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Educational Continuity and Distance 
Learning, at the European Level. 
A Multi-perspective Examination

Tharrenos Bratitsis, Ana Barroca, Marina Bessi, and Stefania Guccione

1 � Introduction

It is a widely accepted fact that digital technologies are nowadays a fundamental 
part of our daily file and society. According to Schwab (2016), this is the era of the 
4th industrial revolution which is characterized by widely spread technologies 
which affect all aspects of life. Of course education systems are also affected in a 
two-fold manner. On one hand education delivery is altered through the use of tech-
nology and on the other hand, the core aim of education is to prepare children to 
become active and useful citizens in a technology-driven world. Although today’s 
children are characterized as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001), that doesn’t always 
reflect on their inherent competency and confidence with digital technologies 
(European Commission, 2014). There are studies which show that technology use is 
widespread but limited to rather non-educational activities, such as leisure-related 
ones (OECD, 2023).

One of the challenges to be addressed by the utilization of technology is that of 
inclusiveness, referring to covering the gap created by the exclusion of some parts 
of the population from education (European Commission, 2017). Some of the 
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benefits from the use of technology, in this vein, include new and engaging learning 
environments, supporting of individualized learning and enhancement of student 
motivation (Blossfeld et al., 2018; Süss et al., 2013).

Furthermore, the Digital Education Action Plan (European Commission, 2018) 
defines digital competence in the scope of confident and critical use of digital tech-
nology. It focuses on the need to encourage, support and scale up purposeful use of 
digital and innovative education practices. Its two first priorities are: (1) making 
better use of digital technology for teaching and learning; (2) developing relevant 
digital competences and skills for the digital transformation. There are several 
European Frameworks which offer a consistent set of self-reflection tools at a 
European level addressing citizens and learners (DigComp) (Ferrari, 2013), educa-
tors (DigCompEdu) (Redecker, 2017) as well as schools (DigCompOrg/SELFIE – 
https://ec.europa.eu/education/schools-go-digital_en). Regardless of how digitally 
competent a teacher is, the underlying pedagogy is of great significance as it defines 
how technologies are utilized in a way which improves the teaching and learning 
experience.

Overall, it can be deducted that both digital competences and pedagogy 
(educational design) are important nowadays. Recently that need emerged even 
further, with the pandemic and the consequent lockdown situations in many 
countries, all over Europe. Thus, the education systems started facing an 
unprecedented challenge by having mandatory school closures. The need to deliver 
education remotely was raised and various technologies were selected for that 
matter, but all in a sense of urgency.

The establishment of distance learning strategies or the upscaling of existing 
strategies was needed as a consequence. These strategies needed to be guided by the 
need for equity and inclusion and the need to ensure the design and delivery of dis-
tance learning do not exacerbate existing educational and social inequities 
(UNESCO, 2020). Within the current circumstances, on one hand there is the need 
to mitigate the existing problem, but also the chance to design longer-term 
approaches and strategies arises, in order to build more open, inclusive and flexible 
education systems after the pandemic is surpassed.

A big number of initiatives emerged during the pandemic, many of which were 
refer to a policy level (e.g. EU, OECD, etc). The Educational Continuity 2.0 (EC20) 
project conducted a desk search in order to record the reactions in the three partici-
pating countries (Greece, Italy and Portugal). Overall, the situation was similar to all 
countries. There were some digital services already available for the schools; some 
were used on a mandatory basis (e.g. official school registries) and some on a vol-
untary basis (e.g. communication and interaction platforms). Official synchronous 
communication tools we selected by the ministries of each country in order to also 
reassure uniformity in teacher-student interaction while applying emergency remote 
teaching. Some of the pre-existing tools were utilized more during the pandemic 
period, but overall the situation surprised everyone and revealed significant gaps in 
matters of preparation for distance and blended learning approaches to be applied. 
Furthermore, the need for decisions which would affect the educational system on a 
longer term arose, along with certain lacks. The latter include supporting 

T. Bratitsis et al.

https://ec.europa.eu/education/schools-go-digital_en


277

mechanisms and resources for all the involved stakeholders (students, teachers and 
also parents) concerning psychological, social, financial and learning aspects.

Towards this direction, the consortium decided to conduct a study in the countries 
of the partners in order to further examine the problems that the stakeholders faced, 
the solutions they applied and their overall experience and needs for sustaining 
educational continuity. This paper presents the insights gained through this study.

2 � Materials and Methods

In order to study the problems that the direct stakeholders in the participating 
countries faced, equal number of questionnaires was designed. The identified 
stakeholders were teachers, parents and children. The selection of these stakeholders 
was made because these groups were the ones directly related to the daily routine of 
teaching and not indirectly, on a policy application level. The intension was to 
record the practical problems that they faced and the solutions they tried out, which 
would allow for the consortium to identify the needs for the final product, as 
explained in the introduction.

