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Abstract:

As the COVID-19 pandemic was declared on March 11th, 2020, numerous health restrictions were
put into place to help slow down the spread of the infectious disease. One of those safety measures
was online school which replaced the traditional in-school learning. While distance learning meant
a safer and innovative alternative to traditional schooling during the pandemic, it severely im-
pacted a number of students, especially those from a lower socioeconomic background. This is
because those students very often did not have access to functioning electronic devices and stable
network connections and therefore could not participate in online schooling. Additionally, learn-
ing from home greatly limited students” ability to socialise with their classmates, something that
in-person schooling allowed for every day.
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1. COVID-19 and schooling
1.1. COVID-19 pandemic

On January 31st, 2020, with the global death toll by COVID-19 (caused by
SARS-CoV-2 virus; Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)) surpassing 200 and the
quickly growing number of daily confirmed cases, the World Health Organisation
(WHO) declared the infectious disease a public health emergency (AJMC, 2021).
Throughout February, the number of confirmed infections exponentially grew, most
visibly in China, where the infectious disease was first detected and described as unusual
pneumonia at the end of 2019 (WHO, 2021). By February 10th, 2020, the number of deaths
by COVID-19 in China surpassed the total number of deaths by the believed predecessor
virus SARS-CoV-1 from 2004 (AJMC, 2021). Worldwide spread of the virus to 114 coun-
tries by air travel and cruising (AJMC, 2021) led to WHO declaring a pandemic on March
11th 2020, and encouraging world country leaders to do everything in their power to find
a balance between protecting the public health, minimising socioeconomic consequences
of health restrictions and respecting human rights (WHO, 2020).

Almost two years later, the number of all confirmed cases is nearing 277 million and
the number of deaths 5.5 million (WHO, 2021). Several regulations that had been put into
place at the beginning of the pandemic are still in use today, such as maintaining per-
sonal hygiene, wearing protective masks and, in some countries, online schooling.

1.2. Lockdown of schools and online learning

In a matter of weeks from the declaration of COVID-19 being a public health emer-
gency, as many as 1.5 billion students worldwide were affected by the lockdowns that
followed. Schools were opened and functioning as they normally had been one day, and
the next day pupils found themselves learning from home in front of a computer screen
with schools closed. The traditional face-to-face learning was replaced by online learning
with the only means of communication between students and teachers being
school-provided emails and digital platforms (OECD, 2021, p. 5), such as Zoom and Mi-
crosoft Teams. With their children staying at home all day, the proportion of adults
working from home increased significantly and many workers, especially those with the
youngest children, had to adjust their working hours to help their children take part in
online learning and provide them support they needed for studying and doing home-
work (Thorn et al., 2021).

There was also a great difference between the accessibility of education to students
of different social backgrounds. Rates of infections and COVID-19-related deaths were
notably higher in areas with lower socioeconomic status which has put additional stress
on students from such backgrounds or regions. In addition, many of those students also
had difficulties with accessing network connections, as well as devices required for
online learning, such as functioning computers and printers (OECD, 2021, p. 5). This was
especially highlighted in lower income countries, such as sub-Saharan Africa where as
many as 45% of students had no exposure to remote learning, and the rest were only
exposed to such information via radio or TV (Saavedra, 2021). In Latin America, the sit-
uation was slightly better. For instance, in Mexico, about 60% students had access to re-
mote lessons via television or radio (McMahan, 2021). In other middle-income countries,
education accessibility differences were significant within the same country, with the
elite minority receiving several hours of online lectures daily, while the rest settled for a
few lessons via TV or radio. Such differences are also seen in the recent evaluations of the
loss of expected learning with the poorest quintile losing over 20% more of the expected
learning than the richest quintile (Saavedra, 2021).
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The sudden and unexpected transition to online learning or a combination of online
and in-person learning not only put a strain on students, but also teachers who were
mostly not familiar with online learning platforms but had to master them in a matter of
days. Additionally, a lot of materials were not suited to online learning and classes, such
as arts, language and physical education classes were seemingly impossible to conduct
online (OECD, 2021, p. 5). Most countries provided teachers support during the transi-
tion between in-person learning and online learning in terms of training programs and
courses on online teaching. Teaching content was also adapted with opening education
resources and providing lesson plans (OECD, 2021, p. 34). Teachers’ access to technology
was one of the most frequently stated challenges among European teachers. The majority
of countries resolved this by providing them ICT (Information and Communication
Technologies) tools and network connectivity (OECD, 2021, p. 36).

