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ABSTRACT

The situation in general education in Latvia has changed since the spring semester of
2020. On the 13t of March 2020 Latvia temporarily introduced remote training at all stages
of education. The government regularly monitored the spread of the COVID-19 virus
and the number of infections, so restrictions in different areas have changed frequently.
Educational institutions for students of 15-12t grade (ages 6-17) in the 2020/2021 school
year worked under fluctuating circumstances, and most of the learning process took place
remotely. For most of the 2020/2021 school year, teaching and learning were thus largely
based on technology and online teaching. The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on
various aspects of life, such as the economy, education, and social life. This time has led to
challenges as well as opportunities for students, teachers, and parents. It has also affected
the learning process for students with learning disabilities.

For grades 1-12, the Individualised Education Plan (IEP) was developed in Latvia for students
with learning disabilities. The IEP had to be adapted to the broader situation, and to work
towards its betterment special education teachers participated in the preparation and
organisation of the IEP.

The aim of this study is to explore the opinions of special education teachers and to
examine what support measures are provided for students with learning disabilities during
the COVID-19 pandemic. What are the challenges (barriers, obstacles) and what are the
opportunities (benefits) of remote learning? Our research methods involved a literature
analysis, a survey of special education teachers from Latvia, and a data collection effort and
analysis. The study was conducted by distributing questionnaires via Google Forms. During
this research, 70 special education teachers were surveyed.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, remote learning, special educational teacher, students with
learning disabilities.
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Introduction

Closures of schools, institutions, and other learning spaces impacted
more than 94% of the world’s student population (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).
UNESCO has reported that ‘Most governments around the world have tem-
porarily closed educational institutions in an attempt to contain the spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic. These nationwide closures are impacting
over 60% of the world’s student population. Several other countries have
implemented localized closures impacting millions of additional learners’.
Remote learning has transformed education, and the terminology involved
describes many types of teaching situations (Qazi, 2021). Education can be
imparted through multiple platforms such as traditional face-to-face deliv-
ery, e-education, and mixed methods. The COVID-19 Pandemic transformed
the whole education process to be online, which translates into the form of
e-learning in most schools worldwide. Remote learning integrates virtual
technology in learning, which consequently allows for the continuation of
the teaching and learning process throughout the pandemic (Saidi et al.,
2021). The use of online platforms such as Google Classroom, Zoom, virtual
learning environments, and social media, as well as various group forums
such as Messenger, WhatsApp, and WeChat are explored and experimented
with for teaching and learning opportunities for the sake of continuing
education (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). The existing studies emphasise that
in many lower income countries, more than half of the population does
not have access to the internet (Avanesian et al., 2021). However, remote
learning can increase inequalities in the quality of knowledge acquired
between different students, which consequences an increasing of the risk
of dropping out, and contributing to declining learning outcomes (Azevedo
et al., 2020; Kaffenberger & Pritchett, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic
has highlighted both challenges and opportunities in education. Students
now need to learn how to work more independently, and teachers need to
receive more training in the effective use of technological tools required for
quality teaching. Furthermore, teachers have had difficulty in adapting to
the use of information and communication technology (ICT) quickly (Ma
et al., 2021).

Encouraging parental involvement in children’s education should also
be a priority (Brossard, 2020). A potential positive of online education is
the idea that parents might become more familiar with their children’s
study habits, and might consequently be more able to play a positive role
in their learning.

In Latvia, according to our survey data, 76% of respondents manage
time well occasionally. The role of the state during the training is much
more direct under these circumstances. 42% of people surveyed spend 3



E. Laganovska. Remote Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic for Students with .. 503

hours or more per day, assisting their children in their education (The
Ministry of Education and Science, EDURIO, 2020). Students with learning
disabilities have special needs in the learning process, including unique
classroom, behavioural, physical, and social matters, and hence require
a need-based adaptation of classroom procedures for effective learning.
Screen time can be distracting or impersonal for certain children, especially
those with learning disabilities. Increased electronic device usage may also
negatively impact physical well-being by increasing eye strain, unhealthy
eating habits, and poor sleep hygiene (Sheen et al., 2020).

Learning difficulties are often due to pedagogical failures, social circum-
stances, or other conditions that interfere with learning and are not related
to medical diagnosis. Learning disabilities, however, are of neurobiological
origin and affect the brain’s ability to understand, remember, or commu-
nicate information. Specialists also distinguish between specific learning
disorders: dyslexia — reduced reading ability; dysgraphia — reduced writing
ability; dyscalculia — problems with performing mathematical activities;
as well as the lesser known dyspraxia — motor dysfunction. Individualized
education plans are the key tools for special education professionals and
can be life changing for students. An Individualised Education Plan (IEP)
must be designed specifically for the needs of each student, which requires
collaboration between special education teachers, associated services, gen-
eral education teachers, and caregivers. Individual education plans must be
child-centred, inclusive, holistic, collaborative, and accessible. This collab-
oration is even harder to achieve in today’s new, pandemic driven, remote
learning environments, wherein these vital relationships often have not
been built in person and data/test results are updated less frequently. In
many remote learning scenarios, many parents are worried that pre-pan-
demic IEP plans may leave children without direct support from schools.

