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ABSTRACT
This article described the context, planning and implementation of a video-conference-based 
undergraduate student selection exercise held in response to restrictions during the COVID-19 
pandemic. A task force has brainstormed the ideas and decided a face-to-face interview using a 
video conferencing application which was the best way to achieve the objective set for the exercise. 
Facilitators communicated with interviewers and candidates, and hosted video meetings between 
the two parties. Interviewers were trained using online videos, a webinar and a trial run. They rated 
candidates using a printed rating instrument as well as an online form. About 615 candidates were 
interviewed in this study. Initial impressions were positive and will be followed-up by a proper 
evaluation.
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INTRODUCTION

Education including medical training have 
had to adapt itself to the sweeping changes 
brought about by the COVID-19 (1) 
pandemic. Going online for teaching and 
learning have been the almost universal 

strategy adopted by educational institutions 
the world over (2, 3). For the School of 
Medical Sciences (SMS), Universiti Sains 
Malaysia, the online approach was also the 
strategy used to handle another important 
event in its educational calendar: student 
selection.
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and implement the new student selection 
exercise. The priority of the task force was 
to choose a proper student-selection process 
that was: (a) congruent with the objectives 
for the student selection exercise, and (b) 
feasible to implement within the narrow 
time window to produce an accepted-
candidates list.

The SMS has been using the multiple 
mini interview (MMI) since 2016, after 
considering the merits of the selection 
procedure (7). Therefore, an online version 
of MMI was an early consideration. Tiller 
et al. reported an online MMI procedure, 
named the iMMI, used in the University 
of Sydney (8). After deliberations, a similar 
method was not used for two reasons. 
First, the total number of candidates was 
615, far more than the 293 candidates 
interviewed in Sydney. The second was the 
issue of feasibility. The iMMI reversed the 
MMI process: instead of candidates going 
around a circuit of interview stations, it is 
the interviewers who rotate around a circuit 
of computers with candidates logged on in 
each computer. Replicating this process for 
the SMS requires procuring new computers, 
extra technical personnel, and arguably the 
most important, more time to explain to and 
train faculty interviewers. In short, time was 
not sufficient for us to plan, prepare and 
implement a similar exercise.

Rating short video recordings of participants 
in which they explain their reasons for 
deciding to do medicine was considered. 
After some discussions, this idea was 
rejected as it precluded the element of 
spontaneity, which regarded as essential 
in assessing the domains such as problem-
solving and demeanour. It is also feared 
that video recordings would unfairly favour 
candidates with excellent presentation 
skills or those with access to proper video 
recording and editing hardware and 
software. 

Before using the MMI, however, the 
SMS utilised a face-to-face interview 
process. It began in 2009 after a long 
period of accepting candidates based 

As a reference, the first case of COVID-19 
was reported in Malaysia on the 25th 
January 2020 (4). Following the COVID-19 
pandemic declaration by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) on 11th March 2020, 
a nationwide ban on mass gatherings and 
the temporary closure of schools were 
announced on the 13th March 2020 with 
universities closely following suit (5). A 
movement control order (MCO) was 
subsequently enforced on the 18th March 
2020 (6).

These nationwide measures came when the 
SMS was preparing for its student selection 
exercise; a huge yearly undertaking. For the 
current year, about 615 candidates qualified 
for the interview after fulfilling academic 
prerequisites. Due to the MCO, a new 
student selection process was needed for the 
school to look at candidates’ non-cognitive 
attributes as well as to whittle down the 
numbers to fill the 125 seats available.

In this article, the context of the student 
selection process in the SMS during this 
COVID-19 pandemic is described and the 
experience in planning and implementing 
the procedure is shared. It is hoped that this 
article will benefit similar institutions facing 
the same challenge.