Overall, three questionnaires were designed and distributed in three countries. 
They were available as Google Forms in English, but also translated in the partners’ 
languages for those not willing to respond in English. In this case, the partners 
translated the responses back to English in order to conduct the analysis.

Questionnaire No 1 was addressed to teachers and consisted of 5 sections. In 
Sect. 1 there are 8 questions related to the demographic information of the partici-
pants, including their background on ICT competences. Section 2 contained 6 ques-
tions concerning mainly the digital tools they used during the pandemic and the 
level of familiarity with their use overall. Two of the questions were of a self-
evaluative nature regarding the background of Distance Education overall. Section 
3 comprised in 6 questions which aimed at recording the problems that the teachers 
faced when required to apply Distance Education due to the pandemic. Apart from 
recording the types of problems, also the resources utilized for assistance in address-
ing them were examined. In Sect. 4 the factor of communicating/collaborating with 
the parents during the pandemic was explored through 11 questions, some open-
ended and some closed. The reason was that while in Distance Education settings, 
the teachers were not able to interact with the children directly and especially in 
younger ages the contribution of the parents was more or less a necessity.The final 
section included 5 questions related to the assessment of the students’ performance, 
as carrying such a task out in Distance Education settings is different than in Face-
to-Face settings. Thus, the aim was to examine if teachers follow a different approach 
and if yes, what might that be.

Questionnaire No 2 was addressed to children and consisted of 3 sections. In 
Sect. 1 there were 9 questions related to the demographic information of the partici-
pants, including their family status during the pandemic and the availability of inter-
net connection infrastructure (device and connectivity). Sect. 2 contained 3 questions 
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which concerned mainly the digital tools they used during their pandemic and the 
level of familiarity with their use overall. Also, the attitude of the students towards 
Distance Education, along with the problems they might have faced during the last 
year was recorded. Section 3 consisted of 16 questions which aimed at examining 
the interrelation between children, parents and teachers when in distance settings, 
focusing on the children’s perceptions.

Questionnaire No 3 was addressed to parents and consisted of 4 sections. In Sect. 
1 there were 11 questions related to the demographic information of the partici-
pants, including their educational background, that on ICT competences and their 
need to work from home during the pandemic. Section 2 contained 8 questions 
which concerned mainly the digital tools their children had to use during the pan-
demic and the level of familiarity with their use overall. Also, the aim was to under-
stand the problems they might have faced due to Distance Education application. 
Apart from the types of problems, also the resources utilized for assistance in 
addressing them was attempted to be examined. Lastly, their perception of distance 
education in general was researched. In Sect. 3 the factor of communicating/col-
laborating with the teachers during the pandemic was explored through 16 ques-
tions, some open-ended and some closed. The reason was that while in Distance 
Education settings, the parents were obliged to support their children in multiple 
ways and they were not always prepared for that. Any problems they faced and their 
approach in solving them was of interest for the consortium. The final section 
included 15 questions related to problems associated to working from home in par-
allel with children having to attend school online, the assessment of the students’ 
performance, their perception on the children’s workload and an overall evaluation 
of Distance Education.

The questionnaires were distributed during the first trimester of 2021, based on 
the availability of the respondents, as lockdowns still occurred on a local or national 
basis still during that time. Some of the responses were collected by handing out 
printed versions of the questionnaires if that was more convenient for the respon-
dents. All the responses were collected and analyzed. The open-ended questions 
were translated by the partners if needed and categorized in order for the to be 
quantified. The categorization process included a thorough examination of the 
responses in order to identify categories by at least one researcher per partner. Then 
a meeting was held in order to compare and agree on the identified categories. As 
the intention of the study was to record problems and solutions on a practical level, 
mainly quantitative analysis was applied, focusing on frequencies and cross-
tabulations when needed.

In all cases, the respondents were informed about the scope of the study and a 
cover letter highlighted that the questionnaires were anonymous and all the data 
would be utilized only for the needs of the study. Response was not mandatory and 
it was explicitly mentioned in the cover letter that accessing and responding to the 
questionnaires indicated that they agreed to do so. In the case of the students, the 
parents’ agreement was acquired and they were asked to either support their chil-
dren when needed (e.g. some of the children were not yet able to read) or agree to 
allow the teacher to do so.
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3 � Results

This section presents the main insights gained through the 3 questionnaires. 
Considering space limitations, the questionnaires are not going to be discussed in 
detail, but mainly the core conclusions after the analysis or the responses are 
presented.

