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ABSTRACT Educational institutes across India have been closed since mid-March 2020 due to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Schools and colleges in rural, remote areas of India are experiencing unprecedented challenges
due to the closure of institutions. Against this backdrop, the present paper explored the challenges of online learning in
rural areas for all stakeholders. This qualitative investigation was conducted on two students, two parents, and two
teachers in rural areas. The uniqueness of the study is that it analysed the challenges of online learning from the
perspective of students, teachers, and parents. It is found from the study that online teaching-learning is challenging due
to multiple factors such as lack of technical gadgets, poor network connectivity, and electricity problems. Lack of
previous experience in online teaching is a major shortcoming for teachers. Parental literacy and student interest are
other hindrances. Stress has been experienced by parents, students, and teachers due to the transition from traditional to
online learning.
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INTRODUCTION

The global spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has affected almost all nations of the world and has triggered an array of
public health responses. The pandemic forced the closure of all kinds of organizations across the world. Closures of all
sorts of educational institutions was a significant physical distancing measure adopted by the government of different
countries to curb the spread of this contagious disease. Distance education, educational applications, and platforms can
be used by schools and teachers to be in touch with students and curb the interruption of education[1]. Online education
was included in the earliest decade of this century in the Indian education system as a method of distance education.
This method of learning requires access to digital devices along with Internet connectivity. Video conferencing, PDFs,
educational videos, and audio clipping are the tools, which are used in this method. Various apps like Zoom, Google
Meet, Jio Meet, etc. are used for video conferencing. WhatsApp and Telegram are used for sharing study materials with
the students.

During the lockdown, all class promotion examinations in schools of Odisha were suspended and students were
promoted to higher class based on their term marks. The new session also started in April 2020 to avoid academic
delay. The School and Mass Education Department of the Government of Odisha adopted an online mode of instruction
to resume the teaching-learning process. This instruction became a puff to rural students as they are habituated with a
conventional classroom setup, where a teacher is physically present to guide students and monitor their learning
directly. Online learning is new to students in rural areas.

Problem

With the decision of the government to resume classes to engage students, suddenly traditional education changed to an
online mode of instruction. This alteration from conventional to digital changed the educational system in ways and the
effects are yet to be determined [2]. Teachers and students are required to find ways to connect and face the challenges
of change from familiar to a new way of teaching-learning. Whether it's distance or virtual learning, teachers are
challenged to reach virtually all of their students [3]. Before the pandemic, online learning was there but all teachers are
not familiar with the technology. Being restricted at home, challenged to quickly learn new technologies, many teachers
experienced the single most distressing episode of the current age [4]. The Students in social isolation and seclusion
had to develop new skills desirable for e-learning [5].

Online education is also likely to broaden the learning gap between children from lower-income and higher-income
families [6]. Children from below poverty line households live in conditions that are not conducive to online learning.
The biggest hurdles to moving to online education in India have been insufficient digital gadgets for students and a lack
of internet connection at home owing to poverty. Children from lower-income households are struggling to complete
online homework because of the inconducive atmosphere at home [6]. Recently news came that a father committed
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suicide, as he could not provide smartphones to his children for study [7]. In another place, a family that had to sell
their cow, the only source of income for the family, to buy a smartphone, became a hot topic [8]. Upset about not
having a smartphone to use for online classes, a 17-year-old girl studying in class 11, from Punjab committed suicide
[9]. Away from school and friends students find online classes boring [10]. The sudden interruptions to education
owing to the COVID-19 necessitated the study and document the major changes in teaching practices and teachers’
responsibilities [11].

Rationale

To translate the power of IT into an extended learning opportunity for all is the ethos of online learning. The
Government of India has launched the National Mission on Education through ICT (NMEICT) to democratise the
opportunity of online learning. To promote digital education, various initiatives have been taken such as SWAYAM,
SWAYAM Prabha, ShodhGanga INFLIBNET, National Digital Library, and National Academic Depository by the
Ministry of Human Resources Development. Besides these platforms, the MHRD has developed the Diksha App and
channels and numerous initiatives for the development of online learning in India. As there were no other alternatives,
both the central as well as state governments ordered the online learning method during lockdown to resume the
teaching-learning process.

