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Abstract

:

Research into the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on educational institutions in Ireland has primarily focused on third-level courses and initial teacher education programmes. Little research has captured the experiences of practising post-primary teachers and their students as they made the transition to online learning. This study begins by examining the digital context of post-primary education in Ireland prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, paying particular attention to ICT policies and their recommendations. Following this, the importance of schools as more than a centre for curriculum delivery is examined, as well as the potential challenges adolescents face in non-face-to-face contexts. In total, 49 teachers and 130 students participated in the study by completing online surveys about their online learning experiences. The findings indicate that although teachers felt underprepared, many benefits to online learning were identified, especially around assessment and the provision of asynchronous content. Students enjoyed elements of online learning but felt overwhelmed and isolated.
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1. Introduction


In March 2020, with the COVID-19 pandemic sweeping the world, the Irish government, along with most other governments, announced the radical step of closing all education institutions across the country. Teachers and students in post-primary education left the comfort of their physical classrooms and, with little or no preparation, began the process of online teaching and learning. While some studies (e.g., [1,2,3]) have examined the opportunities and challenges experienced by Irish pre-service teachers during this time, few have captured the challenging transition [4] to online teaching as experienced by practicing post-primary teachers and their students. This paper addresses this gap by detailing a specific school’s response to the challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic, exploring the experiences of teachers and students during this time, and outlining implications for the future.




2. Context


From the mid-1990s onwards, education policy in Ireland has sought to realise the potential of ICT in post-primary education [5]. In the intervening years, numerous strategy documents and reports have evaluated the progress made, emphasised barriers to success, and made recommendations for the future. The ICT framework for schools [6] provided a guide for teachers in embedding ICT in the curriculum and assessment across four key areas: (1) exploring the potential of ICT to create, communicate, and collaborate; (2) understanding and applying knowledge of how ICT functions, including safe practice and maintenance; (3) using ICT for thinking and learning, including enquiry, assessing information, solving problems, and expressing ideas; and (4) developing a critical appreciation for the role of ICT in society. The ICT in Schools report [7] found that ICT use was relatively low in teaching and learning, with teachers using technology primarily as an administration tool. The report recommended that more emphasis be placed on teacher training, both at the ITE stage and through targeted CPD for all teachers, which focuses on the application of ICT in teaching and learning and fostering a culture of using ICT in their work. The Digital Strategy for Schools 2015–2020 [8] states that when used correctly, ICT can play a central role in transforming teaching, learning and assessment practices for teachers and students, but for this to happen, ICT must be embedded in everyday teaching practice. Across all of the key skills presented in the revised Junior Cycle curriculum [9], teachers are encouraged to promote a variety of ICT-enabled activities. These activities should develop students’ ability to use technology in a safe and responsible way, to manage their learning, collaborate with others, express themselves meaningfully and creatively, and access, manage and share content effectively. The digital framework for post-primary schools [10] promotes innovative pedagogical approaches using digital technologies and provides descriptors for a range of digital competencies teachers should strive towards. These include using a variety of digital technologies to design learning, provide opportunities for differentiation, and formulate creative and innovative assessments for their students. This framework also promotes teacher professional development and collaboration through and regarding digital technologies, i.e., using online networks to learn about practice and to cooperate with other teachers in the development of innovative approaches. However, other documents, such as the quality framework for post-primary schools ‘Looking at Our School’ [11,12], make sparse reference to the use of digital technology for teaching and learning, or the enhancement and measurement of quality in this regard. While there are significant contributions to ICT in post-primary schools from a policy perspective, the translation of this policy into practice is fraught with inconsistency. Teachers’ confidence levels play a major role in the day-to-day integration of digital technologies, and while some relish opportunities to trial new ICT-enabled approaches, others only use technology intermittently as the need arises, and others still lack the confidence to step outside their established practice [13,14]. This inconsistency emerges, in part, as teachers often have few opportunities to witness how technology can be effectively used to achieve student learning [15] and, despite their best intentions, are often left learning how to use digital tools and platforms themselves [16]. The COVID-19 pandemic completely altered existing motivations to use technology, with teachers having no choice but to engage with ICT for their delivery of education and, as such, may have had impacts on their preconceived notions around their current and future abilities in this regard.



We know from previous research on the nature of schooling that schools are not simply places for knowledge acquisition; they are also spaces where students grow as individuals, and make connections with peers and supportive adults [17]. A fundamental part of education for adolescents is the social engagement that happens in the classroom, on the sports field, and through extracurricular activities. While individual students may have nuanced educational goals and extracurricular interests, their collective experience and shared space offer support, encouragement and reassurance [18,19]. This sense of connection to peers builds a sense of friendship, cohesion and satisfaction among students [20] and has a positive impact on overall wellbeing [21]. Students want to feel connected; they want to feel like they are part of a community [22], which in turn creates a space that is safe for students to express their ideas and work collaboratively [23,24]. One of the challenges of online learning in this regard is that students frequently feel disconnected from their peers and their teachers [25]. Technology is often seen as a barrier to creating connection and a sense of belonging [26,27]. Creating opportunities for connection requires teachers to prepare their delivery in new ways [28,29], recognising the challenges learners face in connecting online [16].