3.1 � Questionnaire No 1 – Teachers

Overall, 52 teachers responded to Questionnaire No1, distributed as follows: 11 in 
Portugal, 24 in Greece and 17 in Italy. The majority of the teachers were female 
(84%), but their age distribution was quite spread (spanning form under 30 to over 
61 years of age). About 2/3 of the teachers were married and 29 of them were par-
ents themselves, having up to 3 children. Regarding he distribution of the ages of 
the teachers’ children, the majority were of a young age (18.86% infants, 49.05% 
attending primary school or Kindergarten) which raises issues of higher demand for 
support and care overall. The latter referred not only to studying and homework, as 
some of the children were too young and required care (some were under 1 years old).

Most of the respondents taught in lower grades (Preschool/Kindergarten or 
Primary Education). It is interesting to note that in Portugal and Italy some teachers 
were teaching in both Kindergarten and Primary School classes, which is not pos-
sible in Greece as the teachers are hired based on their degree and only in one edu-
cational level.

Regarding their level of education, almost 2/3 had some kind of postgraduate 
studies (either MSc or PhD). Thus, the conclusion that the participating teachers 
were of rather high expertise can be extracted. One interesting observation was that 
only 2/11 teachers from Portugal had received only their BSc whereas this was the 
case for 21/24 in Greece and 6/17 in Italy. Also, the PhD holders were all Italian 
teachers.

Concerning the teachers’ level of ICT competence, it was based on a self-
declaration and whether they had received some kind of additional training on ICTs 
or not. As can be seen in Fig. 1 on the left, the majority of the participating teachers 
were rather satisfied with their competences in using ICTs. An interesting observa-
tion is that almost half of them (54%) stated that they were self-taught. Only 4% had 
reached out to the private sector for ICT related training and none holded some short 
of certification, such as ECDL.  Further reviewing the answers, the 4% (Private 
training) regarded Italian teachers, whereas the 42% of receiving official, state-
provided training corresponded to mainly the Greek teachers (only 2 were 
Portuguese). This was due to the fact that over the past 20  years there were 3 
national-wide training programs which were designed in a sequential format. The 
first one (in the early 2000s) was about basic competences in computer use (e.g. 
Windows use, basic office applications, etc). The second one (early 2010s) was 
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about utilizing ICTs in order to design lesson plans and the third one (the last 
5 years) was a more intense training program addressed to a fraction of the teachers 
who would act as trainers for the teachers of their regions. The first two programs 
were addressed to all the teachers of the country and the vast majority participated 
and received an official certification which was valued as a quality for being hired 
or for professional development.

Overall, the questionnaire addressed to the teachers reveals some interesting 
insights. Initially, they feel rather confident with their ICT skills, although they 
explicitly require more training on digital tools. Furthermore, they refer to the need 
for training on the theoretical background of distance education with which they 
state that they are not as familiar as they should or would like to be, but on the other 
hand when in distance settings they seem to mainly follow the similar teaching 
approaches as in face-to-face settings. These include home assignments, worksheets 
and oral examination (for assessment purposes). Even when they state that they 
intend to use digital technologies in the future and integrate them in their teaching 
practices, the reported types of use through the questionnaire include mainly tele-
conferencing and file sharing services. These either do not comply with blended 
learning of face to face settings or serve merely as a limited but assistive facilities. 
For example, they mentioned file sharing and repositories which are not that useful 
in face to face settings or can be considered as fail-safe tools only. Thus, the need to 
focus more on educational design specifically for distance and even blended learn-
ing approaches seems to be highlighted.

Another issue which is evident from the collected answers is that teachers at the 
beginning of the pandemic felt rather intimidated with the situation they had to face. 
They were not that familiar with the tools they were required to use. Also they are 
not aware of formal channels for seeking assistance or such channels do not exist in 
the three countries of reference. Thus, the main source of information is either col-
leagues or the internet (Google search and Facebook groups). In any case they seem 
to be satisfied with the information they retrieved and declare their readiness to 
apply distance teaching in the future, but in the latter questions they again refer to 
the need for further training. This leads to the concrete conclusion that a transparent 
assistive mechanism in parallel to the necessary training is of high importance.

Concerning the interaction with the parents, the pandemic period brought up the 
need to actively involve them more in the learning process. In some cases (e.g. 
younger children) this was rather mandatory as actions from their side were needed 
in order to exchange material and assignments with the teacher. To an extent the 
teachers state that they tried to involve them, although mainly they limited this 
involvement in an informative role (to reassure that instructions and material 
reached the children). Furthermore, an issue of mentality and attitude on the par-
ents’ side seems to be raised. As they usually sat next to their children (which was 
more common the younger the children were) they had the tendency to interfere. 
This is a wider problem of how parents should support their children in learning but 
also the teachers in teaching, also in normal settings. It is not uncommon for parents 
to interfere with the assignments of their children or to not actually follow the teach-
ers’ instructions, which then reflects on the children’s learning. Thus a mechanism 
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for more fruitful collaboration among teachers and parents seems to be lacking 
overall. The latter is also enhanced by the observation that teachers and parents 
communicated by tools and means they use in their everyday life and not official 
communication channels, either because they don’t know how to use them or 
because they lack interaction facilities. For example, in Portugal MS Teams was 
selected as the official platform which is a rather new one and not the easiest to learn 
how to use. In Italy, Registro Eletronico is the official platform and the teachers 
seem to have used it for one way communication (sending out instructions for 
example). Lastly, in Greece there are two main platforms (namely eClass and e-me), 
which were not mentioned by the teachers as being utilized.