1.2. Outcomes and the future of learning

To our best knowledge, extensive objective analyses of the effect of the COVID-19 on
education have not yet been elaborated. However, subjective experiences and evalua-
tions shared by countries and educational institutions have been performed. Publicly
available online sources are consequently very mixed; on one hand, the transition from
the well-established in-person learning to online hybrid learning was very rapid and thus
allowed very little time for planning and training of personnel. Many teachers and stu-
dents thus did not have access to technologies which would allow for them to participate
in online schooling, or they did not know how to properly use the equipment that they
had. In addition, technology is subjected to limitations - poor internet connections and
non-working cameras and microphones. Most of all, some hands-on courses, such as
physical education, dental hygiene etc. could not be taught online (University of Illinois
Springfield, 2021). On the other hand, this new way of learning has introduced new, in-
novative models which also focus on integrating technology with education, modernis-
ing the school system (Li et al., 2020). Some experts even claim that forms of hybrid
online learning are the future of education. Many universities, such as Zhejian Universi-
ty, managed to move over 5000 courses completely online in a matter of two weeks
(Zhaohui, 2020). Other experts (Li et al., 2020) even argue that a long-awaited new way of
teaching which makes student-teacher interactions, document sharing and online re-
search much faster and more efficient, has been discovered and will, even after the pan-
demic is over, become part of schooling.

2. Reflection

When schools in Slovenia abruptly closed in March 2020, I was in my second year of
high school. When lockdown was announced, students and teachers were told that we
would stay at home for the next two weeks as a precautionary measure against the
spread of COVID-19. As the concept of online learning was almost completely foreign to
us, it seemed to be an exciting new experience - we did not have to wake up as early as
we usually would, and we could follow classes from the comfort of our homes. Back
then, none of us thought that the pandemic was just starting, and that online schooling
would actually become a long-term experience.

The primary form of communication with our teachers was school email that every
student was assigned as they enrolled in high school. This form of communication was
efficient, but sometimes, in the flood of emails received daily, information about online
classes or homework or additional resources got lost. However, this was always resolved
with communication among students, mostly over previously created social media class
group chats.

At first, neither the students not the majority of teachers knew how online school
would look like. This gave most teachers the freedom to come up with their own system
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that we were introduced to during the first week of online classes. Generally, we had one
online lesson weekly per subject and in between those lessons we studied textbooks and
completed worksheet by ourselves. After the first two weeks of lockdown quickly passed
and there was no talk of returning to school in-person, we soon realised that online
learning had become a new reality and we had no choice but to get used to it. I believe it
was this realisation that encouraged us students, as well as teachers, to do our best
communicating and helping each other - after all, we were all in this together. After about
one month, everyone was used to online schooling and had their own rhythm and system
of working. Until the end of the school year we were graded at least once per subject,
most often by written examinations during which we had to turn on our cameras and
place them so that our workspace was seen. Meanwhile, classes then continued in a sim-
ilar manner as before, that is, one or two online lessons per subject per week in addition
to textbooks and worksheet.

We started the next school year, my third year of high school, in person. As I had just
joined the two-year International Baccalaureate Diploma programme at my school, I
started the year in a new classroom filled with students who did not know each other, so
the seven weeks we spent physically in school were very valuable to us, as we were just
getting to know each other. Since the beginning of the year, we were all prepared for the
possibility of online school, so we mostly got instructions as to how online classes would
look like for each subject in advance. When the state of the pandemic did indeed get
worse a few weeks after the school year began, we once again switched to online
schooling. Having spent prolonged periods of time at home the previous year too, it felt
as if the time spent in schooling online was the time when socialisation was put on pause.
This was mostly due to the lack of breaks in-between lessons that we would otherwise
spend in a classroom together. At home the breaks were spent with the computer camera
turned off. So, for the duration of online schooling which lasted for about five months,
my classmates and I spent little to no time getting to know each other and mostly stayed
in contact with our other acquaintances and friends. This lack of connection between us is
still seen today; while we are classmates who see each other every day, we have not
formed many meaningful friendships among each other.

During the second lockdown, schooling was a bit different and more organised; all
classes that we would have at school in person were held online, following the same
schedule. This made keeping track of assignments and online lectures much easier than
during the first year, however, it was also much more time consuming, and I had often
found myself finishing classes at 5 pm when it was already dark outside. This combined
with the fact that my bedroom had essentially become my classroom and the room I
wrote my exams in, both contributed to my overall lack of motivation to do
school-related work after class, and my increased need to go outside multiple times per
day to get away from the computer screen. I often had headaches and strained eyes
following the entire day of online lectures attended with a computer screen.

To sum up, online schooling was a very interesting experience which allowed for the
safest way of learning during the pandemic. However, the lack of socialisation and
changing of my everyday environment is what had me hoping every day that things
would finally return back to the old normal, and that I would again be able to attend
school in-person again.
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