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Research Question

How can schools best implement accessibility and design 
practices within online learning to address the issues 
highlighted during the Coronavirus pandemic? 
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Introduction
1 •

The arrival of COVID-19 in the United Kingdom during February 2020 created a wave of panic across the country. No 

one initially knew how far this virus would travel but it quickly became apparent it was more significant than originally 

predicted and was spreading fast. The seriousness of this Coronavirus pandemic meant schools were faced in March 

2020 with the difficult situation of having to move to remote learning within a matter of days, as national lockdowns and 

restrictions came into place to help prevent the spread of the virus. This essay will explore a number of questions that 

surround the accessibility of online learning platforms within the United Kingdom.

 What impact did the pandemic have on the way in which learning materials were shared with students

 What challenges were caused by the digital divide during the pandemic

 How can schools implement accessibility practices to ensure students’ education is not affected when accessing 

their educational content remotely? 



In order to answer these questions this essay will begin by examining the emergency overhaul of traditional learning 

platforms, as classrooms moved into a digital format during the first lockdown. The Covid-19 Impact will consider the 

negative impact that the lockdown had on students and teachers across the United Kingdom when home learning 

measures were put into place. It explores the different mediums teachers used to create their learning content so they 

were engaging and accessible online. 



Accessibility within Remote Learning will examine the barriers that many pupils faced which affected their ability to 

access learning materials. It looks at the digital divide across students within the United Kingdom and the measures that 

were put in place to try to address this - not always to great effect. It considers the limitations of the actual devices that 

were used to access these platforms and the difficulties teachers had in monitoring and assessing their pupils’ 

engagement. 



The Future of Remote Learning looks at how other countries around the world adapted to a distance-learning model 

and what schools in the United Kingdom can learn from these countries’ experiences. It is evident that digital learning 

platforms will continue to play a role in mainstream education and it is therefore essential that we consider measures that 

widen their accessibility for students of all backgrounds. This section will conclude with suggestions for how best design 

practices could be implemented within the United Kingdom. 
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In March 2020, Coronavirus became a worldwide challenge, something which no one had experienced at this severity 

before. Although since the Spanish flu pandemic in 1918 there have been several flu pandemics worldwide, Asian flu in 

1957, Hong Kong flu in 1968 (Rogers, 2021) and Swine flu in 2009 (Campbell and Kurtis, 2009), none were on the same 

scale as COVID-19. Prior to the pandemic, remote learning was something that schools, teachers and students had not 

considered in great depth, however, it soon became a reality. Schools across the United Kingdom were forced to put 

remote learning and teaching into place immediately as it became a daily way of life when the government announced 

their response to tackle COVID-19 on 20 March 2020 (Kim and Asbury, 2020, p. 1062). Approximately 11.2 million 

primary and secondary students and 2.5 million higher education students were affected by these school closures in the 

United Kingdom (The World Bank, 2020).



It was not clear how long this lockdown would last or how schools and students would adapt to enable them to continue 

their studies remotely. However, during the early days of lockdown the majority of students, throughout primary and 

secondary schools, took part in a range of online classes and activities. While these students were learning remotely, 

7.4% of students attended school in person if they were classed as vulnerable, required specialist support or their 

parents were key workers (Penington, 2020).



Teachers had a range of negative emotions when hearing about school closures during the first lockdown. There was a 

sense of panic and rush as teachers were not given adequate time to prepare for these closures or time to create suitable 

educational content for students. A teacher, from a study which interviewed 24 teachers from both primary and 

secondary schools in England, gave an insight into the factors that were contributing to the uncertainty that was being 

experienced by teachers up and down the country:

The Covid-19 Impact
2 •

So within a 24 hour period, we were trying to cope with the fact that we were going 

into lockdown; cope with the fact that the schools were shutting but not really know 

what that meant; not knowing what hours that meant we were working and trying 

to get our heads around what work we could deliver, very quickly, and still teach the 

children that were in school that day because it was still open and it was still normal 

(Kim and Asbury, 2020, p. 1070). 
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Teachers were steadily adjusting to this new way of teaching whilst learning how to create appropriate educational 

content for their students that could be easily shared online rather than in a classroom setting. Throughout the first six 

weeks of lockdown in the UK, teachers encountered a number of challenges connected with remote learning, including; 

learning new software to create educational content for students, the students’ willingness to engage throughout online 

classes and students not being able to access the learning materials due to lack of access to technology (Kim and 

Asbury, 2020, p. 1063). 



As a result, educators needed to experiment with a range of approaches to find the best way to deliver classes for 

students online. Schools across the United Kingdom, however, were not completely without access to platforms that 

could help with remote learning. They already used online systems such as Office 365 or Google apps including Google 

Drive and Google Docs. These are free when being used for educational purposes and can be used easily by students to 

access educational materials either in school or when at home (Future Learn, 2020).