CONTEXT

Selection interviews for entry into 
undergraduate courses in Malaysian 
public universities are under the purview 
of the national University Admissions 
Unit (UAU), which coordinates the 
application and intake of eligible applicants 
into universities nationwide. The UAU 
determines the period for interviews after 
a meeting with all public universities. The 
meeting was held after the MCO was 
enforced; it was decided that the interviews 
are to be done in the early May 2020. This 
gave the SMS less than two months to 
prepare a new strategy of student selection. 
The Deputy Dean of Academic, Career and 
International Affairs appointed a director 
to lead a task force to brainstorm, plan 
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purely on academic merit (9). This was a 
more “traditional” interview where each 
candidate faced two interviewers for a 
period of 15 to 20 minutes. Its objective 
was to look at non-cognitive attributes, 
including communication skills, motivation 
and problem-solving in candidates who 
were already screened in terms of their 
cumulative grade point average (CGPA) (9). 
The same objective was also continued in 
the previous MMI-based student selection 
exercises. Therefore, it was important that 
the new interview format maintains the 
same objective. The most suitable strategy 
to achieve this was an online, interactive 
and synchronous (real-time) method. 
Besides, a rating instrument was already 
developed for this previous interview, thus 
allowing its conversion into a condensed 
online-interview rating instrument. This 
process was more straightforward compared 
to creating a new rating instrument from 
scratch. Based on studies by Yusoff (9) 
and Yusoff et al. (10), there were evidence 
that students interviewed using the face-
to-face interview fared better in academic 
performance and clinical examination 
compared to non-interviewed students. For 
these reasons, the task force finally decided 
an online interview that closely followed the 
previous face-to-face format was the best 
method that met the priority.

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION

Composition of the Student Selection Task 
Force

The task force was advised by the Deputy 
Dean of Academic, Career and International 
Affairs, SMS. He also acted as the primary 
liaison in communication with the student 
admissions unit at the university level. The 
task force director was in charge of overall 
organisation and coordination of the whole 
exercise and was deliberately designated 
as the main person in communication with 
interviewers to keep information consistent 
and non-conflicting. The academic deputy 
registrar assisted the director and was in 

charge of the overall candidate list and the 
candidate hotline. She was supported by 
the chief clerk of the academic office. Apart 
from this core group of people, another 
group from the Department of Medical 
Education looked into matters such as data 
collation and cleaning. A faculty member 
with extensive experience in information 
and communication technology assisted in 
technical issues.

Video Conferencing Application

The issue of security is the primary 
concern in an online interview. The best 
security practices must be followed. In 
this regard, the usage of a certified and 
secure application is mandatory. It was 
fortunate that the school already has 
an institutional licence for the Cisco 
Webex video conferencing application 
which is a FedRAMP (11) and an ISO 
27001 certified (12) product. It became 
a natural application of choice for the 
interview exercise. It places non-recognised 
participants in a virtual “lobby”, outside of 
the meeting, and gives the meeting host the 
authority to admit from the lobby or remove 
any particular member from the meeting. 
This capability is ideal for an interview 
situation where the host can accept 
candidates one-by-one into a meeting with 
interviewers and remove them when the 
interview is over. 

The application’s ability to record the 
interview was utilised. Recording is 
necessary in case that any enquiries should 
arise later. To this end, candidates were 
informed verbally and in writing that the 
interview was going to be recorded. All 
recordings were transferred to an external 
hard disk after each session and stored in a 
secure location.

Interviewers

As in the previous years, the interviewers 
were from the faculty volunteers. The 
task force director circulated an official 
invitation for volunteers in the school 
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nonclinical or male-female were given in the 
pairing of interviewers.

This scheduling meant that at any particular 
time, eight candidates were interviewed 
concurrently in eight video meetings; each 
meeting comprising of two interviewers, 
the candidate and an interview facilitator. 
Candidates were scheduled so that the 
interviewer pairs in each group saw 
approximately eight to nine candidates in 
the morning sessions or four candidates in 
the afternoon sessions, to ensure that the 
615 candidates were interviewed over the 
seven days in a relaxed pace. A summary of 
the interview schedule is given in Table 1.

Table 1: Summary of the interview schedule.

Day
Sessions

Morning  
(8–9 candidates)

Afternoon  
(3–4 candidates)

Day 1 Session 1 (A–H) Session 2 (A–H)

Day 2 Session 3 (A–H) Session 4 (A–H)

Day 3 Session 5 (A–H) Session 6 (A–H)

Day 4 Session 7 (A–H) Session 8 (A–H)

Day 5 Session 9 (A–H) Session 10 (A–H)

Day 6 Session 11 (A–H) Session 12 (A–H)

Day 7 Session 13 (A–H) Session 14 (A–H)

