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Abstract

The first quarter of 2020 was a hard time for the global community. The COVID-19 pandemic
has forced sudden transformation in many sectors of the global community, turning the world
upside down. One of the social areas that faced the strongest challenges, without being really
prepared for it, is that of education. Teachers, students, parents, schools and local communities
and, last but not least, the state was suddenly put in a position to change their rules of operation,
teaching techniques or examination methods overnight. Stakeholders and management of
higher education institutions had no other option but to make use of internet technology, thus
virtual teaching for the continuation of academic activities across all schools worldwide. The
sudden transition to online pedagogy as a result of COVID-19 in developing countries has
exposed some inequalities and challenges as well as benefits. These challenges and inequalities
have now become the new realities in the educational sector of developing countries.
Recommendations are provided here so that the challenges presented by the new approach can
be mitigated while we come to terms with the disruptions occasioned by COVID-19 to our
education sector.

Keywords: Challenges and Improvements; COVID-19 Pandemic; Education; Fundamental
Human Right; Virtual Teaching

Introduction

Following significant school closures enforced as part of public health efforts to limit the
circulation of corona virus, (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), education systems around the world are confronting an unprecedented challenge.
The Coronavirus outbreak has been and continues to be a severe menace to humanity, even if
it does not pose a direct threat to national lives. According to UNESCO, the Coronavirus
outbreak would have affected over 1.37 billion children and teachers by April 2020, including
at work. 2 In other words, 80% of all students in a global educational system are at risk of
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falling behind intellectually in the next years, risking future growth rates and income from their
fields of activity. 3

Education is one of the social arenas that have faced the most significant difficulties without
being adequately equipped. For students and teachers, the pandemic resulted in the closure of
schools and universities, resulting in significant changes in the educational process in a short
period of time, as well as a significant loss of time allocated to learning by many students, with
potentially negative consequences for their educational progression and profession. *
Government agencies are collaborating with international organizations, commercial sector
partners and civil society to deliver education remotely using a variety of technology to ensure
that all students have access to a curriculum-based education. ® New technologies, which were
difficult for all parties involved to assimilate in the short term, as well as material, financial
and educational resources that were inaccessible to many students, particularly in less
developed regions or states around the world, constituted a magnifying glass of inequalities.

Many governments encouraged schools to shift from traditional to virtual education and online
learning in the aftermath of the corona virus spread, when kids were barred from going to
school and face-to-face schooling discontinued. ® Virtual education (online education and
learning) is a type of online learning that distinguishes itself by separating the student and the
instructor. ” Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to unveil challenges and improvements for
virtual teaching during coronavirus pandemic.

The meaning of virtual teaching.

Virtual education is an academic institution that employs internet approaches or the online to
provide education classes.  Online education largely uses social media to provide teaching and
material of education. ® According to Kundu, Bej, and Dey, 1° internet service today ensures
educational opportunities at the cheapest prices, if not for free and is effective in increasing
active learning and accomplishment. Thamarana ! reported that distant education via E-
learning and Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) was efficient and creative in accomplishing
language acquisition outcomes in a research. A literature review of a private college employing
the ‘Google-Meet' technology to provides internet learning during the COVID-19 outbreak
illustrates that the swift conversion can be used in the long term. 2 As a consequence of
coronavirus outbreak, 96 countries around the world have implemented various online
technologies to sustain the education system, such as telecasts, tools, instructions, digital
resources, internet media, and multimedia presentations.

Whereas, the in-school interaction cannot be substituted, a virtual classroom learning
environment can encourage learners in purposeful and effective activities to help them avoid
academic setbacks. 14 In the structure of elementary schools, virtual schooling is rapidly getting
prominence. *° Various research, Boston, ¢; Lazarus, 1’; Kundu *8 have found that in virtual
contexts, educators' responsibilities, curricular methodologies and teaching techniques as well
as facial education, must be adapted. Virtual education and internet based instructional methods
could be actively promoted to complement teaching if they are supported by sufficient
professional settings and assistance, according to the data. *°
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Educators integrate their expertise of the subject area (subject material) with their
understanding of methodology (how to educate) within respective teaching methods to enhance
learning objectives. 2° This is also true in virtual education, in which it is critical to properly
regulate the implementation of inclusive education focused on the teacher's pedagogical and
content understanding. 2! The instructor's major role is to identify and organize technologies,
methodology, and material in order to prepare learners with high-quality online education
experiences. 22

For technological advancements, instructors and teenagers, the fast change to distance
education during corona virus outbreak was challenging. 2 Based on anecdotal evidence, loss
of commitment, concentration, and ability to focus are believed to be the more significant
hazards in a virtual world, which are greatly amplified in infants and toddlers. 2* In the
framework of virtual education, it's vital to keep track of influence on student active
participation, especially among learners with poor self-control and self-organization abilities.
Curriculum design material that is ready for all levels of education and fields of study and can
be presented to all students is often a concern. 2° Planned measures of utilizing a diversity of
social networks and collaboration technologies are vital to ensure online education beneficial
for youngsters. 26 Educational institutions, instructors, and households or homes should all be
encouraged to make a swift radical change to a current daily pattern of virtual education
delivery and stick with it for months. Teachers have been able to revive distant learning in new
ways as a result of the corona virus outbreak, and this knowledge can be applied in the post-
epidemic phase and other similar situations.