Another free online platform, Google Classroom, was also available to use. Launched in 2014 it was rarely, if ever used by 

schools. However it became one of the most popular platforms to be used throughout the first and subsequent 

lockdowns, with approximately 504,000 downloads in March 2020 across the United Kingdom versus 68,000 just a 

couple of months before in January 2020 (Statista, 2021). This popularity was due to the ability to allow remote 

collaboration between all students within a class and their teacher on one shared document, simultaneously (Teacher 

ToolKit, 2020).



In April 2020, teachers from across the country came together and created the Oak National Academy, an online 

platform where teachers and students, specifically from primary and secondary schools, can access ‘online classrooms’ 

in an effort to encourage children to continue learning remotely. With over 40,000 resources available, they can be used 

as additional teaching material for online classes or students can complete the lessons themselves to improve their 

knowledge on a particular subject. Resources include shareable and downloadable topic quizzes, lesson slides along 

with topic videos and worksheets. These resources can be accessed anytime, meaning teachers can plan their delivery 

of online content (Oak National Academy, 2020). Approximately 220,000 users accessed the content provided by this 

platform daily, between April and July 2020 (Oak National Academy, 2020, p. 7), proving it was a popular resource for 

students and teachers in both primary and secondary schools. 

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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One area that was unable to be covered by teachers across the country was the ability to teach P.E. In the absence of 

these classes, the video-sharing platform YouTube quickly gained traction with students due to fitness coach, Joe Wicks' 

live PE videos. Wicks quickly became the nation, and world’s, physical education teacher as he hosted daily workout 

videos from March 23rd to June 19th (Wicks, 2020). These P.E. classes, held each morning between 9-10 a.m., 

encouraged students of all ages to remain active and have some fun. They also helped to motivate them for the day of 

learning ahead and had a positive effect on their mental health by creating a sense of community online. This helped 

children feel that they weren't alone while they were unable to go to school and see their friends (The Body Coach, 

2020).



With teachers settling into remote learning as lockdown continued, it appeared that things were improving with 

curriculums slowly coming together. However, no school seemed to have the answer to an effective remote learning 

approach at the beginning of the pandemic and there was little to no insight into how students would manage on a day to 

day basis, especially those with limited access to online learning. 

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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The digital divide is used to refer to the gap between those who have access to up-to-date and modern technology and 

those who do not (Hanna, 2021). Although this divide is experienced in different variations across the world, it is a 

common issue that many families face on a daily basis in the United Kingdom. There are several dimensions to the digital 

divide, while having access to devices and an internet connection is important, so is having the digital competence and 

literacy to use the devices. This divide can be influenced by a number of different factors, including the location, age and 

the socioeconomic status of families (Coleman, 2021).



With students and teachers across the United Kingdom coming to terms with online classes, this divide left a large 

number of students unable to access online classes to continue their studies at home. Ofcom reported that:

Accessibility within 
Remote Learning

3 •

One in five children who had been home schooling did not have access to 

an appropriate device for their online home-learning needs all of the time 

(Ofcom, 2021, p. 12). 

This equates to approximately 2 million children across the United Kingdom who were immediately disadvantaged by 

the switch to remote learning.



As lockdown continued, teachers became more aware some students were unable to access class content or 

educational materials. This was due to limited or no access to compatible devices or a stable internet connection. 

However, the digital divide is not a new issue faced by students, as approximately “700,000 11-18 year olds (12%) have 

no home internet access from a computer or tablet” (Lloyds Bank, 2018, p. 39).



When lockdown commenced, the Department for Education created a scheme to ensure routers and devices, such as 

laptops and tablets, were given to pupils to ensure they had an appropriate device to access remote learning. Although, 

only 200,000 laptops and tablets were available along with 50,000 routers and with 540,000 pupils qualifying for the 

scheme it meant that only 37% would receive a device (Children’s Commissioner, 2020). The government continued 

distributing devices throughout the remainder of 2020 to address the issues pupils were facing if they came from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. While distributing laptops to pupils is beneficial by giving them the physical tools to 

access online classes and engage with their teacher, it only works if those pupils have the digital skills and appropriate 

support to make full use of the device. 

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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While the majority of school students had access to a device and online access at home, allowing them to participate in 

online learning, it was reported that 14% of students relied completely on their mobile phone to access educational 

materials (Education Policy Institute, 2020, p. 3). These students were at risk of having their education negatively 

affected due to not having a compatible device for their school work, resulting in them missing out on class tasks or 

being unable to connect with their teacher on a regular basis.