Concluding, the collected data clearly reflects the huge effort that the teachers 
had to put for dealing with the unexpected situation which emerged from the pan-
demic. On the other hand they also reflect the extent of confusion within the teach-
ers regarding what applies and what doesn’t in distance settings when compared 
with regular teaching. A more fundamental supporting mechanism seems to be a 
necessity.

3.2 � Questionnaire No 2 – Children

Overall, 56 students responded to the questionnaire, distributed as follows: 9  in 
Portugal, 15 in Greece and 32 in Italy. Some interesting insights emerged. Probably 
the most important one is that they definitely prefer face to face teaching in order to 
have the opportunity to interact with their friends.

Focusing specifically on the emerging situation during the pandemic, it seems 
that not all children had a dedicated connection device to use. On the other hand, 
that answer mainly applied for younger children who often use on of the parents’ 
mobile device or an available computer. Of course, this raised another issue, as 
many of the children mentioned mobile devices at their disposal. It is questionable 
how efficient such devices are for activities other than teleconferencing, since in 
some cases interactivity can be difficult or awkward (e.g. no keyboard, small 
screens, etc).

Possibly due to the rather unexpected situation that arose from the pandemic, 
usually there was an adult at home and most importantly, not working from home. 
Possibly the fact that governments tried to find ways to facilitate the need for dis-
tance education for the parents (e.g. by establishing special kind of days off work). 
But even so, the fact of having more than one person present at home eventually 
emerged as a problem. The latter was twofold: (a) internet connection speeds are not 
high enough to support simultaneous heavy users (teleconferencing needs signifi-
cant bandwidth), and (b) there is usually unwanted noise or not privacy when needed.

Furthermore, children stated that they were not very familiar with the necessary 
applications, tools and platforms necessary for distance education. They expressed 
negative feelings towards distance education, partially because of the lack of inter-
action with their friends. On the other hand, this raises questions about the way 
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distance education was implemented and whether that was attractive for the chil-
dren at all.

Regarding problems they faced, technical ones were brought up as well as the 
lack of physical interaction as aforementioned (rather expected for both). The stu-
dents did not perceive the parents’ involvement as having increased within distance 
education, in various levels: that of supporting their children and that of communi-
cating and collaborating with the teacher due to the increased needs for support. 
Their involvement is limited mainly to solving technical issues (e.g. connecting to 
the teleconferencing tools) and reassuring that the children received the correct 
home assignments. According to the children, they were not more involved regard-
ing support upon learning material and the students had to wait for the teacher to be 
available after the synchronous sessions or asynchronously. Regarding homework, 
students do not see a significant change both in the difficulty and the amount. On the 
other hand, they express their need for more support (at least by the teacher).

Concluding, it is obvious that for students school was the same but with no social 
interaction and less teacher support. They didn’t see differences in the workload or 
the difficulty, not all were very comfortable with being online so much and with the 
accompanying issues (other people, inappropriate devices, slow internet, etc.). 
Overall, school obligations seemed as the same for them and this could be inter-
preted as an indication of faulty or inappropriate educational design. Addressing 
that can make distance education more attractive and engaging for the students 
(which is not the case thus far).

3.3 � Questionnaire No 3 – Parents

Overall, 77 parents responded to the questionnaire, distributed as follows: 18  in 
Portugal, 22  in Greece and 37  in Italy. The majority of the parents (75%) were 
women. Regarding their age distribution, most of them are in the 41–50 age group, 
followed by the 31–40 age group (36%). About 13% of the participating parents are 
over 50 years old, which is interesting in the sense that Distance Education is tech-
nology oriented and the older a person is, the more possible it is for him/her to face 
some difficulties in using technology (a topic often brought up in academic research).

Regarding their marital status, which may influence the children’s status and 
well-being in general, 16% were either single parents or divorced and 4% preferred 
not to answer. Most families had 1 or 2 children, including (obviously) the ones 
attending the schools of the consortium. About 17% (13/77) had 3 children and one 
family had 6 children. Regarding the school level of the children in total, most of 
them (60%) were young enough (up to 6th grade), although a significant percentage 
(35%) attended secondary education. Interestingly, 3 of them attend tertiary educa-
tion, which partially correspond also to the age distribution of the parents.