The academic literature on promoting and sustaining third-level students’ engagement in online learning environments is relatively common, e.g., [30,31]. However, given the overwhelming focus on traditional classroom teaching at the post-primary level, research in this context is less prevalent. Post-primary teachers are adept at creating engaging and collaborative lessons in face-to-face settings [16]; however, researchers such as Pressley [32] and Priyadarshini and Bhaumik [27] queried the ability of teachers to transfer these skills to online environments. Post-primary teachers may face additional challenges, over and above those experienced by third-level lecturers and their students. First, we know from research in other contexts that while online learning offers more freedom and flexibility for learners in terms of how and when they engage with material [33], success is heavily dependent on a student’s ability to work autonomously and actively engage in the learning process according to their needs and wants [34]. This kind of engagement differs drastically from traditional school settings which focus on timetabling and structure, and requires far greater levels of maturity and self-regulation. Even the most self-motivated students may not possess the required learning maturity and the self-regulation, and may become overwhelmed in online environments [35]. These issues can be compounded by the very tools that are designed to promote engagement in learning online. Computers and other digital devices on the one hand provide innovative ways for students to engage with material and each other, often offering efficient ways to complete work, communicate and access information. However, they can also be used for a host of non-productive activities that exacerbate the issues of maturity and self-regulation [36].



The COVID-19 pandemic presented post-primary teachers and students with an unprecedented challenge, yet the sudden shift to online delivery affords a valuable opportunity to gain insight into this experience. Following decades of policy rhetoric and investment in technology in schools, this study captures valuable insights into the experiences of students and teachers as they embarked on a fully online delivery.




3. Methodology


3.1. Sample


The study participants were drawn from one post-primary school in Ireland, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a single-school study, this research was not representative of post-primary experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland. Instead, it captured a broad range of experiences from teachers within the school, and the experiences of students who were at the Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate stages, both of which are critical exam years within the Irish post-primary system. As such, invitations to participate were sent to all 148 teaching staff, and to students participating in the Junior Certificate (n = 206) and Leaving Certificate (n = 196) years. Separate surveys were distributed to teachers and students using Microsoft Forms. Completion of the surveys was entirely optional, and participants were given two weeks to submit their responses. Of the 402 students, 130 completed the survey (74 Junior Certificate and 56 Leaving Certificate), representing a response rate of 32%. Of the 148 teaching staff, 49 completed and returned the survey, representing a response rate of 33%.




3.2. Description of Process


This study focused on gathering the experiences of teachers and students who engaged in online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown (March 2020–May 2020). The school in question had previously been using a range of tools within the Microsoft Office 365 suite and, as such, teachers used Microsoft Teams to communicate with and engage students throughout this period. Teachers were advised to engage students through a blend of synchronous and asynchronous methods. A number of support measures were put in place by middle leaders who held responsibility for teaching and learning and technology in the school. These supports were focused on ensuring the successful continuation of teaching and learning activities. Supports made available to staff and students included step-by-step narrated and annotated video tutorials on topics ranging from hosting a Teams meeting to uploading materials for students. Optional lunchtime clinics and meetings were also held, where teachers could seek assistance, advice, and support about a range of platforms and tools. Additional webinars were held for parents/guardians on how to support their children during the period of online learning. A specified email address was available to students, parents and teachers who required technical assistance.




3.3. Instruments


Data collection was carried out using two anonymous online surveys; one for teachers and one for students. Quantitative data were gathered using a series of questions where teachers and students selected from predefined options. Qualitative questions were designed to gather teacher and student opinions and feelings on various aspects of the experience of teaching and learning online. The student survey contained questions under the following themes: (1) online participation—access and engagement; and (2) experience of online learning—likes, dislikes, benefits, and challenges. The teacher survey contained questions under the following themes: (1) experience of online teaching—likes, dislikes, benefits, and challenges; (2) teacher–student engagement online—interacting with students online; and (3) training and support available—coping with the challenge.




3.4. Procedure


Surveys were distributed to students at the end of March and to teachers at the end of April 2020. Before the surveys were completed, the participants were informed about the purpose of the research and relevant ethical procedures. Participants were provided with a plain language statement, research information sheet, and informed consent documents. Data were not collected from participants who did not agree to participate on this basis.




