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Topic: Issues associated with online teaching and learning in response to the COVID-19 crisis
December 2019 – COVID-19 first identified in China
March 11th 2020 World Health Organisation declared the outbreak a pandemic.  
26th March 2020 nationwide ‘Stay at Home’ order announced – to slow spread of disease and reduce transmission rates.  Education establishments closed with very little notice.

Teaching went from offline, face to face, to an online mode of pedagogy virtually overnight.  Many schools and colleges were not ready for this tumultuous change and were ill-prepared.  Closure caused cobbled together responses ranging from the absurd to the ingenious at colleges and universities who were struggling to continue teaching and staff were “thrown into the deep end of the pool for digital learning and asked to swim” (Marcus, 2020).  

Challenges in managing this rapid change were influenced by institutional attitudes towards digital learning, existing IT infrastructure, availability of learning technology support and staff digital literacy (Carolan et al, 2020).  Equally, students were compelled to adjust to online learning, in many cases without the necessary digital literacy skills or resources.

Closure presented educators with an immediate need to adapt teaching methods to limit the negative impacts on students.  Digital learning seemed the obvious answer and educators were quick to embrace e-applications such as ZOOM, Teams and Google Classroom.  These technologies allowed live online classes, web-conferencing, webinars, video chat and live meetings (Dhawan, 2020).  Synchronous learning environments allow real-time interactions between teachers and students and permit instant feedback and immediate responses (Littlefield, 2018).  However, there are a number of issues associated with the implementation of online learning, the panacea for the crisis (Dhawan, 2020), it is not quite the cure all that it first seemed.

Issues included accessing resources and connectivity with thousands of pupils being unable to login, impeding attempts to engage learners remotely (Evans, 2020).  Other technology issues include downloading errors, and problems with audio and video.  Many students are faced with financial resource restrictions and cannot afford the cost of digital devices and internet data plans.  The digital divide has widened the gaps of inequality (Dhawan, 2020).

The SPI-B (Scientific Pandemic Influenza Group on Behaviours) and the DfE (Department for Education) outlined the key evidence and considerations associated with the closure of schools.  They concluded that school closures put educational outcomes at risk, especially for disadvantaged children.  They suggested that school closure has a detrimental effect on children’s cognitive and academic development and their long-term productivity.  They also suggested that existing inequalities and attainment gaps were being exacerbated and opportunities for early identification of emerging learning problems are being missed.

The report put forward evidence from a number of studies.  The Centre for Education Policy and Equalising Opportunities (CEPEO) study of individual pupil absences estimated results of a 0.3% - 0.4% of a standard deviation reduction in attainment for every day a pupil is absent from school.  Similarly, a study by DELVE suggested an overall impact of between 6% - 10% of a standard deviation reduction in attainment.  The DfE identified that pupils with high absence rates tend to have lower attainment in GCSEs.  

However, what is not clear is whether absent learners received any online learning, either because it was not offered or because there were problems with access.  In addition, if students did receive online learning there is no consideration of the quantity or quality of the tuition provided.

The Technical Advisory Group (TAG) evidence review identified that online learning alone is not a sufficient long-term substitute for face-to-face teaching.  They suggest that prolonged use will increase inequality and disadvantage digitally excluded students.  Whilst it is understandable that online-only learning may not be suitable for all subjects, especially those requiring practical tuition in science or art, or in workshops or salons, there seems to very little consideration of where online learning has been effective.  

Kirsty Williams, Welsh Minister for Education, recognises that learning loss has widened the attainment gap between disadvantaged learners and their more affluent peers.  The Welsh Government is working towards ensuring that children have an equal opportunity and equal access to learning, including the Hwb digital learning platform and national purchasing of Microsoft Office and Google education tools.  However, Williams admits that access to hardware and connectivity is vital to ensure that all children benefit from online learning.  Williams recognises that schools and colleges are loaning Chromebooks, laptops and iPads to students but acknowledges that additional support is still required for hardware and connectivity.

Guidance from the Welsh Government regarding live-streaming and video-conferencing safeguarding principles and practice, has made access to remote delivery more problematic.  The guidance specifies that all video-conferencing or live-streamed lessons should be carried out via Hwb and Microsoft Teams or Google Meet, rather than an external provider.  It also specifies that there must be at least two members of staff online and present at all times, resulting in cost and resource implications for providers.  The guidance accepts that where it may not be practical to have two members of staff present, lessons should be live-streamed instead.  However, this dilutes the quality of the lesson and learners do not get face-to-face interaction or instant feedback.