Regarding level of education, only 16% didn’t hold any degree and it is interesting 
that about half of the parents held a postgraduate diploma or a PhD. Regarding ICT, 
the parents declared that they were confident with their competences and 69% of 
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them were self-taught users. The remaining 31% had received some type of training, 
including one leading to certification (e.g. ECDL).

In most cases (over 55%) at least one of the two parents didn’t have such an 
obligation, which partially is also due to the facilitation of the governments in order 
to address this issue specifically. Due to the need for several family members to be 
connected online the connection bandwidth was very important. About half of the 
respondents stated that their home connection was at least a VDSL. On the other 
hand it is interesting that 22% of them didn’t know the speed. One would expect that 
due to the aforementioned need, they would all be at least informed of their status. 
Also, almost 1/4 (23%) had rather low internet connection speed (even bellow 10 
Mbps) which eventually is an issue when Distance Education is a necessity. 
Regarding devices for connecting to the internet that usually that was not a problem 
as many of the families had 3 or more and 20/77 had 2 available devices.

Overall, the questionnaire addressed to the parents reveals some interesting 
insights. To start with, eventually the availability of connection devices was not a 
difficult problem to overcome. That doesn’t mean that it wasn’t an issue overall or 
that the available devices were always the most appropriate ones (e.g. having chil-
dren under 9  years old interacting through a smartphone is far from ideal when 
required on a daily basis and usually that is adequate for teleconferencing only).

The provided answers reveal the extent at which the parents do worry for their 
children. They tried to understand how to support their children, but it was evident 
that they didn’t know where to turn to for assistance or appropriate information. In 
the case of the parents, the lack of official instructions and proper boundaries on 
how much they can interfere with the schooling operations. At the beginning of the 
pandemic they reached out to schools, took initiatives but obviously it would be 
better if they had more assistant or clear guidelines. During the pandemic, they 
don’t admit sitting by their children, but that was an issue overall.

Parents appear to have been unprepared for distance education, as have been the 
teachers and the students. A rather significant issue that of available space within the 
home context. That resulted to problems, as in some cases more than one children 
had to attend distance education, but also parents had to work from home. Privacy 
and unavailability of space resulted to problems. The fact that parents expressed 
their concern about children’s focus and attention in classes could be connected to 
this factor as well. Limited space leads to more distractions being present.

Another significant finding from the parents’ questionnaire is that there are a lot 
of contradictions with the answers that the teachers provided. The parents do not 
admit that they interfere with teaching (something that is not possible during normal 
school days) and like to be more in control. This lack of proper boundaries is also 
connected with educational design, as proper design prescribes the role of each 
involved party in a very clear and explicit manner. The support they provide, accord-
ing to them, is similar to that in normal school operations and is limited to helping 
out in homework when needed and verifying what homework included and if it was 
done. Consequently parents are more involved (timewise) but at the same time they 
are not (quality-wise).
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Regarding the relationship between parents and children, most of the parents 
stated that they felt they were spending more time together overall but with no sig-
nificant change in matters of quality or activities. Thus, being secluded in the home 
space may have been the reason for building that perception which is not always the 
correct one.

Concluding, it is obvious that for the parents the situation was slightly awkward 
and they were unprepared to deal with it. They raise concerns about their children 
in matters of socializing and learning, but they seem to not be knowledgeable or 
prepared to provide solutions. For that they turn to the school and the teacher. 
Technical and infrastructural issues manage to be solved eventually. The psycho-
logical, social and cognitive factor seem to be the most important ones and need to 
be properly addressed.

4 � Discussion

At the beginning of the pandemic, the United Nations reported that a total of 165 
countries implemented Distance Education in all educational levels which resulted 
in 91.3% of the students in these countries not attending school face to face. Due to 
the rapid transition to this state, the term Emergency Remote Teaching was also 
used to describe the situation. This term is defined in the international literature as 
the sudden and unprepared shifting from a face to face model to a distant model of 
teaching.

In this setting, all the involved stakeholders (students, teachers and parents) were 
required to rapidly alter their interaction within the educational context, with no 
prior preparation. In all countries, decisions were made on a policy level regarding 
this transition. For example, in the participating countries, tools such as WebEx, 
eClass and e-me (Greece), Registro Elettronico (Italy) and MS Teams (Portugal) 
were centrally decided to be the official online collaboration platforms. Additional 
tools were used by many educators (e.g. Zoom) during this process, but also com-
mon communication tools were utilized, based on their popularity (e.g. Messenger, 
WhatsApp, Messenger).