3.5. Data Analysis


The data for this study were gathered using a Microsoft Forms electronic survey. The data were gathered using Choy’s [37] survey design approach, whereby responses collected were primarily quantitative in nature, consisting of closed questions. Some open-ended questions were asked to give participants the opportunity to further explain and develop their answers and opinions, and give context to their experiences. Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive analysis, and while this form of analysis cannot make inferences for general populations, it is useful for presenting patterns from within individual studies [38]. Choices were manually exported to Excel for further interrogation. Qualitative responses were analysed using thematic analysis [39]. As little research existed on online learning at the post-primary level, Hseih and Shannon’s [40] conventional content analysis approach was employed, where codes were inferred from text answers with the aim of describing the phenomenon. Answers were read, and as categories emerged, answers were given appropriate codes. Weight was assigned to codes by ascertaining the number of occurrences within them, reflecting the pattern of opinions within the data. For example, in the question ‘what do you dislike about online learning’ one student said, ‘I can’t concentrate and prefer using pen and paper’. Another student responded by saying ‘I find it very hard to concentrate as there are more distractions at home’. The initial code assigned to these students was ED ‘Easily Distracted’. Another student said, ‘I find it hard to motivate myself’. The initial code assigned to this case was MOT ‘Motivation’. These initial codes were later combined to form the theme of ‘Academic maturity’.





4. Findings and Discussion


Key themes and findings are now presented using the data gathered from teachers and students through the online questionnaires, followed by overall conclusions. The data revealed three key themes: (1) through professional learning opportunities, teachers bridged the gap between policy and practice; (2) from pandemic to potential—teachers enhanced their teaching and learning practices with technology; and (3) distracted and disconnected—the challenges of online teaching and learning.



4.1. Through Professional Learning, Teachers Bridged the Gap between Policy and Practice


For many years, educational policy in Ireland has emphasised the incorporation of technology into teaching, learning, and assessment [6,8,9,10]. However, researchers have commented on teachers’ general lack of proficiency in this area [15,16] and the need for professional development and ongoing support [41]. The data from this study suggest that teachers had not received adequate training prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and found the transition very difficult. From a list of options provided, 68% of teachers identified the transition as either ‘challenging’ (n = 13) or a ‘steep learning curve’ (n = 19) (see Table 1). The changed environment highlighted the need for professional development, and for teachers to adapt their practice quickly. Teachers’ comments included: ‘It personally highlights the need for CPD in the use of technology in the classroom’ and ‘I’ve learned a lot because I’ve had to’. Many teachers took advantage of the professional development opportunities provided to them by middle leaders in the school, in order to reimagine their practice [42] in this new environment. Overall, 94% (n = 46) of teachers availed of professional development opportunities, including support videos, recording and sharing of content, and lunchtime drop-in clinics. Teachers’ comments regarding this professional development indicate a great deal of learning in terms of their digital skills. Their comments focused on two areas. First, they commented on the acquisition of new technical skills. Teachers said they were ‘learning new skills, using resources I might not be otherwise using’ and that the pandemic offered the ‘time and excuse to trial new ICT’ and ‘enhance my skills’. Second, they remarked on the opportunity it provided to explore new ways of teaching and learning. They said it was ‘enjoyable learning new ways to work with students’ and that they were ‘learning new ways to teach’. They spoke of ‘learning a different medium’ and ‘new ways to make resources’ which contributed to a ‘different medium of teaching’ and ‘varied ways of delivering content to classes’. When reflecting on the support provided by the middle management team and support from colleagues, teachers said ‘It is a great method of professional development’. When they encountered a challenge that they were unable to solve, they had collegial support to draw upon. For example, one teacher said, ‘If I don’t know how to do something or if something doesn’t go as planned, I seek possible solutions and support from colleagues’. This was echoed by another teacher who stated, ‘The impact of departmental sharing and discussions cannot be overemphasised’. The sentiment is summed up well by one teacher’s comment:




“What I am also enjoying is the fact that through the online communication from staff, we all get kept up-to-date and are learning from each other. E.g., if someone asks a question, we all see it and therefore learn from it. Unlike in the staffroom/ through emails when someone asks someone for help in person, we miss out on the learning!”





The changed environment presented teachers with not only a complete change to their practice, but a significantly increased level of work [43]. Teachers commented that there was ‘no cut-off point in online teaching’ and that they felt they were ‘available to each and every student at all times of the day and night’ receiving a ‘constant stream of emails’, contending that there was a ‘never-ending to-do list when teaching online’ and when it came to teaching preparation and delivery there was ‘lots more involved’. Teachers also commented on the blurring of boundaries between their personal and professional lives and the challenges this entailed. They said it was ‘difficult to work at home due to family and lack of privacy’, finding it hard to ‘juggle family life with kids and teach online at the same time’. They felt ‘always under pressure’ and found it ‘difficult to know where to draw the line’. Nevertheless, teachers displayed an overriding concern for the provision of high-quality learning experiences for their students [44], which drove their desire to learn from and support each other through the transition [13].



