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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic affected many spheres of the social life, including the higher education. Since March 2020,
university education in Bulgaria is held almost online, with the perspective the online learning to continue even
during the second semester of the academic 2021-2022. The article is dedicated to lecturers’ point of view about
the first three semesters of online leaning in Bulgarian universities: what are the advantages and disadvantages of
online learning and, according to them, if it could eventually substitute the traditional one. The perceptions and
attitudes of lecturers are crucial for potential introduction of the online learning after the end of the pandemic as
lecturers are the main actors in such process. The article analyses results of empirical online research made in the
summer of 2021. 77 lecturers and 253 students of different Bulgarian universities and programs took part in the
research. This article focuses on lecturers’ opinions only that is researched less often, than students’ one.
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AHHOTanus

[Mangemust COVID-19 3aTponysia MHOTHE cdepbl 06LIeCTBEHHON KU3HU, B TOM YUCJe Bbicliee ob6pa3oBanue. C
MapTa 2020 rosa yHuBepcUTeTCKOe o6pa3oBaHue B bosrapuu npoBoAUTCS NPaKTUYECKU OHJIAMH, C TepCHeKTH-
BOM MpoJo/KEHUSI OHJIAMH-00y4YeHUs Jaxke BO BTOPOM ceMecTpe akajeMmudyeckoro 2021-2022 . CTaTbs MoCBs-
IeHa TOYKe 3peHHs MpenojaBaTesied Ha epBble TPU CEMECTPa OHJIAHH-00y4YeHUs B 6OJTapCKUX YHUBEPCHUTE-
Tax, ero NpenuMyllecTBa U HeJOCTaTKH, U MOXeT JIM OHO 3aMeHUTb TpaJUuLMOHHOe. BocnpusTue U oTHOLIEeHUe
JIEKTOPOB MMEIOT pellarollee 3Ha4eHHe /I TOTeHI[MaJIbHOTO0 BHEIPEHHS OHIaHH-00y4eHHUs 0c/e OKOHYaHUS
NaHJeMUH, TOCKOJIbKY JIEKTOPbI AABJISIOTCSA OCHOBHBIMHU JIeCTBYIOLMMHU JIMLJAMU B 3TOM Iponecce. B ctaTbe aHa-
JIN3UPYIOTCS pe3yJbTaThl 3MIIUPUYECKOT0 OHJIANH-HCCIeJ0BaHUs, TpoBeJeHHoro JeToM 2021 roja. B ucciezo-
BaHUHU NPUHAIU yyacTHe 77 mpenojaBaTesell U 253 cTyAeHTa pa3JMYHbIX 60JrapCKUX YHUBEPCUTETOB U MPO-
rpaMM. B laHHO# cTaTbe OCHOBHOE BHUMaHHe y/iesIs1eTCsl MHeHUSIM Npeno/iaBaTesiel, KOTOpble peJiKo UcCaeay-
I0TCS, B OTJINYME OT MHEHUS CTYJeHTOB.
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Introduction

The pandemic of COVID-19 led to unprecedented changes in many countries all over the
world. During the spring of 2020 some experienced the first total lockdown in their history
that affected many spheres of the social life, including the university education that had to be
transferred online.

