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Slide 1
Examining a critical issue affecting equity of access to online learning for school aged learners

I’ve had a strong personal desire to engage with technology for learning throughout my career so far. I have undertaken a wide range review of a range of literature in relation to online and blended learning and the most relevant papers, articles and books are included in the bibliography for reference although much of the literature here refers to higher education and not school age learning.  There has been an exponential growth in online learning this year due to the COVID19 Pandemic.
Slide 2
Many challenges exist within the system. The list below is not exhaustive but includes:
· connections,
· staff training,
· platforms,
· support and contact for learners,
· strategies for sustainability, and
· teacher skills.
Slide 3.
A review of the policies of three countries into blended and online learning. Wales[footnoteRef:1], England and Latvia. Wales and England have broadly similar approaches, decentralised, schools working with schools and local authorities. There is a move towards synchronous teaching in Wales. This is not without its challenges including issues such as the requirement to have two members of staff in an online room. Latvia took a very different approach engage two TV channels to provide lessons between 9am and 2pm in order to overcome the issues the government highlighted with families not having devices. Latvia did a large-scale survey with families, which highlighted the device issues. The approach in Latvia was more government centric. One of the features highlighted in the report about Tava Klase is the guaranteed quality of the resources. [1:  ] 

Slide 4.
Examining the approaches from the three countries raises a number of questions.  Started the thinking around the issues about equity for all and should we have seen the issues coming particularly in relation to the need for devices and connections and how families would manage during the pandemic when schools were closed. A recent Lancet Public Health references a document “Towards an EU Measure of Child Deprivation” that talks about how difficult learning from home has been during the pandemic because online learning requires computers and a reliable internet connection. It also references that substantial numbers of home have no place to do homework, nor heating, nor books. This further reinforces the issues related to deprivation and poverty.
Slide 5.
The PISA outcomes in 2018 revealed that there are significant differences between the countries who took part in the surveys. The report from PISA highlights poverty and disadvantage as a significant issue for families and learners. It is worth highlighting the differences that exist within Peru. The information is the slide highlights the issue on equity across the world. In some parts of the world such as the USA, it is generalised that virtually every socially advantaged student at the age of 15 has a computer to help them with their schoolwork. The slides highlights the issues with connections and devices across the PISA landscape.

Slide 6.
This slide highlights the UK position where 96% of students indicated that they have access to a computer at home. 88% of disadvantaged students indicated that that had access to a computer at home. However, this is not the position across the country.
Slide 7.
In 2020 the OECD report “Education in the Digital Age: Healthy and Happy Children, OECD Publishing, Paris, further highlights the variation in regions and families. There is a recognition that the system loaned devices to families but broadband access across the system remains an issue. The survey with Irish school leaders is not necessarily representative of the situation in Wales. Synchronous lesson activity remains a problem across Wales.
Slide 8
Not having a computer in the family home had detrimental families and the ability of children to submit work and have it checked. This can be identified as an additional gap for those living in deprivation and poverty. The study by Frances Green at the Centre for Learning and life Chances in Knowledge Economies and Societies references a larger proportion of children on free school meals with no access to a computer. 
Slide 9.
All of this comes with health warning that providing the device and the connection is not the answer. Hattie argues in Visible Learning, that the reform and use of distant learning is often top down, not evaluated for learner outcomes. There is a limited effect on learner progress without the intervention of teacher.
Slide 10.
At a local level in Pembrokeshire, we undertook a large-scale survey with families during lockdown and asked them to respond to a range of questions regarding life in lockdown and learning at home. This was circulated to families by schools, the local authority, and on social media. I issued a press release with information on the survey was issued by me as Director of Education. 4352 families responded by the time of closure on Monday 18th May 2020.Of the responses received, 56% have children of primary school; 46% have children of secondary school age; 16% have children of preschool age; and 2% of sixth form age. One of the questions highlighted the barriers with families. Around a quarter of families responded that a lack of device or connection in the home was an issues. The local authority loaned out approximately 850 devices and MiFi connections. Schools themselves loaned out approximately 3000 devices in total. However, this response was still not enough to enable all families to have access to devices for all learners and challenges remain within the authority in relation to access and connections to devices. Locally we created a set of online lessons by creating our own website. www.dysgu-arlein.com with a set of quality assured lessons scalable from a mobile device to desktop computer for families to use.
Slide 11. How did the Governments respond?
The Welsh Government already had an infrastructure approach through Microsoft using Hwb. Every learner has access to a suite of Office 365 tools and to a limited set of GSuite tools. The Welsh Government provided £3m to support the digitally excluded. However, the distribution through local authorities and the terms of the grant made the process extremely bureaucratic. Similarly, the UK Government spent £60m in England but again the terms and conditions by which schools could access the money were extremely bureaucratic. Across the both countries, this made it difficult to ensure that access was provided in a timely manner.
Slide 12.
The press treatment of the issue is interesting. In Wales, an article published in November 2020 highlights the issues from a school teacher and union perspective calling on the government to ensure that there is a national plan for blended and online learning.
Slide 13.
In England, an article in November 2020 in the guardian highlights the issues from a connection point of view and what if a family has no broadband, or money for phone credit, with rising unemployment, how will families be able to manage online learning? Therefore, the discussion here is about the cost of online learning for families.
Slides 14 and 15
After examining all the issues. I have drawn some conclusions about the issues related to connections, devices and online learning. Should we have seen the issues coming before the global pandemic? Probably but we did not and we needed to respond in the moment. 
· Having the policy and the guidance from Government is a step in right direction.
· Practical considerations are not fully considered by the guidance that has been issued.
· Governments have tried to resolve some of the practical considerations by providing grants; however, these do not solve the long-term issues of the digital divide or poverty.
· Long term there needs to be a much clearer strategy for access to devices and connection.
· Much more work needs to be done to ensure that learners and their teachers have the skills in order for online learning to be successful.
· There needs to be a collective effort to promote digital inclusion for learners and ensuring access to devices, broadband and technology.
· Schools and local authorities need to make every effort to adapt even more quickly and know what the issues are in their communities.
· Schools should adapt and create the architecture for their school community and promote digital inclusion at all levels.
· Local authorities should be enablers of digital inclusion and infrastructure
· We all have a duty to keep children and young people learning.

Whilst these conclusions do not provide all the answers, they attempt to highlight some of the key problems and issues that the entire system faces in relation to connection and devices. More work needs to be done to ensure that the entire system works together to ensure that no learner is disadvantaged and their learning is not disrupted any more than is necessary. The conclusions also open up some of the other issues that the Education system faces if we are to make the online experience part of our school system in the future. 
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