The data in this section suggest that on the one hand, despite decades of Irish education policy on the integration of technology into teaching and learning at the post-primary level [6,8,9,10], the traditionally ad hoc nature of engagement with CPD [14,45] by those that have an interest in technology meant teachers felt unprepared to deal with the technology-led environment presented by the pandemic. However, it is encouraging to note that when provided with in-house, targeted professional development opportunities and support, teachers in this study took the opportunity to upskill in this area and develop skills which may be of benefit far into the future. The collegial nature of the support provided also fostered a sense of community and shared understanding. In addition to the challenge of transitioning online, teachers also began to experience difficulties around workplace boundaries, with the introduction of online tools blurring the traditional lines and scope of teacher–student communication. The challenges of managing student–teacher communication coupled with the constant juggling of family and work obligations began to show early signs of potential teacher burnout [46] and highlight the unsustainable nature of the expectations placed on teachers during this time [29]. This may have implications on the need for codes of conduct relating to online communication and interaction between teachers and students, and the levels of support available to teachers to manage their work–life balance and professional wellbeing.




4.2. From Pandemic to Potential: Teachers Enhancing Their Teaching and Learning Practices with Technology


Many authors [47,48] and indeed numerous policy documents [8,10] have highlighted the potential benefits associated with the integration of technology into day-to-day teaching and learning activities. The data obtained from the teachers in this study suggest they experienced significant benefits, especially in relation to assessment and feedback. Overall, 73% (n = 36) of teachers referenced Microsoft Teams for managing student work, with 18 of those specifically mentioning the assignment features of Microsoft Teams as being invaluable for assessing students and monitoring their progress. The self-correcting nature of these resources and their ability to track student progress and learning [13] were noted as particularly beneficial. They commented that it is ‘very easy to track students’ work’ and ‘highlight any delays in submitting’. Teachers specifically mentioned that it helps ‘cut down on the time we spend correcting’ as ‘you can bulk correct answers’. Teachers also spoke about improvements in feedback provision, saying it is ‘easier to assign feedback’ and ‘keep the students engaged’ by providing ‘formative assessment in a way that is straightforward’.



Teachers and students also highlighted the benefits in providing a variety of assessment tools and approaches. Teachers (n = 11) felt that online quiz tools allowed them to facilitate ‘online assessment in my subject’, providing an ‘easy way to give homework’, which was ‘good to assess learning’. EdPuzzle was noted as being particularly suitable for language learners, with teachers saying it was good for ‘aural practice’, where students could ‘improve the oral aspect of the language’, ‘pick up new vocabulary’, and ‘listen to the pronunciation.’ Students also appreciated the ability to self-assess through these tools. In total, 37 students highlighted online quizzes as a benefit when learning online, with 9 specifically mentioning EdPuzzle. Students stated that they were ‘properly engaged’ because they would have to ‘answer the questions along with’ the video.



We know from previous studies that, once teachers get over the initial technical hurdles of creating digital resources, the advantages begin to become apparent [14,49]. Outside of resources directly linked to assessment and feedback, teachers in this study noted the benefits of creating and delivering asynchronous content for their students. Many teachers (n = 28) spoke of using Loom and recorded PowerPoints to create, recycle, and edit content which, once recorded, could reduce their workload when designing supplementary support or revision resources for students. Teachers said that this software was ‘quick and easy to use’ and they really ‘enjoyed using [it] for pre-recording explanations’. The presence of the teacher [50] was still facilitated through the picture-in-picture and teachers commented that this ‘still gives the student your face throughout the explanation which makes it easier for them to relate to’. Loom allowed teachers to explain things in detail. For example, one teacher said it was ‘very useful for speaking over worked exam questions.’ Students (n = 59) also commented on the benefits of asynchronous tools such as Loom. They were particularly impressed with the ability to pause, rewind and re-watch content to increase their understanding. Students said, ‘I can rewind videos if I don’t understand certain areas’, they could ‘pause the videos and replay them when stuck on a concept’, and they could ‘go back to the video and watch how they [the teacher] answered a similar question’. Similarly, students commented on the flexibility that asynchronous content offered [51], meaning they could engage with content when they needed to. For example, one student said, ‘I like that the videos are there forever, and you can re-watch them at any time compared to a class [where] you can’t’.



These data support calls in national policy and the international literature for opportunities for technology integration. The data here suggest that when provided with the opportunity, or, in the case of this study, the necessity to integrate technology into their day-to-day teaching and learning practices, teachers find many benefits. Digital tools help them to not only find efficiencies in the deployment and corrections of assessments [13], but also provide variety in the style of assessment tasks that are provided to students, leveraging the range of tools at their disposal to create innovative and engaging quizzes and assessments for their students. The move to online learning also appears to have opened the teachers’ eyes to the potential benefits of asynchronous content delivery, where recordings can be used to enhance and support material that is presented to students in a live manner. These tools provided teachers with new ways of explaining content and concepts, and provided students with flexible resources that could be watched and rewatched to check understanding.