Results

This study was conducted in order to examine the opinions of special
education teachers working with students (grade 1-12) with learning dis-
abilities in general education institutions during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The study was conducted by distributing questionnaires via Google Forms.
During this research, 70 special education teachers were surveyed. The
author designed a questionnaire as a data collection instrument to explore
the opinions of 70 special education teachers in Latvia. All of the special
education teachers were females. Teachers are randomly selected in order
to ensure that participating teachers truly represent the variety of school-
ing available in the country. 7 questions were included in the survey.
Survey questionnaires are voluntarily completed by respondents.
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Research questions referred to alternative tools used by special educa-
tion teachers (see Fig. 1). For instance, what kind of alternative communi-
cation and cooperation platforms or other e-learning were used during the
school year?
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Figure 1. E-learning platforms

The special education teacher at the public school used mostly WhatsApp
to connect with their students. WhatsApp, SMS, and Messenger (19%) were
used to send and receive homework and other assigned tasks. The digital
platform with the highest percentage of use was E-Klase* (E-class) — 23%.
E-Klase is the most commonly used online learning management system in
Latvia. E-Klase is used by more than 90% of Latvian educational institu-
tions. Meanwhile, Uzdevumi.lv** — at 19% - has developed a digital learn-
ing platform that can be used in schools in the daily education and learning
process. Uzdevumi.lv’s platform includes theory, tasks, and tests for grade
1-12 students.

Collaboration platforms that support live-video communication mostly
was Zoom, with a usage percentage of 21%, MS Team - only 5%. Less
frequently collaborative document tool — Google Docs (3%) and learning
managment system — Mykoob (4%) in online learning during COVID-19.
Respondents also mentioned reported the use of other minor digital plat-
forms; their uses total together at 1%.

In the survey, special education teachers mentioned that additional sup-
port measures were introduced in the learning process for all students with
learning disabilities, not just for those with learning disabilities. Remote
learning does present constraints to traditional instruction, and many men-
tioned that it took more time and work for students, parents, and teachers
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(70% of respondents). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the individualised
education plan was adapted for students with learning disabilities, but the
survey concluded that it was not individualised towards students in all
schools (see Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. Adjustment of the individualised education plan

Yet this also presents teachers with alternatives to traditional education
methods. In addition, the learning process was organised with the inclusion
additional support methods (see Fig. 3). Some further benefits include:

+ Individual lessons on Zoom platform with specialists (special educa-
tion teacher, educational psychologist, speech and language thera-
pist) and the subject teacher.

+ Additional face-to-face consultations being provided, taking into
account the relevant epidemiological safety measures.

* Reduced amounts of homework.

+ Creating a structured weekly plan for students.

« Time extension for tasks.

+ Revised and reduced curriculum.

« Tests are written individually or in small groups (2-4 pupils).

« The online lessons can be held with a special teacher.

+ Digital reminders.

USE OF INTERACTIVE MATERIALS

VIDEO OR AUDIO MATERIALS EXPLAINING THE TASK
DIGITAL REMINDERS

ADDITIONAL CONSULTATIONS WITH THE SUBJECT TEACHER

ONLINE INDIVIDUAL LESSONS

INDIVIDUAL CLASSES WITH A SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER IN
PERSON

DIGITAL COMMUNICATION

ADDITIONAL TIME TO PERFORM TASKS

Figure 3. Additions to the individualised education plan
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Although 71% of respondents indicated that the IEP was adapted, it can
be seen (see Fig. 3) that most of these adaptations were in the form of addi-
tional individual classes with a teacher or special education teacher. Rather
low in frequency were the use of digital indicators, interactive materials or
video, and audio materials.

Challenges

The main challenges for special education teachers are mentioned
below:

The transition of lessons to the Zoom platform.

Lack of ICT (cameras not working, slow internet, no microphone,
just a phone). Equipment was, at times, worn out, not powerful
enough, or in some cases parents did not want to take responsibil-
ity for the tools offered by the school. Beyond this, computer skills
were occasionally lacking, including the ability to work on digital
documents (downloading, saving, sending). Sometimes difficulty was
faced connecting to the online platform.

Difficulty explaining tasks or task instructions online — lack of face-
to-face contact.

Children with learning disabilities growing tired of working on
a computer; concentration lapsing, difficulty switching from a com-
puter screen to a notebook.

No parental support (parents work or parents cannot help with com-
puter work). Pupils lacked the motivation to do their jobs if there
was no adult at home controlling the performance children.

Lack of social interaction. In remote learning, students’ personal con-
tact with each other and with teachers is minimal. Therefore, this
form of training is not suitable for developing communication skills,
confidence, or teamwork skills.

Emotional instability of pupils.