Three questionnaires were designed and distributed to three groups of 
stakeholders, namely teachers, parents and students, in all three countries. A 
common conclusion is that more or less all the stakeholders in all countries were, 
indeed, unprepared. This is a conclusion which fully complies with the recent 
literature. The necessary preparation could be related to digital efficacy, educational 
design efficacy, learning efficacy and facilitation/support efficacy, depending on the 
category of the stakeholder. To put it simpler, all the involved parties were required 
to hold ICT competencies in order to use the necessary digital tools and be able to 
connect, communicate and collaborate online. Regarding connection they were 
required be knowledgeable about how to connect to the internet, be informed about 
connection bandwidth, the data load of each application used, the impact of having 
several individuals connected simultaneously on the connection quality, etc. 
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Furthermore, all three stakeholder categories were required to know the fundamental 
use of the corresponding platforms, based on either the official decisions made by 
each ministry and/or also the decisions made by each school and/or teacher. Such 
tools were Learning Management Systems (e.g. eClass), Teleconferencing 
applications (e.g. WebEx, Zoom) and other communications means (e.g. email) or 
collaboration platforms (e.g. MS Teams). Additionally, the questionnaires reveal 
that the stakeholders preferred to make use of tools they were already familiar with, 
such as messaging applications (e.g. Messenger, WhatsApp, Viber). This occurred 
in some cases not only complimentarily to the main tools, but rather resulted in such 
applications being the main communication channel. Of course, the students were 
the least involved stakeholders in such decisions, especially those of a younger age. 
Communication was easily established in order to shift to Distance Learning ini-
tially via more formal and traditional means (e.g. email, phone) and later on it 
shifted to other tools.

One issue which was often highlighted (especially in the media) was the lack of 
devices within the students’ families, but also the teachers for connecting to the 
internet, and accessing the teaching material and communication tools. This study 
revealed that this was eventually not a significant problem. Most of the respondents 
owned more than enough devices, including some extreme answers (with more than 
10 devices available). Since the questionnaires were distributed in 2021, possibly 
the depicted situation was far better than the one during the first lockdown period, 
as families managed to acquire more devices. In fact, there were many actions 
which involved device distribution by governments, local authorities and various 
donations in many countries. Consequently, the device availability seems to be a 
problem rather easy to overcome, at least on a level of being able to participate in 
Distance Education. It would be interesting in future surveys to examine qualitative 
aspects of this matter, such as the appropriateness of the devices for the type of the 
learning activities carried out. For example, a smartphone is adequate for telecon-
ferencing but not for writing large texts and so on.

Examining other procedural matters, another problem for the families was the 
fact that more than person needed to be online at the same time on many occasions. 
This was the case of siblings participating in Distance Education, sometimes in 
combination with parents having to work from home. The latter was not very fre-
quent in this survey. Another noteworthy issue is that almost all the teachers were 
also parents who had children required to attend online classes and those were pos-
sibly the more difficult cases as they had to teach online and also support their 
children in the same process. Overall, self-efficacy of those involved in Distance 
Education seems to be a significant issue to address for future occasions, as it would 
relieve support burden from the adults. Of course this is also related to the type of 
activities involved in Distance Education and the user profile of the involved stake-
holders (teachers and especially students).

Another issue related to the previous one was, in some cases, the lack of space in 
order to efficiently participate in Distance Education. The presence of other people 
in the house, especially in the case of larger families, was an issue which resulted in 
noise and distractions. One could argue that space availability was a more 
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significant problem than device availability, as the latter is rather easily solved, as 
opposed to the former.

Regarding ICT skills, the questionnaires reveal that initially the stakeholders 
were not prepared at all to use the designated tools. On the other hand, people are 
using digital tools every day and thus they are knowledgeable enough in areas such 
as internet access and use, communication and basic material access. This is a sig-
nificant capital on which Distance Education can build upon, as this was not the 
case about 10 years ago when tablets and smartphones were not even introduced yet.

Consequently, on the infrastructural axis, most of the stakeholders have the 
means (or acquiring them was not as difficult as it seemed at the beginning of the 
pandemic) and basic knowledge to participate in Distance Education directly (teach-
ers and students) or indirectly (parents), as required. Even if at the beginning of the 
pandemic they were lacking such resources, the past year shows that they adapted 
adequately. This is a positive outcome from the unpleasant situation of the pan-
demic which seems to be considered as normal for the future (having equipment and 
knowing how to use it in education settings).

Examining the difficulties that all the stakeholders faced during the pandemic, a 
concrete conclusion is that the stakeholders highlighted the lack of official support 
during the process. In order to address all the problems that initially arose, they 
turned to two main directions: official channels (school for the parents and director-
ates or ministries for the teachers) and social contacts (e.g. colleagues, friends and 
family). Although it is common for people to search for answers in a given situation 
from their peers, in this case it seems that two actions should be part of the official 
plans in all countries: (a) training programs for all the stakeholders (including par-
ents), and (b) official guidelines in order to reassure a minimum level of understand-
ing what the basic steps for participating in Distance Education are (even for 
uniformity reasons). Another conclusion is that when in need, the stakeholders seem 
to be able to find answers and solutions but it is preferable to be proactive on the 
official side.