4.3. Distracted and Disconnected–Students’ Challenges Learning Online


In this section, data are presented which detail the challenges students faced in staying engaged with learning online and the social disconnect that online learning presented. Previous studies have discussed the importance of self-discipline for successful online learning [24,52] and questioned if post-primary students have the requisite maturity to excel in such environments [34]. Students in this study pointed to a range of issues related to motivation and discipline. They spoke of being easily distracted (n = 43), having difficulties focusing (n = 54), and holding a preference for teacher supervision in the classroom (n = 53) (see Table 2). Student comments indicated that they found concentration difficult when learning online, and at times they felt overwhelmed. Some comments spoke of concentration and motivation generally. For example, one student said, ‘It’s hard to stay focused and motivated for a long period of time’, while another said, ‘it’s hard to motivate myself to do it [the work]’. Others specifically mentioned distractions. For example, one student said, ‘I find it very hard to concentrate as there are more distractions at home’, while another noted, ‘There are so many distractions with Netflix, YouTube and Instagram, it’s hard to have a routine and get up and do the work by yourself’. Other comments spoke to the fact that students felt overwhelmed and somewhat isolated working online. Students said, ‘It takes me longer to do the work assigned to me and it’s a bit overwhelming’ and ‘I start to get overwhelmed as I feel like I am on my own’.



This feeling of being overwhelmed may have been exacerbated by feelings of isolation. We know from previous work that school is about more than learning. Instead, it is a complex mix of learning and social engagement with peers and teachers [19,21,34,53]. Data from the students in this study support the notion that students need structure and a sense of community to thrive. The majority of students (82%, n = 106) held a strong preference for traditional classroom approaches as they missed this peer and teacher interaction. The general sense of disconnection is captured well by students who said, ‘I dislike that you can’t see your friends in school’, ‘I miss my friends and teachers and it’s much harder doing school at home’, and ‘I prefer being in the classroom as I like the interaction with my teacher and classmates’. Feelings were not confined to purely social ones. In fact, students commented on missing the support provided by their teacher and their peers. They said it is ‘hard to learn without the teacher in person to stop and ask questions’ and ‘no face-to-face interaction. No help from peers. Mentally exhausting’. It has long been argued that for teachers, too, school is more than a place for knowledge dissemination [17], as they also feel a sense of social connection with their students [20]. All the teachers (n = 49) in this study missed this classroom connection and commented that ‘I miss the connection that you have with the students in the classroom’ and ‘missing the energy of the classroom’ and ‘not being able to see the students and have a bit of humour/fun in the classroom’.



These data suggest that, notwithstanding the benefits of online teaching and learning outlined in previous sections, challenges remain in the delivery of post-primary education online. This study supports previous assertions [24,34,52] that students at this stage of life experience challenges with regard to motivation and engagement in online settings. Students were easily distracted in their home environment, with many other applications available to take their attention. This issue was exacerbated by the absence of the teacher to bring their attention back to the task at hand. These challenges will need to be considered, should future school closures arise, or in the delivery of blended learning interventions. Tools and strategies may need to be employed by schools, teachers, parents, and students themselves which support students in staying on task. The data also suggest that simply swapping in-class timetables for an online schedule may be inappropriate as students find it difficult staying focused online for long periods of time. This presents both challenges and opportunities for the structuring of online and blended learning opportunities for this cohort into the future. The data also highlight the importance of social interaction and connection for both teachers and students and presents challenges for designers and facilitators to create spaces where teachers and students can connect and build relationships and meaningful interactions, outside of knowledge transfer.





5. Conclusions


The purpose of this paper was to explore the experiences of teachers and students in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in a school in Ireland. Data were gathered separately from teachers and students using two online surveys. The student survey collected responses around online participation and engagement, and their experiences of online learning. The teacher survey collected responses around their experiences of teaching online, teacher–student engagement, and the training and support available to cope with the challenge. The findings, which are discussed further below, can be summarised as follows:




	
Further professional development opportunities are required for teacher proficiency in skills pertinent to online teaching.



	
In situ professional learning in this case study school positively influenced collegiality, knowledge sharing and teaching and learning.



	
Teachers both witnessed and experienced the benefits of the incorporation of ICT into practice.



	
Online teaching and learning presents a challenge in the maintenance of work–life balance and workplace boundaries.



	
Students potentially lack the high levels of academic maturity required for positive online learning experiences.



	
Positive educational experiences for students are heavily reliant on social interaction and connectedness.