While mobile phones have a lot of practical uses, they are not ideal for students to access learning materials due to the 

the small keyboard, limited screen size and view orientation (Coleman, 2021, p. 9). Even with phone screens gradually 

increasing over the years, they are still not responsive or accessible enough for students to complete school work on. A 

landscape orientation is available, and while this is beneficial for watching video content, when students are viewing 

worksheets from their teacher, it results in a lot of horizontal and vertical scrolling to find the information they are looking 

for. This is not the best way to access class content as it can be very time consuming and difficult to find relevant content 

to complete their homework or a task, especially if the phone has a smaller screen.  



Due to pupils having a variety of ways to access class content remotely, it created a number of challenges for teachers 

when trying to deliver lessons in a suitable and accessible way for everyone. Teachers found it increasingly difficult to 

track pupils’ commitment when taking part in online classes, as well as tracking how they were performing in their work 

(Education Policy Institute, 2020, p. 3). These challenges meant that teachers were unable to get an accurate view of 

how pupils were progressing with their topic knowledge and/or if they were finding the work challenging or not. 

Throughout the lockdown, it was estimated that pupils were approximately three months behind in the school curriculum 

compared to where they were in the previous year, 2019 (Sharp et al., 2020, p. 4). This clearly shows that pupils were 

either missing out or unable to access content from their teachers, which ultimately resulted in their education being 

negatively effected.



A report by UCL’s Institute of Education identified that, on average, students studying at home spent approximately 2.5 

hours on their studies daily, as advised by parents (UCL, 2020). However, overall it proved difficult to track exactly how 

much time pupils were spending on their school work as it ultimately depended on the commitment shown by parents 

throughout the whole process. As shown by the NFER report, support from parents and their communication with 

teachers was much lower in underprivileged areas at 41% versus 62% in those areas which were more affluent (NFER, 

2020).

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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It is clear that there are a wide range of factors that impact upon the accessibility of online learning platforms. Evidently, 

there is a need to future proof how students can access their educational materials and communicate with their teachers 

when they are not physically in the classroom. Coronavirus has shown us that not only is there a need for a clearer 

framework of how educational content can be accessed remotely by students who are affected by the digital divide, it 

has also shown that there is a great potential for how these online tools could enhance students’ access to education. 

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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The United Kingdom was not alone when it came to school closures during lockdown as the majority of schools across 

the world faced the same scenario. It would therefore be beneficial for schools to review how other countries have 

adapted, designed and delivered remote learning for their students, ensuring accessibility for all. This is especially critical 

with the emergence of a new COVID variant, Omicron, in November 2021, which could see full school closures again. At 

best, a blended learning solution will be required for some time.



In developing countries such as Cambodia, Brazil, Peru and Bangladesh they created and implemented positive, 

innovative and multi-modal solutions to ensure, even the most vulnerable students, could access school work. 



These countries took a multi-modal approach, using online platforms such as YouTube and Facebook for those with only 

mobile phone access (RTI International, 2021), through to the use of radio and television for those without any internet 

access (Relief Web, 2020). A number of these countries also pre-recorded lessons for students to view in their own time 

and could rewatch as often as needed. These lessons were available on school specific websites. Additionally, in 

Bangladesh, they started an initiative for those children who only had access to mobile phones which saw teachers 

making calls to clusters of pupils and their parents, bi-weekly, to go through lessons. This initiative benefitted 83,000 

pupils (UNICEF, 2021, p. 33).



In Europe, Croatia was a shining light when it came to distance learning. Having already started an e-schools project in 

2015, the country was well placed to seamlessly transition to remote learning for all pupils.  This project included the 

development of digital skills for all teachers so they would be comfortable working within an online setting. Also, 

Information Technology was introduced to the curriculum for all 5th and 7th grade students to enable the growth of 

digital skills from an early age. To date, tablets have been bought for all primary school children in 5th and 7th grade, 

along with over 10,000 tablets distributed to schools for use with primary students aged 6-10 years in group work with 

their teachers. In secondary schools, devices were given to those pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds (Divjak, 2020, 

p. 2 & 3).



To combat some homes not having internet access, mobile phone operators joined the project and supplied all pupils 

who had received devices with a SIM card, giving them free access to academic subjects along with an extra 2.5GB of 

internet access each month. All of this meant, within two weeks of closure, Croatian schools were able to easily move to 

distance learning (Divjak, 2020, p. 3).

The Future of 
Remote Learning

4 •
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What examples around the world have shown is that a multi-modal approach is needed in order to ensure  accessibility 

for all pupils when distance or blended learning is needed. Schools cannot afford to take a ‘one size fits all’ approach and, 

therefore, schools across the UK should learn from their worldwide neighbours and plan how to best take their curriculum 

forward in these continuing uncertain times. It is also key that all children have access to a device to allow them to fully 

benefit from remote learning. There are a number of practices that schools can implement to improve online or blended 

learning options for their pupils. 