Interview Process

Before the interview started, each candidate 
had to show their identification card to 
verify their identity. Each candidate was 
given 15 to 20 minutes for the interview. 
Interviewers verbally asked questions 
and listened to candidates’ answers while 
simultaneously observing their body 
language, appearance and demeanour. For 
problem-solving, candidates were shown 
case scenarios online and were asked to 
discuss them. These case scenarios were 
changed daily and given to the interviewers 
via WhatsApp at the beginning of each 
session. As mentioned previously, all 
interview sessions were recorded and saved 
for future reference. A summary of the 
interview process is given in the Figure 1.

intranet together with a link to a Google 
Form where volunteers can choose the 
interview date and session they preferred. 
This year was different as interviewers could 
participate from their remote sites, either 
from their own offices or homes due to the 
work-from-home policy. The online format 
enabled involvement of faculty from remote 
locations. Invitation for interviewers was 
extended to colleagues in the Advanced 
Medical and Dental Institute, a sub-campus 
approximately 300 kilometres away. All 
interviewers signed a declaration of interest 
form, which was sent via WhatsApp. Both 
printed and digitally signed forms were 
accepted.

Candidates

The list of candidates for the interview 
came from the UAU. From the large pool 
of applicants who have already met the 
academic prerequisite criteria, the Universiti 
Sains Malaysia received 615 candidates 
to vie for the 125 seats in medicine 
course. A Facebook page was created 
for communicating general information 
regarding the interview. Specific WhatsApp 
groups were also organised according to the 
interview schedule.

Interview Schedule

Seven working days were allocated for 
the interview to cater to the significant 
number of candidates. Each interview day 
was divided into morning and afternoon 
sessions and numbered consecutively, from 
the morning session 1 to the afternoon 
session 14 of the seventh day. Candidates 
were distributed among the seven days, and 
they were further divided into the sessions 
for each day. In each session, they were 
slotted into one of eight groups, named A 
to H. The interview date, session, group 
and interview time for each candidate were 
sent to candidates via WhatsApp. Similarly, 
interviewers who volunteered for any 
particular session were randomly assigned 
to any one of the groups. As the interview 
looked at general non-cognitive domains, 
no special considerations such as clinical-
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1Distributed over seven days, two sessions per day in each session slotted into one of eight concurrent groups. Attends interview 
remotely.
2Slotted into session of choice, assigned to one of eight groups. Attends interview remotely.

Figure 1: A summary diagram of the interview process.

Rating Process

The rating instrument “SMS undergraduate 
student selection rating form” (Figure 2) 
consisted of a section for interviewer and 
candidate details and a rating scale from  
1 to 10 for each of the domains. Behavioural 
descriptors of the highest and the lowest 
performance were given for each domain. 
A global rating of “accepted”, “borderline” 
and “not accepted” was also provided. 
Space for subjective comments was provided 
for the global rating. 

Interviewers were given a soft copy of the 
rating instrument online and were asked 
to print sufficient copies to be used during 
the interview. This instruction was to help 
interviewers who did not feel comfortable 
filling an online form while interviewing 
candidates. Some interviewers preferred 
printed rating forms for writing subjective 
comments. It also facilitated interviewers to 
revise their ratings. 

Interviewers were also provided links to 
candidate rating Google Form, which 
contained fields identical to the printed 
form. They were asked to fill in and submit 

these online forms, one for each candidate, 
after finishing interviewing all their 
candidates. This step replaced the role of 
a dedicated group of data-entry assistants 
used in the previous years’ exercises; this 
saved time and further reduced the number 
of personnel involved. To facilitate the 
data cross-checking, interviewers were 
asked to hand in their printed forms to 
the secretariat. Those interviewing from 
remote sites were asked to scan their paper 
rating forms using a PDF scanner in their 
smartphones and send it online to the 
secretariat via email or WhatsApp.

The candidate rating Google Form was 
the central database for the interview. The 
student selection task force was able to view 
the data entry in “real-time” as interviewers 
filled in the forms daily. Data cleaning was 
completed very soon after the interview 
exercise finished. This included checking 
for discrepancies in the data by comparing it 
with data in the hard-copy forms sent in at 
the end of each session or via the internet.

The candidates were ranked according to 
their total of four domains, averaged from 
the two interviewers. The global rating and 
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subjective comments were consulted in cases 
of a tie in the total marks. After the final 
list of accepted candidates was produced, it 

was presented to the Dean of SMS for his 
agreement. The list was then sent to the 
student admissions unit.

