Evaluation of the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom discussing its merits and potential limitations.
The use of digital technology in museums has become much more prevalent in recent years (Bell and Smith, 2020, 371). The long-term closure of museum sites caused by the Covid-19 pandemic acted as a catalyst for the development and implementation of many digital programmes (UNESCO, 2020, 16). The adoption of digital technology is changing the ways in which visitors can engage with museums. It is no longer essential to visit a museum to connect with its learning opportunities. Digital learning means that learners can participate with the museum from anywhere in the world at a time and place that suits them.  
A key function of any museum is learning (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994, 1; Black, 2005, 124). Museums have always been spaces for free choice learning but this digital revolution has given new meaning to this (Falk et al, 2006, 342). Digital technology has the potential to enhance opportunities for education created by museums. There is now an expectation that museums should provide online resources that can be used and engaged with beyond the museum's walls. This may include activities that can be participated in at home, resources for schools and live sessions with museum staff that can be accessed from the classroom. The widespread adoption of digital learning during the Covid-19 pandemic has led to fast-paced developments within museum learning (NEMO, 2022, 7). The capability of digital technology is continuously developing which means that the potential uses for museums are ever-expanding. However, the adoption of digital learning is by no means universal and varies between institutions and locations (UNESCO, 2020, 14). There are many factors which may affect its adoption including museum type, location, staffing and finances. These factors may then affect the quality and the use of any digital learning programmes created by museums.  
This essay will explore how museums are adopting digital learning by using the Virtual Classroom created by the Egypt Centre: Museum of Egyptian Antiquities as a case study. The accessibility and content of the programme will be evaluated with focus paid to any merits or limitations. Although the adoption of digital learning has been a global phenomenon, this essay will pay particular focus to museums in Wales. This paper will place the Egypt Centre's Virtual Classroom against the wider context of the museum sector in Wales to understand the impacts digital humanities may have on museum learning. 
It is highly beneficial for schools to visit museums as they provide an immersive learning environment where learners can engage with a number of subjects including art, history and STEM subjects (Black, 2005; Hooper-Greenhill, 1994). Engaging with museum objects can foster a deeper understanding of topics and create opportunities for different learning styles which makes the experience more engaging and inclusive (Back, 2005, 158-159). These experiences can foster skills in creativity, critical thinking and communication whilst also creating opportunities for learning outside the classroom fostering a lifelong love of learning (ibid). 
The Egypt Centre: Museum of Egyptian Antiquities is a university museum based in Swansea University’s Singleton Campus. It has a collection of over five-thousand objects from the ancient world, mostly from Egypt (Sharma, 2023). Prior to the closure caused by the Covid-19 lockdowns, the Egypt Centre ran a successful learning programme which was based in the museum and was focused on hands-on learning (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). In March 2020, the Egypt Centre was forced to close its doors for the safety of staff and visitors and was in need of a digital learning programme (Atkinson, 2020). 
The Egypt Centre needed to not only maintain engagement with the museum but also generate income to make up for the loss of revenue caused by the closure. The Virtual Classroom was created to fulfil this need (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). It consists of three elements: 1. Pre-facilitation activities which introduce the learners to the topic, 2. a live session with museum staff, 3. post-facilitation activities to consolidate learning. The Virtual Classroom is hosted on the Egypt Centre’s website with the live elements being hosted by Zoom or Microsoft Teams (Egypt Centre, n.d). 
The unique selling point of museum learning is the opportunity to engage with collections which can be placed at the heart of learning experiences. Learning with objects can be multi-disciplinary, encourage deep-thinking and enable the development of a number of skills including communication, critical thinking and creativity (Chatterjee, 2007, 2). Museums have also become important spaces for sensory learning. Many organisations are moving away from keeping objects behind glass and are encouraging visitors to touch certain objects (Romanek and Lynch, 2008, 285). With the emphasis towards digital learning, there is a danger that these important benefits and experiences are lost. 
The Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom works to maintain a learning programme that puts the collection at its heart. The live aspect of the Virtual Classroom is object-based and uses Visible Thinking techniques to guide learners in exploring objects which are held up to the screen (Egypt Centre, n.d). This is a collaborate and social framework used to explore objects (Ritchhart, 2007,138).  However, this is a potential limitation of the programme as the participants do not engage with the same hands-on learning experience that they would have if they visited the Museum.
The Museum mitigates this limitation by offering Virtual Classroom Companions, a loan box which contains high quality replicas of objects used in the live session (Egypt Centre, n.d). This is an innovative way to provide the sensory experience that museums are known for while in the classroom and is a clear merit of the programme. It is also an exciting way for teachers to incorporate object-based learning inside their classrooms.  
Nevertheless, this is by no means a perfect solution. There is an additional cost to this service which may make it inaccessible to some schools (Egypt Centre, n.d). Additionally, museums pride themselves on being places that care for authentic objects; encountering a museum object can be an inspiring experience and holding one even more so (Black, 2005, 159).  By relying on digital reproductions and replicas, learners may not get the same experience or benefits. The Egypt Centre’s physical learning programme is centred on hands-on experience and gives learners the opportunity to handle and explore ancient Egyptian objects (Sweetapple, 2020, 14). It is difficult for the exploration of a digital object or a replica to have the same effect. By moving museum learning experiences online, there is the potential danger of removing this source of inspiration.  
However, there is value in museums using replica objects as they can allow for the exploration of collections that are not stable enough to be handled (Foster and Jones, 2020, 9). This means that the public can engage with objects that are older, rarer and more fragile. It also enabled object-centred learning to occur outside of the museum such as in classrooms and community settings (ibid.).  