Regarding training needs, the teachers mentioned digital tools, technical matters, 
educational design and teaching resources. It is a fact that many training initiatives 
were taken in many countries by various organizations and institutions (e.g. NGO’s, 
SMEs, Universities, Lifelong Learning centers, Directorates, etc.). Many of them 
focused on digital tools. On the other hand, as already stated it is preferable to have 
training toolkits for the tools that are officially proposed/selected in every country 
for uniformity and efficacy reasons. An important finding is also the highlighted 
need for training on psychological issues in order for the teachers to manage their 
classes and the parents to support their children and even themselves. Reducing 
physical activity and interaction in combination with having to sit in front of an 
electronic device for many hours per day is an uncommon situation and people are 
in need of information on how to deal with this situation. This refers not only to 
simple health matters (e.g. prevention of possible musculoskeletal problems), but 
also psychological matters which may arise from reduced social interaction. This is 
a type of training that should be designed and implemented by official and trustwor-
thy channels (e.g. ministries and universities).
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The fact that teachers selected Educational Design as an area in which they 
require training is a very important outcome of this survey. Examining other answers 
more qualitatively, one can see that most of the teachers followed similar approaches 
in distance settings; they distributed worksheets, assigned homework, lectured syn-
chronously. When explicitly asked on the teaching approach they followed in dis-
tance settings, “the same” was the most selected answer by the teachers. This is also 
evident by questions regarding assessment methods, but also the perception of stu-
dents and parents. The majority of the participants commented mainly upon the 
workload and not the qualitative aspects of the teaching interaction. In some cases, 
various digital tools were mentioned, but it seems that mainly simple functionalities 
were used (e.g. file sharing).

Overall it can be safely deducted that teachers were not prepared in matters of 
educational design. Distance Education requires very different teaching activities in 
order to provoke participation, enhance engagement, facilitate collaboration and 
self-paced learning. Mentoring, facilitation, moderating and other relevant topics 
have been discussed in the literature for several years. It is clear, also from this study 
that teachers are not familiar with these terms or the differentiated teaching required 
in distance settings.

Another interesting observation is the contradicting answers that parents and 
teachers provided regarding their behavior during synchronous sessions. Teachers 
highlighted the awkwardness of having the parents sitting by their children and 
often intervening (e.g. providing answers to the students when they were asked a 
question). Even if they didn’t intervene, it is clear that this was a rather unpleasant 
situation. On the other hand, the parents claimed that they didn’t act likewise and 
their intention was to reassure that their children could connect and participate in 
the synchronous sessions unobstructed. In this case, it is clear that appropriate train-
ing and guidelines could resolve this issue, along with proper educational design. 
By implementing teaching activities similar to the ones in face to face setting, it is 
easier to allow such occurrences. Instead, there are collaborative and technology-
based activities appropriate for synchronous teaching that could make the parents’ 
intervention obsolete. Some examples are the collaborative construction of a con-
cept map instead of a question-and-answer session (mainly of a knowledge testing 
type), guided discussions in smaller groups (utilizing the breakout rooms function-
ality that almost all teleconferencing applications integrate) or more visualized and 
interactive activities with various tools (e.g. self-tests, interactive videos, image 
juxtaposition activities, gamified and game-based activities). Some of them are inte-
grated in the platforms that were officially selected in the countries where this sur-
vey was carried out, but the teachers didn’t report utilizing them.

Summarizing, a categorization of the supporting needs for all the stakeholders 
can be made, based on the provided responses. The designated areas are presented 
also in Table 1. The first level in which quick response was required during the 
emergent shifting to distance education was that of technical infrastructure and ini-
tialization of facilities (e.g. creating accounts for the students in online platforms). 
This includes the acquisition of devices, setting up internet connection and tuning 
collaborative platforms. Although overwhelming at the beginning, it is evident that 
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Table 1  Categorized overview of issues to consider in distance education

Caterory Requirements Solutions Timing and result

Infrastructure Devices
Internet connection
Collaboration 
platforms and tools

Purchasing
Upgrading if possible
Setup and tuned

First stage response.
Addressed

Intra-family Privacy
Time for learning
Family time
Relationships
Distance Education 
knowledge

Depends on family & 
residence
Educational design
Educational design
Training, support
Training, support

Difficult to address
Needs addressing
Needs addressing
Needs addressing
Needs addressing

Family-
School

Communication 
patterns & channels
Support

Establishment of 
communication protocol 
and means
Psychology, technical

Confusing at first, needs to 
be clarified and 
communicated
Needs addressing

Student-
teacher

Teaching/learning Educational design Needs addressing

Student-
student

Social interaction Educational design Needs addressing

all the stakeholders were able to address such issues. The survey reveals that all of 
them were able to participate, although minor technical problems were always 
observed, but this is a matter of national infrastructures.