Bulgaria was no exception to this tendency: since March 2020 practically all the
universities held online all the classes of the second semester of the academic year 2020 -
2021. The concept of online learning is not a brand new approach in the higher education:
including in Bulgaria there were already several programs in different universities that
relied only on online or/and distance learning, the approach is also object of academic
interest from a very long time (Halachev, 2009). However, the lockdown put the universi-
ties in totally different situation. First, the programs and courses that were meant to be
held in campus should be transferred online and second, that should be made in a very
stretched time period. The abrupt and sudden changes brought many problems and chal-
lenges during the transition (and after it) so in the country and all over the world it at-
tracted a very high academic interest: many surveys that were dedicated of the effects of
the online learning on the participants in the educational process were made in 2020 such
as these by Mulroney and Kelly (UK, 2020), Firang (Canada, 2020), Tokmakova,
Bondarenko and Lunitsina (Russia, 2020). As Bulgarian example of the latter could be
cited the survey about the students’ attitudes to the online university course of manage-
ment in the University of National and World Economy (Angelova, 2020) and the pilot
survey of students and lecturers of two Bulgarian universities about the problems and
perspectives of distance learning during the first lockdown (Getova, 2020). A search in the
biggest academic platforms Web of science and Scopus shows thatin 2020 more than 1000
articles (in English) were published in journals available in Scopus or Web of Science; re-
spectively in Google Scholar there are even more than 29 000 results of articles, confer-
ence papers or preprints dedicated to the topic of the higher education and the online
learning. In 2021, however, this tendency changes: in Scopus/Web of science the number
of published article is already around 700 and in Google Scholar is less than 10 000 (till
the end of October 2021). A more sophisticated analysis of these results shows that not all
of the articles contain results of real research made on the topic; some even contain only
observations and impressions of the courses held by lecturers during the periods of the
university lockdown. As is shown in content analysis presented during the 15 ESA Confer-
ence in 2021, less than 400 of the 1000 mentioned articles of Scopus/Web Sciences jour-
nals contain any kind of empirical data (Stoykova and Getova, 2021). However, the search
results for both years (2020 and 2021) undoubtedly show that the academic interest to-
wards the problem is higher during the first year of online learning).

This drop of academic interest during the second year of the pandemic can be explained
by various reasons. One of them is that during the next academic year (2020-2021) some uni-
versities made attempts for introducing hybrid or partially in person learning, so respectively
the online learning began to “step back” to other approaches. The situation in Bulgaria was all
the opposite.

During the academic year 2020-2021 most programs in the Bulgarian universities
were held primarily online with the tendency to continue even during the next year: even
during the first semester of the academic year 2021-2022 in most university programs in
Bulgaria the classes are held online. The situation, considered in March 2020 as something
temporary, endured 3 semesters with the possibility to continue even more. This raises
important questions as could the ‘temporary” situation of online learning cause more per-
manent changes in the university education and how the main participants in the process,
i.e. students and lecturers react to it, what are their opinions about the biggest problems
and challenges of the online education. While the online learning in the second year of the
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pandemic attracted less academic interest for similar surveys in the country (as the survey
of Georgieva-Tsaneva and Serbezova of students of nursing), the almost permanent pres-
ence of the online learning since March 2021 in the Bulgarian university is a proof that the
topic is important enough to be researched.

Most of the articles cited above have their main focus on the students as the learn-
ers are naturally the main subject in the educational process. The mentioned analysis by
Stoykova and Getova about the publications of 2020, also shows that the majority of them
are focused indeed on the students. Few reports and articles (Dooolan et al., 2020, Kuleva
2020) also include or focus on the other side of the process, i.e. the lecturers. The opinion
of the lecturers is crucial as they are those who practically introduced and adapted the
new approach in the Bulgarian universities: even without previous experience, previous
training or instructions: the first institutional document published by the Ministry of Ed-
ucation of Bulgaria on this matter came out in 2021. (Strategy for development of higher
education in Republic of Bulgaria 2021-2030, 2021).

One of the surveys that focuses also on lecturers and not only on the students was made
by members of the same team that made the pilot survey mentioned above. The purpose of the
present paper is to analyze the opinions of the lecturers in Bulgarian universities regarding to
the main problems and opportunities the lecturers had during the three semesters online and
also their general attitude towards the online learning.

Main hypotheses

The first main hypothesis is that while the lecturers succeeded to adapt to the educa-
tional process online and appreciate its advantages, they still consider this approach as less
effective than the traditional one.

The second hypothesis is that the lecturers consider the limited possibilities for real time
interaction with the students as the main flaw of the online learning. These limited possibilities
cause the feeling of disrupted or even non-existing educational process.

Respectively, most of the lecturers do not prefer the online approach except in emer-
gency situations as is the pandemic.

