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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced sudden transformation in many sectors of the global
community, turning the world upside down. Everything has been impacted, not excluding the
education sector, which has experienced some unforeseen changes in many parts of the world.
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.
Suggestions are provided here so that the challenges presented by the new approach can be
mitigated while we come to terms with the disruptions introduced by COVID-19 to our
education sector

Introduction

With the declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic on 30 January 2020 by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) (Sohrabi, Alsafi, O'Neill, Kerwan, & Al-Jabir, 2020), the outbreak has had
tremendous effects on many of the global sectors and global systems, including, but not limited
to, healthcare systems (Holshue, DeBolt, & Lindquist, 2020; Peng, Xu, & Li, 2020), agricultural
sectors (Association, 2020; Rediff, 2020), manufacturing (e.g., Knieps, 2020), energy (Mohamed,
2020) and socio-economic systems (Buck, Arnold, Chazan, & Cookson, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020).
The education sector has not been immune from the impact of COVID-19, as it has affected all
levels of global education systems from the pre-school to the university and has also caused
cancellation or postponement of academic conferences (Impey, 2020; Panesar, Dodson, Lynch,
Bryson-Cahn, Chew, & Dillon, 2020). One of the policies or measures adopted by the countries
all over the world in preventing the spread of the disease involves the complete closure of
schools and educational facilities (e.g. Alsafi, Abbas, Hassan, & Ali, 2020; Harvard University,
2020; Pather et al., 2020), thereby affecting over 900 million of students globally (according to
UNESCO, 2020).

As with other global university communities, campuses across the developing countries were
closed and classes suspended, while administrators scrambled to convert the traditional classes
to online formats. Similarly, with the arrival of COVID-19 on the shores of the Cooperative
Republic of Guyana in South America on 11 March 2020, traditional face-to-face classes were
cancelled, campuses of the universityof Guyana were placed on lock-down and efforts were
made to transfer classes online. While it is easier for tertiary institutions in the developed



countries to migrate to online and virtual teachings (Langford &Dams,a, 2000), the COVID-19
has made it compulsory for tutors/lecturers in developing nations to rapidly adopt, consolidate
and/or embrace the use of technology for survival at this challenging time.

The main purpose of this article is to provide a rapid assessment of the benefits of the online
mode and the challenges that accompany the dynamics of this pedagogy. The paper also seeks
to provide suggestions to improve teaching and learning using online facilities in times of
pandemics and unrest, especially in the developing and least developed countries. It is hoped
that this contribution provides an addition to the growing body of knowledge on the impacts of
COVID-19 on education sectors, especially in the developing countries.

At the beginning

With the confirmation of COVID-19 in Guyana on 11 March 2020, The Ministry of Education
declared total closure of all schools in Guyana for two weeks initially from 16 March 2020. This
was later extended for another two weeks as the nation was monitoring the trend of the spread
of the disease. All schools were then closed to face-to-face classes indefinitely. Working under
the guidance and advice of the Government, the University of Guyana’s Transition
Management Committee (TMC) released the directives which closed the university to the
teaching staff and students and only allowed some non-teaching, but essential staff on its
physical campus initially beforeincluding all staff when the total lock-down was declared. The
university administration thereafter set up several communication channels to update the
university staff and students on various measures being put in place for the rapidly- changing
circumstances in the country and the world. The principal avenues used for these
communications were emails and university webpages (public and intranet). There were several
communiqués that were released in quick successions as the university was grappling with how
to respond to the challenges. With the departments and the faculties being asked to move their
teachings online, educators were forced to look for solutions to many challenges posed by the
sudden change. This is because the guidance and directives meant moving teaching online
within hours, (using Moodle and other platforms) without prior adequate provisions such as the
recognition and provisions of internet access, stable power supply, licenses for online
communications platforms, and other facilities that could facilitate blended and/or hybrid
modes of learning were not fully in place.

Online Platform

Within days of the directives, many educators and colleagues at the university started exploring
all forms of available video-conferencing applications and platforms. Forms such as
GoToMeeting, Skype, WhatsApp, ezTalk, emails, Blueleans, and Zoom were used in addition to
the Moodle platform used by the university. Based on the relatively positive experience of
many colleagues with the use of the Zoom platform, the university purchased Zoom Enterprise
versions for use by lecturers and with the help of the University’s Software Department, this
was integrated into the university’s learning platform, Moodle. Presently, virtually all



programmes for the second semester are over and there is no doubt that the online mode has
proven to be the saving grace for the completion of the semester in difficult times.