Virtual education enhances curriculum

Education programme operators must explain to learners, faculty, and external regulators the
programme's curriculum and how it matches with desirable results. A virtual education
programme regurgitates and maps components from an existing programme related to a given
topic to provide explicit visual aids by marking each time the topic is addressed, performed
and examined. 2’ Particular aspects remain in existing current courses, and there is no
disturbance to the school curricula but there is an improvement in terms of demonstrating
relationships inside a topic in a transparent manner.

Curriculum revision to incorporate new information could basically entail adding more
teaching and learning process; nevertheless, curricular are probably sufficiently overburdened,
so adding more material may be unnecessary. As a result, a different way to simplifying
"adding additional curricular material™ could be a thorough examination of the previous
curricula with the goal of recognizing where larger abilities are already present subtly within
the programme. 28 These periphery topics can now be ‘road-mapped" into a cross-cutting virtual
educational program, allowing the providers to pinpoint and visibly exhibit the full scope of
the curricula instead of creating achievements de novo. We agree that this kind of curricula
topic signposting for learners or faculty is suitable. It can also be a good way to show regulatory
agencies that you're complying with new competency criteria with little or no disturbance to
your present curriculum.

Every programme has a designated leader who is in charge of all aspects of the programme,
along with the design of learning outcomes and regulatory compliance course features a guide
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that identifies the goals, learning outcomes, schedule of study, accompanying reading, and a
description of how the subject will be tested, facilitating student involvement. 2° The notion of
virtual education courses will be designed to illustrate where cross-curricula topics are taught
and assessed. Every virtual education programme has genuine content and takes the form of
lectures, seminars, and practical sessions, but each activity is contained within a core course in
the programme. The goal is to create a thorough course guide for each virtual education course
that follows the same design as a conventional classroom.

The right to education — a fundamental human right

The right to education is recognized as a fundamental human right. *° It is enshrined in the
national laws through constitutions and laws and guaranteed in international law under
international treaties.

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) practically provides the
universal framework for the enshrinement, under subsequent international treaties or national
constitutions, of the fundamental right to education:

a. Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary
and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and
professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be
equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

b. Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and
shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

c. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their
children.

The main component is the right to learning, as the right to education has a much broader
nature.

It can include other components as well, such as professional training, scientific research and
dissemination and use of its results, including even the education of convicted persons. The
right to education in its broadest sense implies the right of students to training, the contribution
of parents and family, community, colleagues at work, which provides the context and social
experience that accomplishes the educational process lato sensu. 3

Therefore, the right to education, as a main element of the right to education, implies the
assurance by the state of equal opportunities for all, which implies the rejection of
discrimination.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on human development and education

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected humanity both in terms of health, due to
the numerous victims who died or due to the people who became more or less seriously ill and
who benefited from medical recovery, as well as on a larger socio-economic scale, due to the
severe economic crisis and the social impact resulting from the loss of jobs, temporarily or for
a longer period of time, the decrease in income, the dramatic restriction of the free exercise of
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the fundamental rights and freedoms. And, last but not least, due to the closure of schools and
universities, which generated deep negative consequences on the educational process
worldwide.

According to United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the Mankind has faced many
crises over the last 30 years, including the Global Financial Crisis of 2007-2009. Each of them
has generated serious negative consequences for Human Development, but overall, the
Development has grown globally every year. According to the mentioned reports, COVID-19,
with its triple negative action in terms of health, education and income, will change this trend.
The decline in the fundamental areas of Human Development will be felt in most states - rich
or poor - and in every region of the world. It is estimated that global per capita income in 2020
will decrease by 4% (United Nations Development Programme, Human development reports,
20 May 2020).

UNDP refers to the negative impact on Education as being one of the severe consequences of
the COVID-19 pandemic and a reason for the decline of Global Human Development in 2020.
For example, the report indicates that due to the decision to close schools, it was estimated that
the rate of students actually left out of the primary school education process, due to the lack of
Internet access, was of 60% worldwide, leading to unprecedented levels since the 1980s. At
the same time, due to the deep discrepancies in terms of access to online education, UNDP
estimates that 86% of primary school children were left out of the educational process in
countries with low levels of human development, compared to only 20% in countries with very
high levels of human development (United Nations Development Programme, Human
development reports, 20 May 2020).