Methodological limitations of the research

The research was made online in the end of the academic year 2020-2021 (in the sum-
mer of 2021). The research is a continuation of a pilot survey made by members of the same
teams during the first lockdown in Bulgaria. The indicators in the new survey are based on
those used in the pilot; however some of them were modified after the results received in the
pilot survey, also new one were added to follow the changes during the next semesters held
online The full report in Bulgarian is published on: https://phls.uni-sofia.bg/article/3052_.
(Getova, 2021)

77 lecturers and 253 students of different Bulgarian universities and programs took part
in new survey. The questionnaire for students and lecturers were separate, although some in-
dicators were included in both questionnaires with the purpose of comparison.

This analysis focuses on the lecturers’ opinion only.

The demographic profile of the sample of lecturers can be seen in Table 1. All the re-
spondents had online classes during the mentioned period.

A sample of snowball type was used (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981).

While it is a non-representative type of sample, it gives the opportunity to collect opin-
ions from different subgroups as is presented in Table 1 and in this way it is possible to register
the main tendencies within the target group of the research and respectively to fulfill its pur-
poses.
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Table 1
Demographic profile of the sample
Gender of the lecturers
Female Male N/A Total
Sofia Age of the till 35 y.o. 1 1 1 3
university lecturers 36-45 y.o. | 12 8 1 21
46-55 y.o. | 13 3 0 16
over 55 y.o. [ 9 4 0 13
Total 35 16 2 53
Other Age of the till 35 y.o. 1 0 1
universities lecturers 36-45 yo. |5 2 7
46-55 y.o. | 2 3 5
over 55 y.o. | 1 4 5
Total 9 9 18
N/A Age of the till 35 y.o. 1 0 0 1
lecturers 36-45 y.o. | 2 0 1 3
46-55 y.o. |1 1 0 2
over 55 y.o. | 4 1 1 6
Total Age of the till 35 y.o. 3 1 1 5
lecturers 36-45 y.o. | 19 10 2 31
46-55 y.o. | 15 0 21
over 55 y.o. | 11 0 20
Total 48 26 3 77

Analysis of the results

While the survey mentioned above has wider scope, in this part of the paper are com-
mented results related to the main hypotheses.

The question if the lecturers had really adapted to the online learning during the three
semesters since the beginning of the pandemic was never asked directly in the survey. Instead
of these was included series of indicators that follow the main aspects of the process of teaching
online and how it changed compared to the beginning of the online learning (in March 2020).

As was mentioned above, the fast and unexpected introduction of the online learning
didn’t give to the lecturers enough time to adapt the process of teaching to online environment
that caused series of problems in the process. After the first semester online however, the lec-
turers already had enough experience with the teaching online and could overcome at least part
of the problems in the beginning, to adapt better the educational process to the new environ-
ment. In fact, most of them consider that the teaching online during the next year grew better
compared with the beginning of the pandemic. This is shown in detail in Figure 1.

As it can be seen in the figure, the biggest improvement in comparison with the previous year
is the technological preparation to teach online. It is not surprising, as the experience with the online
learning before the pandemic for most of the lecturers was small or even non-existent.

During the first semester online they had the opportunity to acquire enough practical
experience with teaching in virtual environment.

Most of the lecturers consider the time for preparation for the classes and their possibil-
ities to provide learning resources good as it was or even better than the previous year.

The organization of the exams is also considered as successful as /more successful than
the previous year. It can be concluded that the main aspects of the online teaching, according
to the lecturers are improved in the course of the three semesters online. However, the more
“personal” aspects of the teaching as is the motivation to teach online didn’t improve at all: the
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share of those who think that the things are worse in this aspect (21%) is similar to the share
of those who think that it is better than the previous year (23%).

Comparison between the online teaching during the
first and the second year of the pandemic

74,0 l .
23,4 S

54,5
41,6 4 49,4 49,4

your technical your access to Your time and organizing your the stress and
skill and devicesand possibilities to efforts spent exams online motivation to the tension of

preparation to internet provide for the teach online the virtual

teach online connection learning preparation of teaching

resources the classes
online online
is better than the previous year M is good as it was in the previous year

Figure 1. Comparison between the online teaching during the first and the second year
of the pandemic. Source: Getova, 2021.