Scope

The basis of this write-up and evaluation is on the writer's informal conversations with
colleagues and students, class experience, observations during virtual presentations,
assignments, and a review of the literature while utilizing the dynamics of online teaching. The
inferences and suggestions presented here are based on opinions and perspectives from the
writer’s experience and what was gathered from the literature

The Benefits

At the University of Guyana, staff and students were able to transition to the online mode
despite the suddenness of this change. Some of the benefits of this transition are itemized
below: General benefits

-The use of online resources thrived significantly among other resources at this time as many
lecturers and students were able to search for information and materials through online blogs,
papers, websites, and other related resources.

— Another benefit of the transition to online teaching is the opportunity for live cloud
recordings of teachings, meetings, lectures and other interactions.

Personal growth and development benefit

+* Increase in the use of available resources. Moodle and other platforms that were under-
utilized before COVID-19 became intensely utilized and widely- used during this period.
It is of significance that online facilities, which were already in place in the university but
were in minimal use prior to COVID-19 by both lecturers and students, proved to be
extremely useful tools during the transition.

% Exposure to several sessions of training organized by the university’s Software
Department for lecturers on various forms of digital learning and education; and also,
the sharing of materials and videos for the benefit of lecturers by colleagues and
university administration.

* Upgrading of new technologies for the university: purchase of many facilities and
licenses, especially add-ons, to support the university’s Moodle (online learning
platform) and Zoom video conferencing,

Pedagogical benefits/changes

— Students and staff were able to explore different learning options using technology and other
online tools for instruction and learning.

— Lecturers and the university administration explored the opportunity for the development of
blended learning.



— The opportunity of working remotely, which allow both staff and students to continue
engagement outside the confines of a traditional university classroom

Challenges

COVID-19 came abruptly with little or no preparation plan in place in some developing
countries. All sectors, including education, have greatly been affected by the pandemic. In the
case of Guyana, online education which has become the new normal, courtesy of COVID-19, is
currently facing different kinds of challenges, some of which are classified below:

Lack of resources

— Digital inequalities among students and staff were suddenly laid bare, as there is no internet
accessibility in many of the villages in the hinterland areas where some students and staff are
domiciled. — Unavailability of computers, laptops and/or tablet facilities for students to use in
connecting to the online mode. Some other lecturers were affected by these inadequacies too;

— Lack of adequate prior training on the requirements of online teaching for both students and
lecturers. Many lecturers and students grappled with how to function effectively using the new
technologies.

— Lack of practical training for the students: The inability to make use of lab or fieldwork
because of social distancing for courses that required the use of lab, fieldwork or practical
exercises; Poor national infrastructure

— Slower internet speed at home due to sudden and unprecedented internet traffic, and the
lack of preparedness of internet providers for the sudden enormous demands on their services.

— Inconsistent power supply: Unlike the developed countries, Guyana is yet to guarantee a
stable power supply as there are occasions of power-cuts during the delivery of lectures,
affecting both students and lecturers. Course delivery problems

— Reduced student—teacher engagement: As noted in some of my class experiences while
teaching, many students no longer engage in class discussion as they do in the traditional
face-to-face class and there is often little or no feedback when questions are asked. As a result,
some online classes become long and sometimes stressful. It is the students who do the
learning (Lavy&Naama- Ghanayim, 2020; Orkibi&Tuaf, 2017) and if they resist or minimizing
their investment, attention or effort on their participation, they will only accomplish little in
their learning.

— Slow and extended work: Students are unable to submit assignments when due, lecturers are
unable to keep up with their schedules because of either power-cuts or internet problems.



— Compromise with deadlines: On many occasions where students and staff were unable to use
technological tools to get work done in a timely manner, they were compromising with
deadlines and even with the standard expected of their delivery because of other constraining
factors they are confronted with.

— Limited opportunity for monitoring assessments, which has restricted many lecturers/tutors
to the use of multiple-choice questions (MCQ);

— Malpractices: With the online method of testing and the realities of many students’ inability
to utilize video services during some live class exercises and tests because of the limitation of
the technological devices, students could receive assistance and help that the instructor may
not be privy to.