Media headlines have tended to concentrate on the negative aspects of school closures and have not fully considered the work education providers put in to ensure that lessons take place.  In a BBC Panorama documentary, Kash Jones considered, “Has COVID stolen my future?”  The investigation considered the long-term consequences of the pandemic on young people and suggested that many students were struggling and had not received any education during lockdown.  The study focused on disadvantaged students and a lack of electronic equipment, but did acknowledge that the DfE provided £58 million of additional funding to schools.  However, this only amounts to £21 per student and is not sufficient to resolve many of the issues.  The investigation concluded that a fundamental reset of thinking on issues is required to address the inequalities in society.

Bak (2020) agrees that the current teaching and learning experience is not ideal and is considered to be an inferior substitute.  However, he suggest that rather than considering online teaching and learning as an unavoidable evil, it should be treated with an open mind to enable the discovery of new opportunities.

The SPI-B and DfE report (2020) recognises that international evidence suggests that extended absence from school results in poorer educational outcomes, particularly for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, those with additional learning needs, English as a second language or those who are less engaged.  The report identifies that on average, studies of virtual charter schools in the US demonstrated that students have lower graduation rates and poorer student outcomes than comparable students in conventional schools.  Although the study did show that some virtual schools achieved similar or better outcomes.  However, the relevance of this study is limited, predominantly because of the differences between the education systems in both countries and also because the UK’s transition to online learning was sudden in comparison and so largely unplanned.

Studies from New Zealand where online learning was utilised in response to the disruption cause by the 2011 earthquakes, suggests that adverse outcomes are negligible in the short term, especially when learning gaps were promptly identified and addressed (Beaglehole et al, 2017).  

The positive benefits of online learning were also reflected in a recent Canadian study which investigated the development of creative, interactive online learning communities.  Barber (2020) identified that digital moments (DM) built inclusion by increasing social presence and student engagement in fully online courses.  Each week students met synchronously in Adobe connect to upload a digital moment, these included pictures, quotes colours or links, and were a single snapshot into that person’s week.  Barber discovered that students enjoyed interacting with classmates and sharing their DMs, and as a result began arriving earlier and became more engaged.  In addition, qualities not normally associated with online learning emerged, including empathy, humour, risk-taking, compassion and a shared sense of community (Barber, 2020).

Considerable research focuses on the detrimental effects of school closures and absence from learning.  However, the SPI-B/DfE research does acknowledge that school closures cannot be considered in isolation and are also accompanied by other restrictions such as mixing outside school, cancellation of sporting activities and increased pressures on households during lockdown including parents working from home and financial pressures.

Hitherto, there seems to be very little consideration of the differences between absence from school with no teaching and learning and absence from school with online teaching and learning.  We now need to consider the type and quality of online teaching and learning and the impact this has had.  It is clear that at least some elements of online learning need to be face to face with instant feedback being provided.  Tutor questioning can take place in a synchronous learning environment as it would in the physical classroom.

Educators should be encouraged to explore the use of digital technologies to enable them to design engaging learning opportunities, whether in the form of blended learning or in fully online courses (McLaughlin, 2018).  Studies such as those in New Zealand and Canada identify the benefits of online learning and suggest that high quality, engaging online teaching and learning can be effective. 

Obviously, the issues of equity of opportunity need to be addressed to avoid digital exclusion.  Carolan et al (2020) recognise that access to physical IT structure , bandwidth and digital literacy will have cost implications and learning providers need to ensure that students from lower-socioeconomic backgrounds are not disadvantaged and equity in student experience is guaranteed.  In Wales, providers have taken steps to address this by loaning IT equipment to students and providing grants to address connectivity issues.

Whilst it has been necessary in the short term to prevent interruption to student learning with strategies such as replicating traditional, didactic teaching with synchronous on-line lecturers or asynchronous recorded lectures or podcasts.  The time has now come to critically evaluate our online teaching and learning provision to investigate transformative opportunities and provide highly effective, engaging teaching and learning environments.
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