The study is based on this fundamental idea, which views that the people who face the challenge can come out with
an effective plan to solve their problems. To this end, the participants in this study were rural students, parents, and
teachers who were facing difficulty with online teaching and learning. To the researchers’ knowledge, no such studies
have taken place to investigate the challenges of online learning in rural areas following the COVID-19 school closure.
This study investigates the impact of online learning due to COVID-19 induced school closure on teachers, students,
and parents who belong to rural areas of the Dhenkanal district in Odisha.

Thus, the following research questions were framed:

What changes in work did the teacher experience, and what are the challenges he/she faces to provide online instruction
to the students?

What are the challenges students face for and during online instruction?

How did the parents perceive the online teaching experience and what are the challenges?

The research questions addressed important research gaps in this field by involving major stakeholders such as
students, teachers, and parents.

Objectives

The objective of this study was to illustrate the experiences of school teachers, students, and parents adopting online
instruction during the COVID-19 lockdown.

The study intends to understand the challenges faced by teachers, students, and parents to adopt the online teaching-
learning process in the context of the closure of schools due to COVID-19.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The pandemic in various ways affected the lives of people in terms of occupation, education, communications,
financial resources, and health. For the well-being of society, governments throughout the world closed the educational
institutions. This unexpected and exceptional interruption in social life and the educational system altered the work of
many teachers abruptly, and in several aspects [12]. A study exploring the critical challenges and factors influencing
the e-learning system usage during the COVID19 pandemic found that technical factors were one of the significant
factors that influenced the practice of e-learning systems[13].

A study in South Africa and found that many rural learners are deprived of the online teaching-learning process,
owing to a lack of digital gadgets to connect to the Internet, the learning management system, and software[14]. Using
both qualitative and quantitative data, the professional life of a secondary school teacher was examined who had
continued teaching his students in rural Alaska (United States) by online mode during COVID-19. It was found from
the study that the teacher experienced extra workload and viewed that the online education should be inclusive and
carefully designed [15].

In developing countries, the e-learning process might be hindered by technological knowledge, education and literacy
background, and socio-economic problems of the people [16]. In Southeast Asia, a large section of the population
neither possess electronic devices nor have access to the Internet. Even people with access to the internet, experience
inconvenience because of several factors including the inconsistency of internet speeds in different regions. The urban
population often enjoys significantly faster internet compared to those living in less developed areas [17]. Internet
connectivity and access to digital gadgets remain a persistent equity question, particularly in rural areas [18,19].

A study conducted in Nepal shows that many students got disturbed during their online class because of electricity
problems (63.2%), and because of Internet problems (63.6%). Similarly, about half of the teachers got troubled by their
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online teaching because of the power problems (42.3%), and because of Internet problems (48.1%) [20]. News that
children are sitting on the trees, near any high places or river banks for attending classes is seen through electronic
media and social media platforms in Odisha [21].

