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Has the Covid-19 pandemic changed the future of teaching and learning?
Lucy Paradice

March 20th 2020 is a profound date that sticks in my mind. It compares to a historical entry marking a profound change in teaching and a progressive approach to learning. For some, it brought hysteria, panic and an unprecedented anticipation of the unknown. For this really was the ‘unknown’ – we had not experienced anything like this before. The sudden closure of our schools left little preparation time to ensure pupils were fully equipped with learning material to continue their studies. I hurriedly checked that my classes knew their logins for access to online learning portals. I offered reassurances to pupils and parents in my best bedside manner, where if truth be known, I too, was uncertain of the outcomes. With no return to school date given, the impact of the pandemic began to sink in. Information and technology teachers were called up like front line infantry to train us up as technical gurus overnight. We frantically read the ever changing Government guidelines, ticked boxes and completed endless social distancing courses that allowed us to transform our classroom into the great world of digital online learning. Was this fate’s way of giving us an opportunity to re-evaluate our current education system? 
The change was dramatic and affected schools internationally. By mid April, the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2020), reported that 1.8 billion children from 186 countries were not in classrooms but responding to online tasks set by their teachers and engaging in daily video conference calls. We were suddenly swept up in a digital frenzy of preparing lessons online that would mimic the classroom whilst still offering the same challenges and scope for learning. In theory it sounded easy, in practice however, creating thought provoking learning material that hooked a young adult audience became the ever changing goal. Sharing good practice amongst teachers was positively rampant. Digital workshops full of ideas, proposals, and suggestions blew around schools like dust devils gathering a whirlwind of pedagogical data. Making sense of it all would come from trying out our rookie teaching strategies on tentative pupils, later reviewing and marking assignments to assess their learning merits. To encourage pupil engagement, I created science projects as assignments instead of literacy based tasks. I asked pupils to recreate scientific demos in their home to illustrate the actions of static electricity, chemical spills and density columns to name but a few. My tasks required independent research and creative thought to ensure results. Occasions arose where alternative ingredients required sourcing, which in itself, served its purpose as an additional learning moment. Unwittingly, I embraced the idea that I was perpetrating Donaldson’s new curriculum, involving cross curricular themes through the medium of online learning.
Personally, I was thriving in this conquest of searching for the ideal engagement practices. Perhaps this was the scientist in me, now replacing my laboratory as the classroom and looking to optimise the yield of an organic product. In effect, this was all beginning to feel like ground hog day. I can recall discussions with family and colleagues where we considered the advantages of providing inclusive lessons using internet technology to pupils with illnesses and/or disabilities unable to physically attend the classroom - it was now becoming a reality.
So, is online learning effective? The jury is still out, but recent research (World Economic Forum, 2020) states that on average, secondary school pupils who study online retain 20-60% more information compared with 8-10% in the classroom, suggesting that this more liberated learning environment allows pupils to learn at their own pace. But what then of the young learners who don’t have the focus to stay on track? Furthermore, what future lies in the education of pupils with limited internet and computer access? According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, Pisa Database, 2018), 34% of pupils in Indonesia have access to a computer and internet compared to 95% of pupils in European countries. Statistically, online learning alone is not going to work so well for everyone given these variables.
‘Blended learning’, has since introduced itself into our digital classroom. The Cambridge Dictionary (2021) defines it simply as, ‘a way of learning that combines traditional classroom lessons with lessons that use computer technology and may be given over the internet.’ 
However, online learning requires considerable preparation and maintenance in terms of marking and feedback. In the classroom, teaching is an immediate learning experience that often lacks time for reflection. The absence of teacher and pupil social interaction would be detrimental to the education system, so blended learning appears to offer the benefits of both approaches. 
At any rate, an educational transformation is happening. I am optimistic that ‘blended learning’ will encompass the best of both worlds. Without doubt, the course of teaching and learning has been altered by the Covid-19 pandemic, primarily through the embracing of technology’s role in education. Although the face of education may never be the same again, I do believe that change is what leads to improvement.
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