Problems facing students

— Students’ inflexibility: Many students who were accustomed to the traditional face-to-face
method of teaching found the online method burdensome, with some becoming rude and
impolite to lecturers because of the stress experienced as a result of adjusting to online
education.

— Domestic affairs: The online delivery mode forced many students to be working at home
where they are under enormous distractions and other domestic issues (Sutton, 2020); and as
such, most students found it challenging to maintain focus during online teaching.

— Mental health challenges: Fear and anxiety surfaced among some students as a result of the
sudden change. Due to some students’ inability to cope with the combination of their academic
rigours and domestic challenges, depression, mental issues, and suicidal thoughts were some of
the conversations that were encountered during this period.

Cybersecurity problem

Cybersecurity threats: With computers and other portable technological devices being
entrenched in our daily educational and teaching lives driven by the migration of traditional
learning to online mode, there abounds various kinds of breaches, exposure to viruses, hacking
potentials, and other cybersecurity threats (Nam, 2019)

Recommendations

The University of Guyana, as an example of a university in a developing country, fared relatively
well in handling the disruption caused by the COVID-19. However, based on the experience of
this phenomenon, the following recommendations can further help to stabilize tertiary
education systems of the developing nations during crises.



Recognition of disparities: Online education is new to the majority of students in developing
countries, and Guyana is not an exception. Therefore, the change from traditional face-to-face
learning to online should take into consideration the disparities in technology availability and
usage among the student population in higher institutions. Most students in developing nations
are struggling to learn and use computer tools effectively. Some students do not even have
personal computers, and some are living in remote areas where there is limited or no internet
access and facilities. The World Bank, in its recent report on the effect of COVID-19 pandemic
on education, noted that most students will have great difficulties in transitioning to and
accessing online education because many are subjected to numerous internet access and other
disadvantages (World Bank, 2020). Therefore, recognition of the reality of these disparities
should make the university tutors and administrators allow some flexibilities as the students
migrate to the online platforms for their educational and academic needs.

Provision of technical assistance to those in need: For an easy and a successful transition
to the online approach of learning, government and the university authorities should identify
those in need and provide devices for free or at discounted rates. In addition, the government
should provide internet hubs at strategic and safe public places in the communities where the
needy students can access the needed academic and educational services. The plethora of
interests in the development and application of technology to enhance qualitative teaching and
learning has gathered momentum this year and this has been well-documented in the literature
(Ali, 2020; CoSN, 2020; Smith & Judd, 2020; UNESCO, 2020; World Bank, 2020). However, as the
World Bank noted, most education systems are not well- equipped to offer online education or
transition to a blended education system because of technological deficiencies (World Bank,
2020). Hence, for the transition to online education to be effective, support is needed for the
provision of infrastructural tools including hardware and software support systems (Ali, 2020).
The goal here should be that no student is left behind or disadvantaged because of the
student’s lack of technological devices or internet access while transitioning to the online
educational delivery.

Gradual transitioning: With the pandemic ravaging everywhere while everyone is asked
to stay indoors, the home environment may not be suitable for learning because of other family
engagements. There is, therefore, the need to make the transition to online education slow and
steady so as to reduce tension and stress (Sutton, 2020). Practical training sessions: Education
boards and university authorities should increase their efforts at providing free training via
media such as television, radio, newspaper, social media, etc. Also, the step-by-step guidelines
for the use of most of these platforms could be translated to other native languages spoken by
students to enable a wider understanding of such platforms. The shift from a traditional
face-to-face controlled environment to an online learning environment does require some
pieces of training (Geng, Law, &Niu, 2019) and the teaching staff are encouraged to have the
right attitude in embracing the new paradigm (Mirzajani, Mahmud, FauziMohdAyub, & Wong,
2016).



Explore phone modality: School administrations could effectively reach out and
communicate timely information about the developments surrounding teaching and learning
using mobile telephone communication. The needs of students nowadays have become so
sophisticated that they no longer carry heavy books but phones which they also use for
educational purposes. Thus, phones can be a useful tool for learning in times of crisis (Tuncay,
2016). A good example of a higher institution that explored this phone modality in ensuring
that students and staff were speedily connected with, is the University of Bologna, Italy, which
did not only extend the deadline for payment of tuition fees but distributed free SIM cards to
students, utilising the students’ easy access to phones to continue with online teaching (See Ali,
2020).

