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Section 1: Introduction

Reflecting on the response by higher education institutes to the challenges involved in the sudden
relocation of teaching, learning and assessment away from the traditional campus environment, is
presented in a variety of reports prepared by the QQl, the National Forum for Teaching and Learning,
the USI, and staff and student COVID learning experience reports from GMIT, IT Sligo and LYIT

Overall, the reports refer to the enormity of what was achieved through dedication, collaboration
and innovation in moving teaching, learning and assessment online. Extraordinary goodwill was
demonstrated by those who learn, teach, support and lead across the higher education sector and
much was learned for the future. In an effort, to capture and share this learning with CUA colleagues,
a summary of the recent COVID learning, teaching and assessment experience report findings and
themes is presented in Figure 1 (see page 3). A brief introduction on each national report, is outlined
below:

Report 1: QQI Evaluation of COVID Impact on Learning, Teaching & Assessment (August 2020)

This report is a high-level preliminary analysis of experiences reported in a range of different formats
by a wide range of organisations including universities, institutes of technology, education and
training boards, private HE institutions, the Union of Students in Ireland (USI), AONTAS, AHEAD, and
others. The analysis is broad and focusses on issues rather than on institutions. In broad terms, the
report presents a picture of the higher education experience since the emergency commenced on
March 12t and covers what was done, what worked well, and what did not work well.

Report 2: USI Report on the Student Experience & COVID (July 2020)

The USI COVID survey report illustrates some of the key challenges that many learners faced during
the rapid move to emergency remote teaching. It is extremely difficult, if not impossible to
adequately capture the experience of every student across such a diverse learning population, but
what was learned from this survey is that, in spite of the diverse population within third-level
education, many students faced common challenges. This report outlines some of the shared
experiences of students over the last few months: of connectivity problems and inadequate study
spaces, of lost employment and lost motivation. Many students were helped through the period by
those around them including family and friends, their peers and their teaching staff, and this narrative
came through clearly in the responses received.

Report 3: National Forum for Teaching and Learning, Reflecting & Learning [June 2020]

Following the closure of higher education institutions across Ireland on March 12, 2020, the entire
higher education community mobilised at speed to ensure student learning could continue through
online/remote teaching and assessment approaches. With a view to capturing what had been
learned from this extraordinary semester, the National Forum reached out to teaching and learning
higher education associates and leaders across the sector. This briefing paper summarises the
insights shared and considers what the insights mean for the enhancement of teaching and learning
in the near and longer-term future.

SD 4.8 2|Page



CUA Reflections on Covid-19 LTA Experience | Oct 2020

Section 2: Summary of reflections emerging from the COVID higher
education experience reports

A summary of the recent COVID higher education reports, reflecting on the learning, teaching and
assessment experience, is presented in Figure 1 below. The findings are categorised under eleven
themes including: working and studying at home; teaching and learning; assessment; policies and
procedures; college experience; digital skills and academic CPD; communications; health and
wellbeing; fees and finance; resources, supports and access; return to campus.
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Figure 1: Summary of the report findings and related themes

Theme

Information
technology
infrastructure was
critically important in
enabling the rapid
change. Without it,
almost everything
would have ground to
a virtual halt.
However, resource
problems e.g. access to
reliable broadband or
suitable devices made
remote access a
challenge for some
students and staff.

Challenges arose for
some in following
areas: the quality of
technology-mediated
interactions between
people; other
limitations of available
educational
technology; adapting
pedagogy at short
notice; restricted
activities; the changes
to the learning
environment from a
student perspective;
staff workload; delays

Just under a third
reported issues with
access to Wi-Fi. 35% of
students felt they did
not have adequate
access to online
learning content.

Recommendations
from students to
support learning
remotely include:

e Ensure that all online
content is delivered in
a manner that makes it
accessible to all
students e.g. those
with connectivity
problems.

e Ensure that online
content is accessible
for students from all
backgrounds e.g. that
text files are screen
reader compatible.

¢ Training and support
for students using
digital tools,
particularly for
uploading of
assignments and
online examinations.

It was rapidly
discovered that many
students and staff do
not have consistent
access to reliable Wi-
Fi and/or suitable
devices or learning
environments for
working/studying from
home.

The main issues
reported by students:
e a struggle to build
consistent motivation
independently.

e the difficulty in
creating a suitable
home working
environment

e a struggle to
maintain motivation or
to build a positive
working schedule
during remote
learning.

Staff campaign
feedback: Overall one
of the highest-ranking
topics was staff
workload, many staff
members feel that
online assessment
demands greater
consideration. Some
staff feel that they
have taken on
responsibilities that
were once facilitated
by the examination’s
office. However,
despite the
unprecedented

Student Experience
Findings based on
survey of full-time
students completed in
June 2020. 206
respondents.

Student identified
Positives:

98% of students had
access to a laptop.
Own laptop (79%)
shared with household
(19%)

35% of students
agreed or strongly
agreed they were
happy to engage in
remote T&L.

56% agreed they had
the resources
(hardware/software)
to participate actively
in remote T&L

68% said they
understood how to use
the technology needed
for remote T&L.