It is certain that the post-pandemic recovery effort of the international society, including in the
economic and social-educational plan will take several years, but the way in which the states
will react in the short and medium term is decisive, because, for example, the quality at
graduation of the generation of students in the final years of high schools, colleges and
universities and the quality of the management of their education process at the peak of the
pandemic, in a decisive year for their future professional career, will depend not only work and
income individually, but also the performance, to a certain extent, of the employing companies
and institutions and the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of their countries.

Readiness for virtual learning
The effectiveness of virtual learning strategies is conditioned by levels of preparedness from
various perspectives:

(i) Technological readiness: This generally includes levels of readiness in both
technological capacities of digital learning platforms or TV and radio broadcasting
systems to provide curricular courses remotely to all learners, as well as in household
access to electricity, telephones, televisions, radio, digital devices, internet connectivity
and data. 3

(i) Content readiness: This includes accessibility to teaching and learning materials aligned
with national curricula that can be delivered through online platforms, TV or radio
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programmes, or used for print-based home learning. Readiness of curricular content that
cover all grade levels and all subject areas and can be delivered to all learners often
remains a challenge (Clark, 2001). In many countries, gap sexist in terms of the resources
and local expertise needed to rapidly develop national curricula courses readily accessible
through online platforms or TV and radio programmes.

Pedagogical and home-based learning support readiness: This includes preparedness of
teachers to design and facilitate online learning, TV or radio based distance learning, or
print materials based home learning; and availability and ability of parents or caregivers
to facilitate effective home-based virtual learning. Most teachers are not adequately
prepared for the transition of provision of school education, and families are not ready to
facilitate and monitor daily home-based learning especially with multiple children. * It
iIs much more challenging when parents lack the language and literacy skills and the time
to follow schedules of studies and manage learning processes.

Monitoring and evaluation readiness: This include capacities: to monitor distance
learning processes, to track the access to courses and engagement, to assess learning
outcomes, and to sustain immediate distance learning responses for achieving long-term
goals. In the context of online learning, it is critical to monitor differences in the level of
participation and engagement of students who often have weaker self-regulation and self-
organization skills. *® When TV or radio programmes, which are one-way knowledge
transmission systems, are adopted as the main solution, it is more challenging to measure
the extent to which students, teachers, and parents or caregivers are engaged with distance
learning.

Challenges of virtual teaching

Insights into the challenges encountered by teachers while moving to virtual teaching practice
reflect a broad range of challenges around the following eight themes: (a) student engagement;
(b) training need; (c) parents’ engagement; (d) access to digital equipment; (e) monitoring
learning; (f) teaching difficulties; (g) systematic challenges; (h) hectic and frustrating. ¥’ The
description of each theme is detailed below:

(a) Student Engagement
Five aspects associated with the lack of students’ engagement are:

(i)

Interaction — teachers found it difficult to interact with students, as is possible in a
classroom setting. It was particularly challenging to deliver concepts and engage young
students.

(if) Attendance — attendance and focus, particularly after a prolonged period of virtual

learning, became an issue.

(iii)Distractions — home environment, noise, and availability of toys were sources of

distraction emanated as sources of distraction exogenous to teaching pedagogies. In
addition, distractions also arose from a lack of ability to manage discipline in the online
classroom, when students were not following directions and purposefully causing
disruptions.
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(iv) Self-directed Learning — teacher responses imply difficulty for elementary school students
to engage in self-directed learning, posing a significant challenge for implementing
asynchronous learning.

(v) Motivation and Boredom — some students “entirely disappeared from learning” owing to
lack of motivation and engagement while many students were “lonely and depressed”.
Repetition of tools, routine, and lack of diversity in approach also resulted in boredom.

(b) Training Need

Teachers were extremely cognizant of being ‘ill-equipped’ to handle virtual education, both on
the side of technology, as well, as pedagogy adaptation to digital platforms. ‘Learning by
doing’ is not an efficient and optimal way of getting trained in a live education environment,
where many other factors, detrimental to student-learning outcomes, are simultaneously in
play. Some teachers used virtual teaching practice for the first time in their whole teaching
career.

(c) Parents’ Engagement

A vast majority of teachers found parents to be lacking in basic knowledge and skill for
adjustment to the whole virtual education scheme, resulting in them being not cooperative and
frustrated. Some parents managed great strategies to keep their kids engaged in virtual learning
but were only able to support teachers during the online class; they could not independently
use those strategies at home. The level of engagement of parents was a key determinant of the
benefit derived by their children through virtual learning. However, a key influencer in the
‘inequality in learning’ was the families’ comfort level with technology varied which led to
inequality.