Our study suggests that despite decades of ICT policy, a lack of focus on professional development opportunities in this area resulted in most teachers feeling underprepared for the shift to online teaching. In light of this, policymakers should consider the mechanisms for translating policy into practice at post-primary level. In this study, it is evident that the provision of targeted learning opportunities at a school level not only allowed teachers to modify their practice and adapt to their new reality but did so in a way that fostered a sense of shared understanding and collegiality. Many teachers began to recognise the benefits of using digital tools, especially in relation to assessment and the development of asynchronous resources. This kind of targeted CPD is a policy area worth investigating further. However, the breaking down of traditional classroom and school boundaries also highlighted challenges around managing workplace boundaries. Online tools began to blur the lines of teacher–student communication and placed an increased burden on teachers to be available to students outside normal working hours. The findings also suggest that post-primary students may lack the motivation and maturity required to engage in the more self-directed, less controlled environment of online learning. Students frequently felt distracted and disengaged from their teacher and their classmates. They not only needed their teacher in-person to help them stay on track with their learning, but also missed both the social interaction and connection with their teacher and their peers. Together, these findings suggest that more needs to be done to prepare teachers for teaching in the digital age so that, should school closures be required again, they will not need ‘just in time’ learning, but will have built a wealth of experience and possess a range of tools to engage their students. The findings also more broadly suggest that more attention needs to be paid to the social and motivational dimensions of online learning when considering this for students at the post-primary level. This may have knock-on implications for initial teacher education and CPD programmes for teachers.




6. Limitations


This study has some limitations which should be noted in relation to the findings and conclusions described above. The research sample which was used for this study was relatively limited in size, focusing on teachers and students from one Irish school. While the intention of this study was to capture the experiences of this cohort during the COVID-19 pandemic, larger-scale studies may be needed to explore and develop the findings further. Second, the data were obtained from two online surveys disseminated during one academic term. Alternative themes may have arisen from other methods such as interviews or focus groups. Finally, while the literature on online learning is relatively developed in higher education settings, it is limited at the post-primary level and, as such, as research in this area continues, alternative areas for investigation may emerge which were not addressed in this study.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, A.E. and P.T.; methodology, A.E. and P.T.; writing—original draft preparation, A.E. and P.T.; writing—review and editing A.E. and P.T. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Not applicable.




Informed Consent Statement


Not applicable.




Data Availability Statement


No new data have been generated as a part of this opinion piece.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



Donlon, E.; Conroy Johnson, M.; Doyle, A.; McDonald, E.; Sexton, P.J. Presence accounted for? Student-teachers establishing and experiencing presence in synchronous online teaching environments. Ir. Educ. Stud. 2022, 41, 41–49. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Farrell, R. COVID-19 as a catalyst for sustainable change: The rise of democratic pedagogical partnership in initial teacher education in Ireland. Ir. Educ. Stud. 2021, 40, 161–167. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tiernan, P.; O’Kelly, J.; Rami, J. Engaging student teachers in an online teaching pedagogies module during COVID-19. Int. J. High. Educ. 2021, 10, 62–73. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Quality and Qualifications Ireland. The Impact of COVID-19 Modifications to Teaching, Learning and Assessment in Irish Further Education and Training and Higher Education. 2020. Available online: https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/TheImpactofCOVID19ModificationstoTeaching,LearningandAssessmentinIrishFurtherEducation.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2023).

	



Conway, P.F.; Brennan-Freeman, E. The evolution of ICT policy in Ireland 1995–2010: Progress, missed opportunities and future trends. In Shaping the Future: How Technology Can Lead to Educational Transformation; The Liffey Press: Dublin, Ireland, 2015; pp. 259–287. [Google Scholar]

	



NCCA—National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. ICT Framework A structured Approach to ICT in Curriculum and Assessment. 2007. Available online: https://ncca.ie/media/2093/ict_framework_a_structured_approach_to_ict_in_curriculum_and_assessment_-_revised_framework.pdf (accessed on 7 February 2023).

	



Department of Education and Science. ICT in Schools. 2008. Available online: https://assets.gov.ie/25341/e8f06243628548008512ec38516d7ad8.pdf (accessed on 1 February 2023).

	



Department of Education and Skills. Digital Strategy for Schools 2015–2020: Enhancing Teaching, learning and Assessment. 2015. Available online: https://assets.gov.ie/25151/52d007db333c42f4a6ad542b5acca53a.pdf (accessed on 15 January 2023).

	



NCCA—National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Key Skills of Junior Cycle. 2018. Available online: https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/def48e3f-68f9-42e4-95de-f30086321fd0/JSEC_Key_Skills_of-JC_English).pdf (accessed on 20 December 2022).

	



Department of Education and Skills. Digital Learning Framework for Post-Primary Schools. 2018. Available online: Dlplanning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/digital-learning-framework-post-primary.pdf (accessed on 5 February 2023).