While 42% think that their motivation is as good as it was the previous year, the share
of those who think that is bad as or even worse, is significant (34% in total). Similar tendency
can be seen about the stress and the tension of teaching in virtual environment: while the ma-
jority still thinks that in this aspect is good as or better in comparison to the previous year,
almost 29% think that the situation is bad as or even worse. It is in a way paradoxical that the
technical “adjustment” and the improvement of the organization of the learning process online
during the time is accompanied with decreasing motivation and increasing stress for the lec-
turers. It can be concluded that no matter that they obviously adapted to the teaching online,
they don’t feel comfortable about it; on the contrary, in time it is highly probable that their mo-
tivation to teach online would ever decrease more.

The explanation of this can be found in the way the lecturers perceive the online learning
as whole and what they consider as its major flaws and problems and respectively, its ad-
vantages.

In the next figure, it can be seen what the lecturers consider as major disadvantages of
the online learning.

First, it should be clarified that this indicator is based on open-ended question asked
during the pilot survey in 2020. In the next survey, the questions about the advantages and the
disadvantages of the online learning were closed with statements based on the most popular
spontaneous answers for both students and lecturers with additional open-ended option for
‘other’. As the answers for ‘other’ in both questions (about advantages and disadvantages) are
marked by less than 5 lecturers, it can be concluded that these indicators were successfully
operationalized in the survey and the scale used is adequate enough to show the main strengths
and flaws of the online learning according to lecturers.
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Three of the most frequently chosen options about the disadvantages of the online learn-
ing are related to different aspects of the communication with the students, including during
the classes and the informal communication out of the classes. While the latter is not an essen-
tial part of the educational process itself, for the lecturers it is obviously important to have it
with the purpose to maintain more constant contact with the learners.

During the process of online learning, however, is much more difficult to maintain such
contact: for example, there are no real breaks between the classes, or atleast no breaks in which
the lecturers and students could stay together and communicate to each other. The lecturers
do use different channel of communications to contact with the students, i.e. they don’t count
only on the platform of online learning, but the most used additional channel is the email (men-
tioned by 93% of the respondents) that offers only possibilities for indirect communication.

Main disadvantages of the online learning

The lack of live contact has negative impact on the
comunucationduring the classes

the possibilities for informal communication are
reduced (there are no breaks)

89,6%

the overload of the lecturers is bigger

for technological reasons, the communication online
is difficult in general
the lack of live contact with other colleagues that has
negative impact on the academic community

the motivation of the students to participate in the
classes is lower

Cheating on exams is easier

the motivation of the students even to enter in the
classes is lower
having a class during the online learning depends on
(and sometimes fails because of) technological...

The organization of examinations online is more
difficult

the overload of the students is bigger

the administrative services are more difficult to
access

there are no disadvantages

Figure 2. Main disadvantages of the online learning. Source: Getova, 2021.

Is not less difficult to maintain such contact during the classes as for technological rea-
sons the communication is not direct but mediated by the technology. It is important to mention
also that more than 80% of the lecturers answer that the students generally enter without cam-
eras during the classes (only with audio connection or even like listeners) so the communica-
tion during the classes is partial and even cannot be considered as virtual equivalency of the
real time communication for the lack of visual contact.

This lack of visual contact is not a characteristic by default for the online learning, how-
ever, for practical reasons described also in the open-ended questions (technical problems,
crash of the platforms for online learning, poor Internet connection) the most frequent contact
between students and lecturers during the last three semesters is only by audio connection or
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even chat. This circumstance has negative impact especially on the feedback, as the lecturers
can barely receive such.

[s not surprising then that almost 90% of them mention the lack of live contact with the
students as the biggest disadvantage of the online learning as this circumstance affects in a very
negative way the process of communication during the classes (and out of them). Also, the lec-
turers consider as major flaw of the online learning process the lack of live contact with other
colleagues in the academic community. While the communication with the other lecturers is
not essential part of the educational process itself, for the lecturers this situation of alienation
(for the lack of live contacts) affects very negatively the academic community.