Figure 2: The interview rating form.
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Interview Facilitators

The shift to emergency remote teaching 
precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic 
has taught that utilising new and unfamiliar 
information and communication technology 
can be an issue for some faculty members 
(13). This study found that some 
interviewers would be intimidated by video 
conference technology, not to mention the 
new process and procedures. To alleviate 
this situation and simplify the interview 
process for interviewers, the post of 
interviewer facilitators was created.

These facilitators worked in pairs. Eight 
pairs were nominated; a pair for each 
interview group. They were on duty 
throughout the seven days of the interview 
and were assigned to a pair of interviewers 
for each morning and afternoon interview 
sessions. The roles of these facilitators 
were to initiate and host the video meeting 
between interviewers and candidates. They 
sent the meeting links via WhatsApp to 
interviewers assigned to them. In this way, 
interviewers did not have to initiate the 
meeting but just clicked on the meeting 
link. Facilitators also communicated with 
candidates in the corresponding groups and 
sent the same video meeting links to them. 
They have to make sure that the candidates 
joined the meeting at their prescribed times, 
by entering the meeting “lobby” and only 
admitted the candidates into the meeting 
once the interviewers were ready. They also 
reminded interviewers regarding the time 
and were also responsible for recording 
the sessions. After an interview session has 
finished, they removed the candidate from 
the meeting.

Interview Venue

A significant difference in this year was 
the absence of a physical venue for the 
interview. All facilitators and task force 
members operated in a central location to 
facilitate monitoring and technical assistance 
by the task force members. Continuous 
data collation and cleaning was also done 

at the centre. Some rooms with internet 
facilities were prepared for interviewers 
who preferred to be closed to the task force 
during interviews.  

Documentation and Training

For candidates: A document explaining 
the running of the interview was sent 
to candidates before their interview. It 
included instructions to prepare laptops 
with functioning video cameras and 
microphones, and with Cisco Webex and 
WhatsApp Web installed. Candidates 
needed to test the speed of their internet 
connection and find alternative sites if the 
rate was less than 5 Mbps. They were also 
informed regarding honesty during the 
interview, policies regarding cheating and 
that the interview will be recorded.

For interviewers: As an observer-based 
assessment that depended on interviewers’ 
judgement, the most critical component 
was training to familiarise interviewers 
to the domains and rating form used 
(performance dimension training) and 
to calibrate their judgement (frame-of-
reference training) (14, 15). Interviewers 
were included in a WhatsApp group to 
facilitate communication with the task 
force. A series of YouTube videos were 
prepared, explaining in detail the process 
of the interview, the domains involved and 
the usage of the rating instrument as well 
as relevant topics such as rater errors. A 
video example of an “excellent” candidate 
was included to give interviewers a frame 
of reference. A webinar was held a few days 
before the session, followed by a dry run, 
which allowed interviewers to test their 
equipment, get to know their facilitators 
and experience procedures such as sharing 
documents in the video meeting.

For facilitators: Facilitators were given 
a briefing where roles and processes were 
explained. The procedures of handling 
the software were shown using an LCD 
projector and a hands-on session was done 
simultaneously with the dry run. 
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A summary of the personnel involved in the 
interview session is given in Table 2 and a 

summary of the complete online interview 
process is shown in Figure 3.

Table 2: Summary of personnel involved in the interview

Personnel Number Roles

Task force director 1 Coordinate the whole interview process
Communicate with interviewers 

Interview facilitator 16 To facilitate the process of interview

Medical educationist 10 Train the interviewers and facilitators
Prepare rating instrument
Prepare interview scenarios
Ensure the validity of the assessment
Ensure all data captured in the system
Trace all missing data
Analyse data

Secretariat 2 Communication with candidates (hotline)
Coordinate other matters
To help facilitators in term of technicalities
Back-up facilitators

Interviewer 165 Conduct interview and rate candidates

Figure 3: Summary of the whole interview process.
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These initial positive impressions as well as 
concerns need to be explored and confirmed 
with further evaluation of the acceptability, 
effectiveness and educational impact of the 
online personal interview selection process. 
Further validity evidence supporting its 
practice needs to be provided. 

The positive initial findings predict a high 
likelihood that the online interview will 
continue to be used in the coming years, 
and research into iMMI which can cater for 
a large number of candidates is a likely next 
step. 

CONCLUSION

Initial impressions suggest that an online 
face-to-face student selection process, using 
the methods described, is feasible even for a 
large number of candidates and acceptable 
to interviewers and candidates. Further 
evaluations are needed to establish the 
validity of the process.
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