’s Catholic Church, Lyford Cay, is a good design for social distancing.
 

Discussion questions: Why was the move to on-line presentations successful? Is it a change that you 
would recommend should become permanent? What might be the advantages/disadvantages of your 
recommendations?
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Case Study: Libraries

Libraries play a pivotal role in universities providing both learning and research resources. Libraries also provide 
computing facilities and study spaces for students, so they are more than just a repository of information. Given the 
need for social distancing and given the period when the university was closed to students, the UB libraries had to 
find new ways to provide library services. 

As part of the response by the Office of Academic Affairs to moving instruction to the on-line environment, the 
University Libraries kept their “doors open” by offering virtual library services. Many tools and resources were 
already available and put into use. Ask a Librarian, a virtual reference service was implemented and all library staff 
were assigned to an on-line reference roster with services available virtually from 8 am-8 pm daily. In addition, an 
on-line appointments service was established, allowing users to book one-on-one or group sessions with library 
staff via Microsoft Teams or Zoom: 71 appointments were made with 9 librarians and library staff. (The appoint-
ments software is also being used by the IT Department for students to book a computer in computer labs).
Librarians offered 9 sign-up sessions (database searching, avoiding plagiarism, website evaluation etc.) however 
few students signed up for the events.

A curbside pickup service, with safe-handling protocols, was offered for those patrons wishing to borrow print 
books from the library collection at the Oakes Field Campus. When it became clear that the libraries would remain 
closed to students, 44 new ebook titles were purchased and added to the ebook collection on EBSCOhost. In 
2019 167 ebooks were accessed, and this moved to 392 in 2020. However, the number of searches using electronic 
databases moved from 2,064,402 in 2019 to 1,915,869 in 2020. 

Access to the library’s research resources and to library personnel presented challenges to students and faculty 
during closure of the library and the work-from home mandate during COVID-19. Prior to COVID-19 all library 
databases, notably those licensed from EBSCOhost, JSTOR, Credo reference were accessible remotely, from off-
campus. Comparing usage statistics for 2019 and 2020 show that overall usage fell by 7.7%. However, the use of 
the ebook collection (also on EBSCOhost) increased by 57%.

Discussion question: What could the University Libraries have done to prevent the decline in usage of the 
EBSCOhost databases? Do you think that the decrease in student engagement with virtual or on-line library 
services contributed to the lower student GPA?
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