Apart from the different problems related to the communication online, another very
frequently mentioned disadvantage of the online learning according to lecturers is their over-
load. More than 60% of them think that the amount of work and efforts during the online teach-
ing is bigger. Most of them do not think that the overload of students is bigger so it can be con-
cluded that they consider the online learning as harder and more exhausting not in general for
all participants but especially for the teachers in the process. It is not surprising that they are
critical towards this approach and that few of them prefer it instead of the traditional one (see
below).

The lecturers also mentioned as big disadvantage the lower motivation of the students
to participate in the classes (compared with the situation in person). This can be related to the
problems of the communication: as for technical reasons the students have more passive role
during the classes, they inevitable would lose the enthusiasm to participate in them, or at least
this is the lecturers’ impression. Of course, it could be speculated that there is no real lack of
motivation by the students but this impression comes from the limited feedback the lecturers
receive, but even in this case, this is obviously seen as problem in educational process online. It
is important to mention also that almost 39% of the lecturers also think that the students’ mo-
tivation to participate in the classes was bad as or even worse than the previous year.

The Cramer’s V coefficient between the two indicators shows moderate correlation (the
value of Cramer’s V is 0.50): the majority of lecturers who think that the motivation of students
is generally lower during the online learning also think that this motivation decreased over
time: i.e. the problem of students’ motivation according to them would become even bigger if
the online learning continues.

This coefficient is used in the analysis as the most appropriated for the type of the sam-
ple and indicators included (Kraska-Miller 2013, 70-71).

42% of the lecturers are also worried by the possibility of easier cheating during the
online exams. While the technology implemented in the online platforms also gives some level
of protection against cheating, especially if the exam is in the form of test with close-ended
questions, the worry of more cheating could be also a result of the lack of feedback or “control”
(if the lecturer practically cannot see what exactly the students are doing during the exams, it
is probable to think that the students will use this opportunity to search information in Internet
resources, for example).

While the lecturers are generally critical towards the online approach, they also recog-
nize its advantages. The distribution of answers to this question is shown in Figure 3.

As it can be seen on the figure, the aspects most frequently recognized as advantages by
the lecturers are mostly technological and organizational: flexibility, easier organization of re-
sources, time effectiveness. More than 80% think that saving time is the biggest advantage of
the online learning. This is a direct result of the fact that the online learning is virtual: it doesn’t
require a physical location to be organized and so it saves time from traveling to this particular
location and also, of the organization of the working day. It is not necessary for the agenda of
the classes to be organized in different way than the agenda of the in person learning, but as the
necessity to go to the location of the classes doesn’t exist, the tasks for the day could be orga-
nized more effectively than with the same program of classes but in person learning,
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Main advantages of the online learning

Saves times from traveling and the flexible agenda — 81,8%

It can be reached from everywhere, if there is access
R 76,6%
to Internet
More opportunities for working with and collecting _ 51.9%
learning resourses e
the administrative services are easier to access _ 27,3%

because it can be reached from everywhere, the
: N 26,0%
students enter more frequently in the classes

Organizing exams is easier and more comfortable [N 24,7%

the overload of the lecturers is lower [l 6,5%

is more difficult for the students to cheat in the exams
online - 6,5%

the students' motivation to participate in the classes . 3 9%
,97

is higher

the overload of the students is lower [ 2,6%

there are no advantages F 7,8%

Figure 3. Main advantages of the online learning. Source: Getova, 2021.

This flexibility of the online learning comes by the fact that the platforms for teaching
can be accessed practically form everywhere and give enough technological facilitations as
sharing screen, using virtual whiteboard and so on, the lecturer needs only internet connection
and access to a device that could be used during the teaching. It gives the opportunity to the
lecturers (and the students) to reach the virtual classroom from practically everywhere, espe-
cially in the case if they use a mobile device or laptop.

This flexibility doesn’t automatically lead to increased number of students during the
online classes: only 26% of the lecturers agree with this statement. The technological easiness
of the process doesn’t lead to increased motivation for the students to participate in the classes
either: only 3 of all 77 lecturers had chosen this option. Most of the lecturers actually think that
the motivation of students is lower during the online learning (see above).