	



Department of Education. Looking at Our School. 2020. Available online: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/743565-looking-at-our-school-2016/ (accessed on 21 November 2022).

	



Department of Education. Looking at our School. 2022. Available online: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/b1bb3-looking-at-our-school-2022/ (accessed on 8 November 2022).

	



Pokhrel, S.; Chhetri, R. A literature review on impact of COVID-19 pandemic on teaching and learning. High. Educ. Future 2021, 8, 133–141. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Winter, E.; Costello, A.; O’Brien, M.; Hickey, G. Teachers’ use of technology and the impact of COVID-19. Ir. Educ. Stud. 2021, 40, 235–246. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ertmer, P.A. Teacher pedagogical beliefs: The final frontier in our quest for technology integration? Educ. Technol. Res. Dev. 2005, 53, 25–39. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gillett-Swan, J. The challenges of online learning: Supporting and engaging the isolated learner. J. Learn. Des. 2017, 10, 20–30. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



OECD. PISA 2015 Results (Volume III): Students’ Well-Being; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2017. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Downes, S. The Future of Online Learning: Ten Years On Half Hour. 2008. Available online: https://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2008/11/future-of-online-learning-ten-years-on_16.html (accessed on 15 October 2022).

	



Nandlall, N.; Hawke, L.D.; Hayes, E.; Darnay, K.; Daley, M.; Relihan, J.; Henderson, J. Learning Through a Pandemic: Youth Experiences with Remote Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic. Sage Open 2022, 12, 21582440221124122. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rovai, A.P. Sense of community perceived cognitive learning, and persistence in asynchronous learning networks. Internet High. Educ. 2002, 5, 319–332. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Aldridge, J.M.; Fraser, B.J.; Fozdar, F.; Ala’i, K.; Earnest, J.; Afari, E. Students’ perceptions of school climate as determinants of wellbeing, resilience and identity. Improv. Sch. 2016, 19, 5–26. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Boling, E.C.; Hough, M.; Krinsky, H.; Saleem, H.; Stevens, M. Cutting the distance in distance education: Perspectives on what promotes positive, online learning experiences. Internet High. Educ. 2012, 15, 118–126. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anderson, T. Teaching in an online learning context. In Theory and Practice of Online Learning; Anderson, T., Elloumi, F., Eds.; Athabasca University Press: Athabasca, NA, Canada, 2004; pp. 271–294. [Google Scholar]

	



Rifqiawati, I.; Saputri, Y.A.; Oktaviani, H.; Nurrohmah, S.; Handayani, T.A. The Students’ Emotional Maturity and Learning Motivation through Distance Learning During COVID-19 Outbreak. Int. J. Biol. Educ. Towards Sustain. Dev. 2021, 1, 27–37. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gray, J.A.; DiLoreto, M. The effects of student engagement, student satisfaction, and perceived learning in online learning environments. Int. J. Educ. Leadersh. Prep. 2016, 11, n1. [Google Scholar]

	



Swan, K.; Garrison, D.R.; Richardson, J.C. A constructivist approach to online learning: The community of inquiry framework. In Information Technology and Constructivism in Higher Education: Progressive Learning Frameworks; IGI Global: Hershey, PE, USA, 2009; pp. 43–57. [Google Scholar]

	



Priyadarshini, A.; Bhaumik, R. E-readiness of senior school learners to online learning transition amid COVID-19 lockdown. Asian J. Distance Educ. 2020, 15, 244–256. [Google Scholar]

	



Zhang, D.; Zhao, J.L.; Zhou, L.; Nunamaker, J.F., Jr. Can e-learning replace classroom learning? Commun. ACM 2004, 47, 75–79. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anderson, E.; Hira, A. Loss of brick-and-mortar schooling: How elementary educators respond. Inf. Learn. Sci. 2020, 121, 411–418. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bergdahl, N. Engagement and disengagement in online learning. Comput. Educ. 2022, 188, 104561. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Russo, M.; Alboni, F.; Morlini, I.; Sartori, L.; Pavone, P. Learning online: Remote teaching and university students’ engagement. Stat. Appl. 2022, 34, 23–74. [Google Scholar]

	



Pressley, T. Factors contributing to teacher burnout during COVID-19. Educ. Res. 2021, 50, 325–327. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gorbunovs, A.; Kapenieks, A.; Cakula, S. Self-discipline as a key indicator to improve learning outcomes in e-learning environment. Procedia-Soc. Behav. Sci. 2016, 231, 256–262. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Broadbent, J.; Poon, W.L. Self-regulated learning strategies & academic achievement in online higher education learning environments: A systematic review. Internet High. Educ. 2015, 27, 1–13. [Google Scholar]

	