Communication barriers between special education teacher and
students.

Inconvenient to use a webcam. Especially if the home conditions are
not favourable.

Atmosphere at home, (not everyone has their own workplace; noise,
including TV sounds in the background, as well as adult conversa-
tions, children shouting).

The ability to schedule.

Difficulty in working independently, inability to focus, difficulty
understanding what to read. Difficulty in understanding abstract con-
cepts or in drawing conclusions; very, very strong need for recognition,
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confirmation — ‘you can, you will succeed, you have already managed
it several times’; children need regular support.

In remote learning scenarios, another trend has appeared to be more
pronounced — some parents do their children’s homework.

Opportunities

The special education teachers’ survey mentions the benefits of remote
learning, which could be introduced in the future. Some special education
teachers point out that remote learning for children with learning disabil-
ities was a very positive experience, with students spending more time on
tasks, and experiencing the benefits of individualised teacher feedback as
well as receiving parental assistance.

Respondents mention in their responses the following benefits:

Opportunities to improve your knowledge and skills in using ICT.
Students gained an increased understanding of how ICT can be used
in learning. The special education teachers believed that remote
learning is beneficial and that helping students develop ICT skills is
one of the most critical positive elements.

Closer and more frequent cooperation with the family. The stu-
dents’ families also participated in individual classes; they thus grew
to understand exactly what help the children needed. Cooperation
was also more common between pupils, teachers, special education
teachers, and family.

Schools paid more attention to the possibility of providing pupils
with learning disabilities with additional individual counselling.
More focus was devoted to individual work.

Pupils who were introverted became more open and expressed their
views more easily when asked unclear questions.

Children with learning disabilities were able to complete the
assigned tasks at their own pace. They could study materials at a
personal speed and intensity, without having to adjust to the pace of
the average classroom.

In remote learning, children with learning disabilities who also had
behavioural disabilities improved their success. This is explained by
the fact that it is much more difficult to focus on the specific task in
regular class.

Students learned to handle more autonomy, as well as gained the abil-
ity to plan for their studying, and were given more responsibility for the
work tself. They could make an individual study schedule for themselves.

Overall, respondents had all mentioned not only the challenges, but also
the positive benefits of remote learning; this data can easily be used for
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work in the future. Notably, only one respondent believed that there were
no benefits to the situation. One of the respondents also mentioned that
remote learning helped with safety. By being at home, many students are
able to get work done in a safe and relaxing environment. Four respond-
ents noted that it was not necessary to spend time and finances to get to
school or the workplace, and so it was convenient to arrange consultations
at times convenient for everyone.

Discussion

The results of the study show that special education teachers believed
remote learning to hold benefits as well as challenges. However, directing
one’s view from challenges to opportunities — in what ways does this ‘new
normal’ allow for making the curriculum more accessible to students with
learning disabilities?

Policy makers and education stakeholders should place special focus on
students with learning disabilities to help identify the best ways to design
remote learning policies — for example, the well-organised management of
virtual classrooms is essential to ensure productive learning. We still have
teachers who prefer their traditional, practiced methods and are not recep-
tive of this new and innovative technology. In general, however, the num-
ber of special education teachers working in the educational institutions
of Latvia who supported the implementation of remote studies during the
spread of COVID-19 has increased significantly.

Conclusions

Public education’s response to the coronavirus pandemic has changed
teaching and learning in unprecedented ways. The closure of school build-
ings and the sudden transition to virtual learning last spring posed many
challenges for school districts about how they may serve all students indi-
vidually, including those with learning disabilities. In order to ensure that
all pupils with learning disabilities have access to quality education, it is
necessary to take into account their specific needs for accessible, special-tai-
lored, and personalised education plans. Summing up the results obtained,
special education teachers believe that children with learning disabilities
faced personal, technical, logistical, and financial challenges during this
time of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Students show a lack of purpose in completing work online, mainly
due to low learning motivation, technology related problems, the remote
from teachers and lack of time with them, and finally the lack of parental
support. Information and communication technologies (ICTs) offer unique
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educational and training opportunities which improve both teaching and
learning. Remote learning allows students with learning disabilities to learn
flexibly and in balance. The survey results were not mentioned as support
for outdoor education for students with learning disabilities. In the future, it
would be desirable to take into account the positive benefits of this concept
and use them as support measures for special educators. Special education
teachers should further improve their skills to use various digital tools (appli-
cations, video and audio recording of specific substances, digital explana-
tions of tasks, interactive learning materials in Latvian, etc.). In the future,
students with learning disabilities could be served in three learning formats:
in-person, hybrid, and remote — however this learning path still requires
investment into a range of equipment and infrastructure, including com-
puters, webcams, and a stable internet connection. The author agrees that
nowadays, the challenges to access online learning are fewer, because both
learners and teachers have now experienced the excellent opportunity of
interacting with educational technology tools such as mobile-based learning,
computer-based learning, and web-based learning (Pellegrini et al., 2020).
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