It is clear that the Egypt centre has carefully considered how their objects are central to the Virtual Classroom. By placing their collection at the heart of the Virtual Classroom, the Egypt Centre ensures that the benefits of using objects in learning is maintained. This is an important merit of the programme which ensures that the unique advantages of museum learning are available through digital delivery and potentially more accessible.  
As discussed above, there are a number of tangible benefits to engaging with museum learning and it is vital that these opportunities are accessible to all. Digital learning is potentially easier for schools to access as a number of barriers appear to be removed. The Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom was created during the pandemic on the principle that it could be facilitated by museum staff either at their homes or in the museum to learners who were learning from the classroom or at home.  This flexibility is an important merit to the Virtual Classroom as it makes engaging with the museum more accessible for schools. 
The cost of visiting museums for schools has increased significantly in the last few years (Museums and Heritage Advisor, 2023). This increase appears to mostly be due to a rise in travel costs which means that the removal of geographical barrier to visiting is important. In 2023 a study commissioned by the Association of Independent Museums (AIM) shows that most museums have not increased their prices for school visits and that schools are citing the cost of transportation as being the biggest barrier to visiting a museum as part of their learning (2023, 31). By using the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom, teachers are not incurring transport costs and therefore this barrier to accessing the museum is removed.  
 	This does not mean that there is not a cost attached to using the Virtual Classroom. It is currently priced at £2 per learner, in comparison to £3 for an in-person visit (Egypt Centre, n.d). Although participating in the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom is less expensive than an in-person visit, it is not safe to assume that schools or parents can afford the £2 per learner charge. Many museums are facing pressure to diversify their income streams which means that many museums have no option but to charge for digital visits.  
Notably, Amgueddfa Cymru, Wales’ national museum body, offer their virtual visits for free (Amgueddfa Cymru, n.d). Amgueddfa Cymru comprises of seven sites across Wales and are the only museums in Wales that receive direct funding from the Welsh Government (Amgueddfa Cymru, 2020, 11). Their most recent ten-year strategy states that the organisation aims to engage with every child in Wales during their time in school and will create digital opportunities for those who cannot visit in person (Ibid, 16 and 17).  
Data from the Welsh Government appears to show that schools are more likely to engage with digital learning programmes when they are free of charge. Their sector survey, Spotlight, shows that in 2022 Amgueddfa Cymru hosted the overwhelming majority of virtual visits with 92,769 digital learners, compared to 4006 digital learners across all other museum governance types (Welsh Government, 2023a, 57). However, this may be due to other factors which were not measured by the survey, such as a higher number of staff being able to facilitate sessions or a higher marketing budget that enabled Amgueddfa Cymru to reach schools.  
Even if digital visits are free of charge there are still costs attached to engaging with programmes such as the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom. Learners will need access to digital equipment and software such as computers, tablets and access to reliable Wi-Fi, the cost of which may make accessing a Virtual Classroom unaffordable for some schools and families (Nikolaou, 2024, 1788). In Wales an estimated 170,000 people do not have access to the internet, with lower income communities being much more likely to fall into this bracket (Welsh Government, 2023b, 15).  Digital Communities Wales, who campaign to end digital poverty in Wales, argue that those experiencing digital poverty are more likely to miss out on learning opportunities and are less likely to gain qualification (Digital Communities Wales, n.d).  It is therefore vital that these communities are supported to be able to access digital technology in order to engage with digital programmes such as the Egypt Centre’s.  
If digital learning is a more affordable and accessible way for schools to engage with museums, its adoption may lead to schools choosing digital over in-person visits. This is a highly significant limitation of digital learning programmes as a school visit might be the only opportunity for a child to engage with museums which may lead to a number of learners not engaging with museums during their childhood. This would be a disappointing consequence as visiting museums has huge benefits for learning (Black, 2005, 158). Being able to learn throughout life and applying learning outside of the classroom are purposes at the heart of the new Curriculum for Wales, which also puts emphasis on experiential learning (Hwb, 2022). Museums are in a perfect position to help schools deliver these aspirations, however, it would be a missed opportunity if schools cannot engage with them due to cost.  
The results from the Welsh Government's sector survey, Spotlight, appear to reflect this concern. It shows that museums who responded to the survey engaged with 96,775 digital learners in formal education in 2021/2022 compared to 70,506 in-person learners (Welsh Government, 2023a, 57). At first glance this appears to be quite a dramatic difference. However, it must be noted that these figures are from a period where the Museum Sector was just coming out of the Covid-19 pandemic. Comparison with the data from Spotlight 2020 shows that the Welsh museum sector’s formal learning participants had recovered to 57% to pre-pandemic levels (ibid, 60). This shows that recovery is happening, but it is by no means complete or universal. It will be interesting to compare the next data set when it is released to ascertain whether the trend of digital learners outnumbering in-person learners continues. 
In conclusion, it is clear that the Egypt Centre’s Virtual Classroom is an important digital learning resource for schools and a good example of museums engaging with digital humanities. The Museum has made clear efforts to ensure that the Virtual Classroom is useful, accessible and relevant to their school audience.  
The limitations of the programme are not specific to the Egypt Centre and are potential concerns of any museum’s digital learning programme. Although museums have a responsibility to ensure that their learning programmes are accessible to schools, they cannot be held totally responsible for schools facing barriers to access. 
If there is no central funding and support for schools to engage with museums, museum learning opportunities will only be accessible to the privileged few. Although engaging with digital learning may seem like the answer to these issue, schools and museums should be empowered to provide both digital and in-person visits to learners. It may be that hybrid learning opportunities that incorporate both an in-person and a digital element would be the best way forward, would alleviate concerns and provide the best learning opportunities for school learners.
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