Greene, J.A.; Azevedo, R. A macro-level analysis of SRL processes and their relations to the acquisition of a sophisticated mental model of a complex system. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 2009, 34, 18–29. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vigdor, J.L.; Ladd, H.F.; Martinez, E. Scaling the digital divide: Home computer technology and student achievement. Econ. Inq. 2014, 52, 1103–1119. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Choy, L.T. The strengths and weaknesses of research methodology: Comparison and complimentary between qualitative and quantitative approaches. IOSR J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2014, 19, 99–104. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tashakkori, A.; Teddlie, C. (Eds.) Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social & Behavioral Research; Sage: Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, 2003. [Google Scholar]

	



Creswell, J. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, 4th ed.; Sage: Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, 2014. [Google Scholar]

	



Hsieh, H.F.; Shannon, S.E. Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. Qual. Health Res. 2005, 15, 1277–1288. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Ritzhaupt, A.D.; Liu, F.; Dawson, K.; Barron, A.E. Differences in student information and communication technology literacy based on socio-economic status, ethnicity, and gender: Evidence of a digital divide in Florida schools. J. Res. Technol. Educ. 2013, 45, 291–307. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tafazoli, D. CALL teachers’ professional development amid the COVID-19 outbreak: A qualitative study. Comput. Assist. Lang. Learn. Electron. J. 2021, 22, 4–13. [Google Scholar]

	



Hargreaves, A. A Complete List of What to- and Not to Do- for Everyone Teaching Kids at Home during the Coronavirus Crisi. sWashing Post, 7 April 2020. Available online: http://atrico.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Hargreaves-Washington-Post_A-complete-list-of-what-to-do-%E2%80%94-and-not-do-%E2%80%94-for-everyone-teaching-kids-at-home-during-the-coronavirus-crisis-The-Washington-Post.pdf (accessed on 23 November 2022).

	



Hollweck, T.; Doucet, A. Pracademics in the pandemic: Pedagogies and professionalism. J. Prof. Cap. Community 2020, 5, 295–305. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anglin-Lawlor, A. Transitions Toward Transformation: Exploring Continuing Professional Development for Teachers in Ireland. Ph.D. Thesis, Maynooth University, Co. Kildare, Ireland, 2014. Available online: https://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9119/1/Vol%201%20PhD%20Thesis%20Ann%20Anglin-Lawlor%2092903509%20PDF.pdf (accessed on 17 January 2023).

	



Reich, J.; Buttimer, C.J.; Coleman, D.; Colwell, R.D.; Faruqi, F.; Larke, L.R. What’s Lost, What’s Left, What’s Next: Lessons Learned from the Lived Experiences of Teachers during the 2020 Novel Coronavirus Pandemic. 2020. Available online: https://edarxiv.org/8exp9?trk=public_post_share-update_update-text (accessed on 27 August 2022).

	



Mahon, P.; Lyng, C.; Crotty, Y.; Farren, M. Transforming classroom questioning using emerging technology. Br. J. Nurs. 2018, 27, 389–394. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tiernan, P.; O’Kelly, J. Learning with digital video in second level schools in Ireland. Educ. Inf. Technol. 2019, 24, 1073–1088. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Saubern, R.; Urbach, D.; Koehler, M.; Phillips, M. Describing increasing proficiency in teachers’ knowledge of the effective use of digital technology. Comput. Educ. 2020, 147, 103784. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kyei-Blankson, L.; Ntuli, E.; Donnelly, H. Establishing the Importance of Interaction and Presence to Student Learning in Online Environments. J. Interact. Learn. Res. 2019, 30, 539–560. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chauhan, V.D.; Kalra, J.; Kalra, V.; Negi, G.; Agarwal, P. Asynchronous versus Traditional Teaching for MBBS Undergraduate Students-Effectiveness and Students Perspectives—A Pilot Study. Int. J. Appl. Basic Med. Res. 2019, 9, 69–72. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wong, D. A critical literature review on e-learning limitations. J. Adv. Sci. Arts 2007, 2, 55–62. [Google Scholar]

	



Downes, S. What a MOOC Does. Knowledge, Learning, Community. 2012. Available online: https://www.downes.ca/ (accessed on 19 December 2022).








[image: Table] 





Table 1. Teachers’ perceptions of transitioning to online teaching.
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	Transition Comments
	No.





	I’m adapting but it’s a steep learning curve
	19



	Challenging
	13



	Lonely
	5



	Tiring
	5



	Interesting
	4



	Enjoyable
	2
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Table 2. Student challenges with online learning.






Table 2. Student challenges with online learning.





	Challenge
	No.





	I prefer being in the classroom as I like the interaction with my teacher and classmates
	82



	I find it easier as there are less distractions and interruptions
	20



	I am easily distracted by my phone, TV, other people, etc.
	41



	I find it difficult to focus and engage without the teacher present
	53



	Other
	8
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