Negatives/Issues/chall
enges:

In the survey students
were asked how the

Studying from home
was a positive
experience for some
students:

Increased flexibility;
learned new skills, able
to undertake more
independent learning

Challenges arose for
some students in the
following areas:
inappropriate physical
environment; lack of
adequate hardware
equipment; poor
connectivity; juggling
caring responsibilities
with study; absence of
normal childcare
supports; balancing
remote learning with
changed work
commitments; lack of
normal supports for
students with
disabilities.
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in securing
professional
recognition body
approvals in some
cases; library,
copyright and data
issues; issues arising
from individual
circumstances.

o Full access to
required learning
resources online,
where physical access
to libraries cannot be
facilitated e.g. ensure
all databases are
accessible off campus.
® Provisions to be put
in place for students
who do not have
access to devices or
live in low connectivity
areas.
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circumstances staff
morale remains high
with 86% of staff
members agreeing
that GMIT are
‘commendable’ for
maintaining a positive
attitude at this time.

transition to remote
teaching and learning
impacted their
engagement and
learning this semester

and the response was:

7 promotors (4%)
21 passives (10%)
178 detractors (86%)

75% of student
respondents felt
isolated as a student
and not connected to
the college or their
course.

50% of respondents
said they didn’t feel
like doing coursework
at home.

1|Page



Teaching
and
Learning

The vital role of
teaching and learning
units was highlighted,
and the front-line role
they played, when the
crisis emerged.

The importance of
teaching and learning
itself, has never been
more evident in higher
education. How well
individual
departments and
institutions were
positioned to support
students and staff
through this crisis was
noted to have been
influenced by the
investment of time
and resources in
digital (and non-
digital) teaching and
learning structures,
resources,
communities and
leaders that had
already taken place.

Although institutional
closures were
unforeseen, much of
the work of the sector
in the years leading to
2020 enabled and
empowered the
higher education
community to respond

Reduced learning
opportunities (69%)
Changes to
assessment methods
including exams to
alternative
assessments (60%)
Not being able to
communicate with
classmates (55%)

Online Teaching
Experience

According to the staff
survey of June 2020,
50% of academic staff
have at least one
year’s experience of
teaching online with
22% have at least five
years’ experience.
36% of teaching staff
had no prior
experience of online
teaching.

Academic staff ranked
the following concerns
with the transition to
remote working:
Diminished student
learning 66%
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Online learning was a
positive experience
for some students:
Students felt
supported by recorded
lectures, quick
responses to emails,
knowing their
lecturers and peers
prior to Covid-19 and
clear communication
around assessment
and scheduling of
online teaching.

Challenges arose for
some students in the
following areas:

Slow response to
emails and
information requests;
absence of “online”
teaching, engaging in
different online
platforms within or
across modules;
significant reduction in
teaching time; lack of
digital skills to engage
with online learning;
delivery of content too
compressed and lack
of coverage of some
content areas.




in an informed and
cohesive manner to
the unexpected
situation in which it
found itself. Robust
and relevant
knowledge and
experience had been
developed which was
transferred, re-
purposed and re-
imagined as necessary
when the context of
teaching and learning
was suddenly
transformed.

A number of people
reflected that their
prior resistance to
online/remote
delivery has been
overcome rapidly,
with many finding
that the perceived
challenges were not

really challenges at all.

The complexities of
online/remote
learning came to be
more widely
acknowledged as
requiring technical
skill, conscious
facilitation techniques
and reflective
approaches.
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Not being able to
communicate with
students 36%

Online privacy,
protection of student
data 31%

Evaluation of their
teaching effectiveness
43%

85% of lecturers said
they were willing to
experiment with
different methods of
remote teaching and
assessment
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It was repeatedly
recognised that
teaching and learning,

whether in person or
mediated by a device,
is always centred on
people and pedagogy.
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Assessment

Authentic assessment
in some subject areas,
such as medicine,
teaching, sport
science, and design,
suffered as a result of
the move to
online/remote
learning, while
authentic assessment
in other subject areas,
such as computing and
communications, were
less impacted.
Particular elements of
curricula, including
work placements and
study abroad periods,
became deeply
disrupted by the crisis
and developing
flexible alternative
routes to the
achievement of
related learning
outcomes, in
consultation with staff
and students, will be
essential to future
planning.

There is an increased
appetite to re-think
traditional assessment
practices. Staff
particularly valued
support in ensuring
academic integrity and
in designing

changes to
assessment methods
(including exams to
alternative
assessments)

Academic staff were
provided with
guidance and
resources on how to
create alternative

assessments including:

Open-book exams
MCQs

Objective Tests

Oral
Exams/Presentations
Reflective journals
Projects

Portfolios

Many traditional
exams were replaced
with unsupervised,
online assessments
such as open-book
exams set up in
Moodle

CUA Reflections on Covid-19 LTA Experience | Oct 2020

Student feedback
highlighted the
following as key
supports for online
assessment:

Clear and open
communication
supports student
engagement with
assessment.