METHODOLOGY
Design
This descriptive and explanatory qualitative study focuses on the perception of changes in the instructional practices
from traditional classroom practices to online mode by students, teachers, and parents. Although the qualitative study
has limits [22], the strong point of this method was that it considers the perspective of all active participants, that is,
students, teachers, and parents. The study explored the teacher’s voice in-depth, student’s attitudes and views, and
parent’s problems using varied methods of data collection.
Data was collected by direct and participant observations in their workspace, semi-structured interviews, open-ended
questions, and telephonic conversation. The researchers had a thorough knowledge of the teacher’s workload and
conditions of working. They were aware of rural parents' and students' problems regarding technology know-how
before the change to online education. Therefore, they maintained vigilance throughout the study to explore the impact
of school closure and the shift to online instruction as perceived by the respondent teachers, students, and parents.
Participants
The participants of this study included two teachers, one male and one female teacher, two students, one boy, and one
girl, and two guardians, one male, and one female. All the participants of the study belong to a rural government school
in the Dhenkanal district of Odisha. The teachers have more than fifteen years of experience in the schools where they
are posted. Owing to their long residency at the school, they had thorough knowledge about the students and the area
where the school is located.
Data Collection
Descriptive data about the teacher’s experiences, student’s perceptions, and parent’s attitudes, and challenges faced by
all the participants while adopting online learning were collected over two weeks from multiple sources. The semi-
structured interview questions that included both open-ended and closed questions and daily discussion over the topic
in social media were conducted and recorded. Interviews and discussions focused on the overall respondent observation
of the effectiveness of an online learning model, the problems and challenges of online learning, and suggestions from
all the participants about its implementation in the future as an alternative model. Open-ended questions were designed
with a focus on content, clarity, and sequencing. All the discussions were held through a personal interview
maintaining physical distance, via a telephonic conversation, and WhatsApp chats. Pseudo names have been used to
keep the identity of participants secret.
Questions for the teachers were:
What are the challenges you face because of school closure and transition from classroom learning to online learning?
How did you engage your students and what is your perception of student participation?
Questions for the students were:
What is your experience with online learning? Do you find online learning interesting?
Do you face any problems with online learning?
Questions for the parents were:
What are the challenges you face because of school closure and transition from classroom learning to online learning?
How did you perceive authority or the role of teachers to support you in online education?

RESULTS

Responding to the first question Teacher X said, “This is a serious challenge to take online classes owing to no or
limited network. Sometimes | have to go outside of my home for network issues. One day while | was busy taking a
class on the roof of my house, a group of monkeys suddenly jumped from my neighbour’s roof to mine for which I had
to stop class and escape. Online learning is suitable in urban places where there is no network problem. All students are
not able to benefit from online learning, as they are used to traditional learning. The students in my school need
constant support and guidance from teachers, as their parents are unable to guide them. I feel sorry for them and feel
stressed and guilty, as students are not fairly treated under this system.”

Teacher Y also expressed her concern regarding the problems of online learning. “I bought a smartphone after the
direction from authority to take online classes. It took me days to learn the internet application. As per the order of
authority, we teachers formed a WhatsApp group with students. But we could add only a few students, as they did not
have smartphones. All the teachers of my school went door to door to distribute the course books and other study
materials. Most of the people are daily labourers, auto-rickshaw drivers, and vegetable vendors and engaged in other
occupations. They cannot afford to buy a smartphone, and Internet connectivity and data usage is another issue.”

Both the teachers expressed their concern about student engagement and participation. More or less their voice is the
same about student participation. “Although in one class there are about forty students, only eight to ten students ask
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their doubts and submit assignments. Some do not have a device, some suffer from poor connectivity and some do not
have guardians to guide them. We have informed the students and their guardians about the Diksha channel and asked
the students to watch the channel as per the programme. We could not visit their homes frequently due to fear of
contamination.”

One guardian (male) said, “I am an auto rickshaw driver. I have a mobile phone but that remains with me for the whole
day, as people call me to reserve drives to the hospital or station. Due to the lockdown, | have very small or no income.
I am not investing a single rupee in the education of my children. The government is providing everything, like dresses,
books, mid-day meals, and a cycle free for the education of my child. | cannot buy a new phone though | wish to
provide one to my child.”

“I am a tailor and my husband has a roadside tiny tea-biscuit shop. We have two children, one studying in college and
another in high school. We have a smartphone. The elder child attends online classes with this phone. We cannot
provide two phones. The school-going child faces problems attending online classes, as the older child seldom gives the
phone to him. The school-going child views the audio-video clip sent by the teachers in the WhatsApp group shared by
his teachers.”