Giving options and reassurance: In times of crises and troubles, all forms of
encouragement and reassurance should be provided. It is not every student and staff member
who could rapidly innovate nor implement online learning in developing countries like those in
a developed or advanced developing world where online learning is an established familiarity.
Striving to make staff and students comfortable should be the utmost goal in times of crisis.
Options such as giving a reduction in course loads or deferring any enormous workloads should
be provided for both students and staff. The institutions that had no prior preparation or
planning measures in place prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 need to consider relief measures
and all formsof reassurance for their staff and students, so as to avoid every form of excessive
demands or tensions following this rapid adoption of online teaching (Ali, 2020).

Streamlining the teaching content: Teaching contents and loads should be made easier
and not monotonous. The change from face- to-face to online education should not be seen as
a temporary shift of instructional delivery to alternative online delivery model due to the crisis
of circumstances (Al Lily, Ismail, Abunasser, &AlhajhojAlgahtani, 2000; Hodges, Moore, Lockee,
Trust, & Bond, 2020). There should be a curriculum review of face-to-face materials that are
practicable for online delivery, thereby preventing the teaching contents from becoming
burdensome, repetitive, non-engaging, and resulting in learning being resisted
(Chizhik&Chizhik, 2009; Negiri, 2013).

Bearable schedules: To make life easy and bearable for everyone learning in difficult
times, rigid adherence to calendar schedules, number of tests, and assignments may create a
worse situation that can deflate the desire and enthusiasm for online learning. For students to
be able to focus, faculty should break down contents for easier online delivery and
management (Bao, 2020). Woolley (2015) observed that students believe that manageable
online educational engagements could be helpful to get better results and that students who
understand this are more likely to be involved in online learning and complete any assigned
tasks than students who do not. It is therefore suggested that schedules for teaching, tests,
assignments, and so on should be made bearable with the benefits of staff (tutor) and students
in focus (Rosario et al., 2015).



Alternative assessment: Traditional forms of assessment are getting criticised these days
because they leave students with a crammed knowledge for marks and not the skills they need
for proficiency (Ali, 2020; Czerniewicz, 2020; Ismail, Mokhtar, Nasir, Rashid, &Ariffin, 2014;
Magalhdes, Ferreira, Cunha, &Rosario, 2020; Zhang, Wang, Yang, & Wang, 2020). In the light of
this current pandemic, alternative forms of assessments should be considered and embraced
because of their real benefits and positive outcomes. Assessments can be in the form of virtual
presentations, interaction models, oral presentations, creative projects using 3-Dimensional
modelling and graphics, skits or plays, blogpost journaling, one-to-one conferencing, and so on
(Ali, 2020; Gipps&Stobart, 2003; Lavy&Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). These forms of assessments
can be used to measure authenticity and performance (Gipps&Stobart, 2003) and could thus be
a kind of a relief measure in this time of rapid pedagogical transformation.

Change letter grades to credit or no-credit: Whatever will provide relief to students and
motivate them to work in an online mode should be given the utmost priority. The awarding of
"credit" or "no-credit" might the best option when the use of letter grade appears to
demoralizeevery effort students put towards learning. As Sutton (2020) noted while arguing in
favour of changing letter grades to credit or no-credit, the learning arrangement has become
disruptive as a result of the pandemic, this relief should be offered to students. The
consideration of credit or no-credit in replacement for letter grades is one of the suggested
palliative measures at such a time as this.

Conclusion

The sudden transition to online pedagogy education as a result of COVID-19 in
developing countries has exposed some inequalities and challenges as well as provided some
benefits. Suggestions and recommendations are provided here so that the challenges
presented by the new pedagogy can be mitigated while the university system comes to terms
with the disruptions introduced by COVID-19 in the higher education sector. In times of crisis,
offering comfort should be the priority for both the staff and the students, and this should be
the core of any teaching and learning dynamics. Further studies and research into the success
or otherwise of this sudden migration from traditional face- to-face teaching to online
education is therefore recommended as thiswill provide the necessary data and findings on
how effective this sudden change has been to students, staff, and the entire university system.
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