Co-ordination of the
timing and nature of
assessments within a
programme assists
student to manage
their workload.

Where new
assessment practices
are introduced,
consideration should
be given to providing
opportunities to
practice this type of
assessment.

Additional training to
support engagement
with online
assessment,
particularly around
the uploading of
assessed work where
new technology is
used.




alternative
assessments that were
tailored to the online
space while still
meeting the learning
outcomes of the given
module. This learning
will now be carried
forward as new
modules and
assessments are
designed.

Designing assessments
for the online
environment takes
more time, and more
student preparation,
and that instructions
for such assessment
need to be more
detailed and explicit
than when there is an
opportunity to explain
and discuss in person.
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Policies
and
Procedur
es

Institutional processes
and structures need to
be flexible and
adaptable enough to
allow for unforeseen
circumstances.

In response to the
crisis, new policies
were also developed,
such as those that
sought to implement
measures to mitigate
against potential
disadvantage
including removing
academic and financial
penalties for resit
assessments,
enhancing
extenuating
circumstances policies
and affording
additional powers of
discretion to
examination boards. It
was suggested that
there may be merit in
reviewing institutional
risk strategies, or
equivalent, in the
future to ensure that
effective mitigation
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against academic
disadvantage is
included within this.
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College
Experience
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In-person interaction
was also seen as
important in creating
a sense of belonging
and community and
inducting students
and staff into their
institution and its
ways: ‘Being able to
talk stuff out loud, ask
those questions which
may seem ‘stupid’, be
accompanied to places
and events (canteen;
library; student
services; chaplaincy,
etc.), explain how
things work —
essentially giving the
student a confidence
to navigate the
language, landscape
and nuances of third
level is critically
important’.
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Digital
Skills/ CPD
for
Academics

A solid base of
expertise and
knowledge,
accompanied by
collaborative
structures within and
across institutions for
sharing resources and
good practice, is key
to the rapid upskilling
of students and staff.

Overall, it was
acknowledged that
the more knowledge
and experience
teachers and students
have of related tools
and approaches, the
more choices are
available to tailor the
teaching and learning
experience for student
success.

CUA Reflections on Covid-19 LTA Experience | Oct 2020

In the academic staff
survey lecturers said
they required the
following training for
the academic year
2020/2021

Online course Design

45%

Blended Learning
54%

Moodle Basics 14%

Moodle Assessment

53%

Open-book exams

46%

Academic Integrity

33%

Adobe connect 34%

Panopto31%

Accessibility 34%

UDL 30%

OER 33%

Learning analytics 27%

The institutes Centre
for Online Learning

(CoL) and Centre for
the Enhancement of

Leaning and Teaching
(CELT) deliver training

in all of the above,
primarily through a
team of instructional
designers.

Some students
identified a lack of
digital skills to engage
with online learning
and assessment.




Communi
cations

Consistent, coherent,
co-ordinated and
considered
communication is
critical to successful
collaboration and
important for
reducing stress among
students and staff in
times of uncertainty.

Where
communication to
students is developed
in partnership
between the
institution and the
students’ union, there
is greater clarity in the
messaging.
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Over a third (33.94%)
of students feel that
their mental health is
worse as a result of
COVID-19.

Over half of students
(50.14%) are relying on
informal supports to
improve their mental
health.

Just under a quarter
(23.67%) of students
have been unable to
access mental health
supports in their
college since COVID-
19.

(22.10%) of students
would prefer to access
face to face college
and external mental
health services
(21.12%) than to
access them through
phone call, online or
text services.

In-person interaction
was also seen as
central to student and
staff wellbeing. As one
person noted: ‘The
taken-for-granted little
human interactions
that occur in normal
circumstances in our
colleges are so
important for our
wellbeing and how we
cope’
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Staff campaign
feedback: Overall one
of the highest-ranking
topics was staff
workload, many staff
members feel that
online assessment
demands greater
consideration. Some
staff feel that they
have taken on
responsibilities that
were once facilitated
by the examination’s
office. However,
despite the
unprecedented
circumstances staff
morale remains high
with 86% of staff
members agreeing
that GMIT are
‘commendable’ for
maintaining a positive
attitude at this time.

67% of teaching staff
were unaware of the
Inspire Wellbeing
Employee Assistant
program available to IT
Sligo staff.

Some students feel
isolated and it is
important to ensure
good and open
communication.

Some students have
found learning during
this period to have
been difficult and
stressful.
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Fees,
Finance
&
Accomm
odation
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Resources
Supports
& Access

It was pointed out
that online/remote
learning has great
potential to mitigate
educational
disadvantage in the
context of creating
opportunities for
equitable access and
participation for all
students. A number of
people commented
that programmes of
study underpinned by
the inclusive principles
of Universal Design for
Learning may offer
greater equity of
opportunity,
participation, and
outcome for all
students.
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Respondents

Return to
advocated a blended

Campus approach to teaching,
learning and
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assessment,
leveraging the
strengths of different
modes, while
attending to the needs
of discipline and
context.
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