Both the students and guardians expressed satisfaction over the role of teachers during the lockdown. Replying to the
second question one guardian said, “Teachers of the school visited our house to distribute the books for the new
session. They asked me to buy a mobile phone or a computer with an internet facility. They also informed us about the
Diksha channel on television. Our child is also unable to fully attend the channel during class because of the electricity
power cut. Teachers respond when my child calls for any doubt clarification. But | am sure, this is not a solution for all
students.”

To know the response of students who possess smartphones and computers with network connections, the investigators
recorded the reaction of two students about their experience with online learning. Both students retorted that they have
smartphones but the network is not always available. Though it is very interesting for them to learn online, the frequent
interruptions create disappointment. “Electricity power problems always persist in our area. Sometimes I also lose
interest in studying alone. In school, it is very interesting to study with friends. Doubt clearing is very easy also, as we
can ask friends and teachers whenever there is difficulty in understanding the concepts.”

DISCUSSION

This study was carried out in the Dhenkanal district of Odisha in 2020 and pointed out the challenges of online
education in rural areas. In most of the schools, there are no facilities for online classes till now, and teachers are still
getting training on how to conduct such classes. In short, the benefits of conducting online classes are not that great in
rural and remote areas. Even though telecommunication and the internet are available in grass root areas of India, not
every place has a strong network and Internet services. So, students do not get chances to attend classes or take
examinations. When the lockdown started, all the educational institutions got closed all of a sudden. Students become
carefree and fickle, as there were no regular classes or tuitions for them. Lack of teacher-student, student-student
interaction, and blackboard method of teaching and learning affected the quality of education given to the students.
Doubt-clearance becomes very difficult in the online method.
A chaotic environment at home, family fights and, lack of meals also affect the mental state of the students and prevent
them from studying. Many people in rural areas live below the poverty lines. So, when having proper meals is difficult
for these people, the families can't afford such expensive tools for the education of their children. As most of the
parents have lack education, they face immense difficulties in guiding their children. They feel stressed and depressed,
as they could not provide the basic necessity for online education for their children. The challenges of online education
found by this study confirms the result of earlier such studies conducted by Almaiah (2020), Dube (2020), Babu and
Reddy (2015), McLaren (2003) Azano and Stewart (2015), and Subedi et al. (2020)
After the students, if anyone is getting affected worst, they are the teachers of rural schools. In rural schools, the
teachers and students are habituated with the traditional teaching-learning method. This study found that teachers did
not have proper knowledge about online classes and had not been given any training. As the teachers are middle-aged
or old, they usually do not know how to conduct online classes via smartphones or laptops. They are seen taking help
from their children or grandchildren. Due to online classes, some teachers faced lower self-esteem, productivity in
teaching, and their motivation level decreased. Besides teaching, the teachers were also engaged in various works like
distributing books, re-admission of the students and some had to take care of the quarantine centres situated in their
schools. Teachers reported being stressed due to all these challenges. The findings of the present study come in line
with earlier studies conducted by Baired (2020), Fagell (2020), and Kaden (2020).
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CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

Before the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak and lockdown, the education system in rural India was not qualitative even
after the implementation of numerous welfare schemes. Through the research, it emerged that despite online learning
seems to be one of the possible ways of learning in the COVID-19 period but the application of technology is troubled
by several factors. Online education for school children is challenging owing to multiple problems like unavailability of
the network, lack of resources to buy the necessary gadget and data, power problem, inadequate knowledge, not
conducive home climate, and lack of direct contact between student and teacher. Although the study has limitations like
small sample size, it has approached the issue intensively by including all the stakeholders.

The findings of the study are significant for the implementation of online education. It is suggested here that proper
training should be provided to both the students and teachers. Caring and training for teachers are some conditions of
recovery from the catastrophic situation and sustainable education practice of the future. Smartphones and other
necessary extensions should be provided to economically poor students. If possible, schools and other educational
institutions should be reopened with adherence to social distancing and proper precautions to prevent the individuals
from getting affected.
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