Working with learning resources is another advantage of the online learning, according
to 52% of the lecturers. Most platforms used for online learning as MS Teams, Moodle and
others mentioned by the lecturers, offer opportunities for online storage of files and also rec-
ords of the classes that facilitates not only the students but the lecturers as they invest less
efforts to acquire and give access to such resources.

Another advantage according to lectures is the development of the academic activities
in virtual environment as: organizing and participating in scientific conferences, working on
academic projects and so on. While these options were not part of the question of the ad-
vantages of the online learning, they were included in separate indicator about the assessment
of the academic life itself. The results are shown in the next figure.
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It can be concluded that the possibilities to participate in academic events and activities
were mostly unaffected or even increased online. While these activities are not direct part of
the educational process itself, they are essential part of the work of the lecturers and it is im-
portant to see what the lecturers think about this matter.

Academic life during the online learning

lying and i demic and scientifi
applying and managing academic and scientific 29,9 _7,8

projects

your personal involvement in scientific and academic
events

opportunities to organize such events 44,2 - 31,2

completing tasks in academic projects 18,2 _ 26,0
ki jects and th ith MA and BA
working on projects and theses wi an o1 IEEI 29,9

students

working with Phd students | 11,7 22 16,9

there are more opportunities online
M practically there are no differencies in this aspect

there were more opportunities in person

Figure 4. Academic life during the online learning. Source: Getova, 2021.

As can be seen in the figure, most of the lecturers think that online they have even more
opportunities to participate in conferences (congresses and similar), to organize such events
and to participate in academic projects. About the working tasks in such projects, most of them
consider that the opportunities online and in person are the same; the situation is similar re-
garding the individual work with students on BA, MA or PHD theses. Obviously, according to
lecturers this part of their work is unaffected or even amplified in virtual environment.

While all these advantages are appreciated by the majority of lecturers, in general they
are more critical towards the online learning. For example, only 5 of all 77 lecturers prefer this
approach of teaching instead of the traditional one. The explanation of this can be found in the
problems and the disadvantages it demonstrates in comparison to the traditional in person ap-
proach. Moreover, 68% of them agree with the statement that the online learning would never
fully substitute the in person approach, and 77% think that, apart from the emergency situation
nowadays, the online learning is appropriate as supplementary form of education. This skepti-
cism about the online learning in general is based on the experience they have in the past three
semesters: no matter that the online learning gives enough technical and organizational ad-
vantages and also stimulates the development of academic events and projects, it also limits the
communication between students and lecturers which leads to difficulties in the educational
process itself.

Conclusion

According to the analysis above, during the past three semesters in pandemic in Bul-
garia, the lecturers succeeded to adapt the teaching process to the new virtual environment,
although not without problems. That confirms the first hypothesis of the research.
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The main problems are not related to technical or organizational aspects of the online
learning but to more personal factors as the motivation to teach online and the decreasing mo-
tivation of the students to participate in the classes online. The latter is considered as one of the
flaws of the online learning in general. The biggest disadvantages of the online learning, accord-
ing to the lecturers, are the limitations in the communication between them and the students,
including the informal communication that in virtual environment is very reduced or even non-
existent that confirms the second hypothesis. The alienation in the educational process online:
both between students and lecturers and even within the academic community itself, is consid-
ered as one of the biggest flaws of the online learning. Another big disadvantage, according to
lecturers is their work overload online.

The online approach has also its advantages. Such according to the lecturers in the sur-
vey are the technological and organizational aspects of the online learning: flexible agenda, sav-
ing time, working with resources. However, these facilitations hardly overcome the disad-
vantages of the online learning for the lecturers: they consider it appropriate only as supple-
mentary form of education (apart from the pandemic time) and also the majority of them do
not prefer this approach instead of the traditional one.

The last statistics of the pandemic show that it will endure at least in the next year which
would continue to affect the higher education in Bulgaria. The attitudes and perceptions of the
lecturers about the online learning are crucial for the successful (or unsuccessful) introduction
and continuation of the approach as the lecturers are those who have to handle the main part
of the process. While the research described above is not based on representative sample, it
succeeds to register the main tendencies in the attitude of the lectors that is very skeptical to-
wards the opportunities and results of the online learning as basic approach in the higher edu-

cation.
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