(d) Access to Digital Equipment

The digital divide inequalities posed a monumental challenge owing to complete lack of or
frequent disruptions in the internet connection, both for teachers and students, even for well-
resourced schools and homes. In addition, access to appropriate and adequate digital devices
was a major problem in relatively disadvantaged households.

(e) Monitoring Learning

The digital learning environment made monitoring a humongous task for teachers and affected
the feedback loop owing to delayed or missing assignments; particularly, below-average
learners suffered. Teachers were also concerned about the integrity in examinations and
assignments, thereby nullifying an objective measurement of progress in pupil learning
outcomes.

(f) Teaching Difficulties

Lack of physical connection and the inability to use body language and gestures to teach
emerged as an impediment in effective teaching. Altering the tone of voice was creatively used
as an alternate but had limited scope for effectiveness. The difficulty in reading through “photos
of students’ work™ meant that “feedback on work was not always appropriate”. In addition, the
limitation of the range of online teaching tools meant teaching effectiveness remained
significantly hampered.

(g) Systematic Challenges
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Teachers wanting to deploy a range of activities, tools, or platforms for effective learning
encountered systemic constraints (either school or by local government body). These controls
put an additional limitation on the creativity and effectiveness of the virtual teaching practice.

(h) Hectic and Frustrating

An overwhelming majority of teachers found virtual teaching to be a hectic task getting in the
way of work-life balance on the one hand, while requiring a number of non-educational
administrative aspects on the other. Teachers found that technology can not handle what we
are asking it to do; it is tiring, frustrating and demotivating.

Improvements for virtual teaching
Some of the improvements for virtual education according to Taimur & Mursaleen * are: (a)
planning; (b) access to digital equipment; (c) school’s policy; (d) collaboration.

> Planning

The literatures indicate that various aspects need planning to ensure improvements in digital
teaching. Those aspects are as follows:

(i) Synchronous teaching - teachers found synchronous teaching more effective for digital
learning as compared to asynchronous teaching.

(i) Video Lessons - producing video lessons can be time-consuming, and therefore pre-
existing videos on platforms like YouTube can be used. Starting a YouTube channel for
our students is another advantage.

(iii)Activities and Tools - there is a need to focus specifically on modifying teaching activities
and using the right tools to make teaching more engaging and ensure that the experience
is not monotonous for students.

(iv)Class size - small class size is preferred for effective teaching in an online setting.

(v) Attendance - incentivizing students is needed to ensure presence in the virtual classroom.

(vi)Social interactions discourse, and relationships - social interactions, discourse, and
relationship building is needed while teaching online, as digital learning creates a physical
divide.

(vii) Independent time - while teaching online, giving independent time to each student can
make teaching more effective.

(viii) Syllabus - syllabus is reduced while adapting it to a digital setting.

(ix) Training - teachers and students must be trained before implementing digital education.

(x) Teaching material - appropriate teaching materials i.e. digital platforms and teaching
resources are required to be made available to the teachers.

(xi)Parental involvement - raising parental awareness to ensure parental involvement in digital
education is necessary.

(xii) Monitoring and Feedback Mechanism - monitoring and feedback mechanism needs to
be well-thought through, while ongoing assessments are mandatory to ensure monitoring.

> Access to Digital Equipment

Literatures suggest that it is crucial to ensure that every child has access to digital equipment.
Literatures mentioned that the importance of access to the internet and digital gadgets to ensure
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digital learning does not create a learning divide, as providing strong internet facilities and
ensuring the availability of gadgets with every student is crucial.

» School’s Policy

The design of digital teaching and learning depends on the school’s policies. Practitioners
suggested giving more freedom to teachers for designing their lessons in the digital settings to
ensure effective learning. Teachers should have complete independence for conducting their
lessons.

» Collaboration

While implementing digital education, connecting and collaborating with other teachers to
exchange best practices is crucial, sharing teaching resources will also give teachers space and
time to give more attention to their students and learn from each other. This will promote
connection and collaboration vs. competition for everyone involved. Allowing different
members of the team to do different video lessons that we can all use would maybe free us up
to spend more time connecting with students and learn from each other as colleagues.

Conclusion

Digital adaptation associated with pedagogies in teaching practice during the unprecedented
crisis posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, have highlighted that the respective education
systems were not prepared for this transformation. While implementing these pedagogies in a
virtual setting, teachers faced multiple challenges and most of these challenges were extrinsic
in nature. This paper also sheds light on the insightful suggestions for improvement that can be
used to inform virtual learning and bring about an improvement in the digital teaching practice.
Bridging the gap between achieving learning outcomes, while invoking virtues, will require a
lot of training and practice before virtual education pedagogy can be deemed universally
effective for young children across all segments of society.
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