The second level is that of intra-family well-being and interaction. Issues falling 
under this category were: (a) the necessary privacy of students who participated in 
distance education, (b) time availability for learning, recreational and other activi-
ties, (c) relationships among family members, and (d) necessary knowledge directly 
related to distance education. Privacy is an issue difficult to resolve, as it is related 
to the size of each family and their residence. The second is directly related to edu-
cational design which affects the implementation of distance teaching, but also the 
nature of the corresponding activities, the workload, the required time and the tim-
ing of addressing the learning workload. Most of the teachers followed similar 
teaching approaches as those in face to face settings. Consequently, training and 
support is necessary. For the relationships among family members, some support 
could be considered in the form of training programs, informative leaflets, instruc-
tions and proposed actions/activities which include relationship management, 
mindfulness, etc. Lastly, the survey highlighted the need for both parents and stu-
dents to receive additional training and information/knowledge on all issues related 
to distance education (both technical and learning related).

The third level is that of the family-school relationship. What the survey reveals 
is that in some cases the most convenient communication means were utilized (e.g. 
messaging applications, phone interaction) and in other cases the communication 
was more typical (e.g. email with instructions at the beginning or occasionally). 
One thing that was very clear was the fact that frequent and well-established means 
of communication among families and schools are not established, especially ones 
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that take into account the types of communication among teachers and parents. For 
example, means of regular announcements which are connected to the extroversion 
of the schools and the awareness of the parents on where to find useful guidelines 
and announcements seems to not have been resolved yet, despite the fact that most 
people are regular internet users. A clear communication protocol could eliminate 
communication noise, reduce conflict management needs and enhance necessary 
response in more emergent situations. Most important, transparency and a common 
ground of understanding by such protocols would eliminate misinformation which 
could lead to unwanted or unpleasant situations. There is a lack of supporting mech-
anisms in technical matters, but also psychological and other matters. It would be 
important for the school unit to act as a place to which parents could turn to for 
support on all issues related to their children’s learning and growth. But despite the 
fact that this is an issue related to educational policy and the availability of trained 
professionals (e.g. psychologists), clear communication protocols and channels can 
facilitate time allocation in various supporting actions and mechanisms.

The fourth level is that of teacher-student interaction. The survey highlights that 
teachers initially, and for most of the duration of the pandemic, attempted to imple-
ment in distance settings similar teaching approaches as those in face to face set-
tings. All stakeholders mentioned that, for example, focusing on learning was a 
challenge. Not all the available digital tools were utilized nor their functionalities. 
Overall, it seems that the digital tools were underutilized. It is not clear if the home 
workload for students was increased or not, but the need to involve the parents more 
was evident in the responses. All of these are issues of educational design which 
involves (among others): (a) types of activities (e.g. setting up synchronous and 
asynchronous collaboration and interaction), (b) designing different teaching mate-
rial, (c) designing different levels of engagement for the students, (d) involving the 
parents, and (e) establishing different assessment and interaction methods. Within 
the activities’ types and design, those aiming at facilitating social interaction, mind-
fulness and group well-being cannot be neglected. Also, issues related to self-paced 
learning, asynchronous learning and interaction are also important. All these require 
training, support and the presence of suggesting mechanisms (what to do, when and 
how to do it) for the teacher who is overwhelmed with information and was required 
to find solutions in an emergency situation over the past year.

Although already mentioned, the student-student social interaction can be 
considered as a separate and significant category. The literature provides theoretical 
models and grounds for this (e.g. social presence in online community settings). 
There are quick activities and differentiated teaching approaches which can enhance 
students’ social interaction even within the teaching activities. Collaboration scripts 
in Computer Supported Collaborative Learning (CSSL), approaches such as spaced 
learning, creative intermissions and other ideas can facilitate this interaction, further 
supporting social aspects which arise when in distance settings. For all those issues 
which are also related to educational design, as teaching is not only about knowl-
edge transmission-acquisition but for individual development overall, all stakehold-
ers need additional training and support.
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As a concluding remark, the survey indicated that the involved stakeholders were 
able to address the emergent need to shift to distance education, but it also high-
lighted systemic problems that exist overall. They all need to be aware of the param-
eters influencing the quality of education overall in distance settings and training/
support in order to carefully evaluating and selecting the most appropriate approach 
for implementing distance education. The Educational Continuity 2.0 project aims 
at addressing this exact issue through the designed outputs.
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