A beneficial starting point for teachers would be to survey their pupils’ parents to understand what device(s) those 

students have access to (Horrocks, 2020). This gives the teacher an insight into the variety of devices students are using 

for their remote learning and how long they may have access to them, meaning they can effectively plan their lessons in a 

more accessible and user-friendly way. Accessibility features, such as text-to-speech, writing supports and closed 

captioning, can be beneficial for those who have a learning difficulty or disability and they can be utilised by any student. 

By finding out which devices students have access to, teachers can send out a list of compatible accessibility features 

for individual devices to ensure the students’ remote learning experience is intuitive and helpful to their education 

(Nieves, 2020).



Teachers could also implement ways in which Universal Design of Learning (UDL) can be introduced to their remote 

learning plan to ensure all students can access the content they need. UDL aims to identify and achieve ways to present 

content in an accessible way while eliminating obstacles by providing a range of solutions, allowing students to engage 

with educational materials (Baldwin and Ching, 2021). In 2014, a paper written by Raymond Rose, 'Access and Equity for 

All Learners in Blended and Online Education', stated that "all students should have access to world-class education...no 

matter their economic situation, their location or disability” (Rose, 2014, p. 5).



As UDL addresses learner variability, it is important that teachers take this approach to teach their students as no two 

students are the same. Kavita Rao, a specialist education professor at the University of Hawaii, stated that:

The guidelines focus on ways to intentionally and proactively design learning environments and 

instruction, building in flexibility, supports and scaffolding that can help all learners succeed 

(Darvasi, 2020). 

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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In order to address the Universal Design of Learning correctly and ensure it has a positive affect on both students and 

teachers, the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) created a set of UDL guidelines which can be followed to 

optimise learning and teaching for everyone (CAST, 2018). The guidelines can be used by anyone who wishes to 

implement this approach to a learning environment. The guidelines are structured in a way to identify three different 

categories; Action and Expression, Representation and Engagement. These guidelines offer teachers who want to use 

the UDL approach a series of clear and precise suggestions ensuring all students can access and join in with a range of 

learning experiences (CAST, 2018). For the Universal Design of Learning approach to be successful throughout online 

learning, teachers must take a multi-modal method by looking to provide written content using different mediums, such 

as video or images, as well as giving students the opportunity to show what they learn in a variety of ways through 

creating infographics or slideshows (Darvasi, 2020). 



The Universal Design of Learning approach means that pupils would be receiving feedback from their teachers on their 

work regularly, sometimes on a daily basis. This allows students to reflect on their work and see how they could resolve 

challenges differently (CAST, 2020). With remote learning, teachers should ensure for each lesson they have a good 

range of activities and a number of ways to explain and deliver content. This is extremely beneficial as it motivates the 

pupil, creates a sense of involvement and communicates that the teacher is invested in their learning (Darvasi, 2020).



It is clear to see from developing countries, as well as countries in Europe, that distance learning can be implemented 

successfully to ensure all students can access learning materials using any device that is available at their home. The 

United Kingdom needs to look at creating a well-structured and inclusive learning plan for all students, especially as 

distance learning either as a blended solution or completely remote will be required for some time. UK schools should 

look at experimenting with a number of mediums, including using devices such as radio or television, and different ways 

to deliver lessons to ensure that students are motivated to complete their school work from home. It is also key, if they 

review the model being implemented in Croatia, that ICT skills need to be part of the curriculum from an early age and 

teachers need to have additional skills training to ensure they are comfortable with planning and designing online classes 

in the future.

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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Conclusion
5 •

It is clear that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a detrimental affect on schools and pupils across the United Kingdom. 

Although there were online platforms already available to schools and some schools had started to consider online 

learning, it had not been considered on the scale or speed in which it needed to be implemented. This created a number 

of challenges for both teachers and pupils, with teachers, in particular, displaying a range of negative emotions towards 

learning new software to be able to design and deliver classes to their pupils. With Joe Wicks introducing Physical 

Education in the form of online daily workouts, at least children had some fun to look forward to whilst being separated 

from their friends and facing a new way of learning. 



One of the biggest challenges has been the digital divide. Although this is not a new issue, it was brought to the fore 

during school closures when teachers realised that some of their students were unable to access their online classes. It 

was pleasing to see the Department of Education taking some responsibility for this by distributing devices to schools for 

pupils who did not have access. Although it fell short of what was needed, the plan to distribute tablets and laptops has 

continued, albeit on a slower basis. It also became noticeable that a number of children, 14%, were solely dependent on 

the use of a mobile phone. This made it harder for them to download and take part in classes due to less functionality and 

in some cases, not having access to a phone for a long enough period. With teachers being more aware of the challenges 

home learning presents, they should now be able to use a multi-modal approach to teach remotely. In some cases, well 

designed worksheets may have be to be used so every child has access to their school work.



With every situation, hindsight is a great teacher, but so too is the opportunity to review how other countries delivered 

distance learning classes to pupils. It was interesting to see how developing countries, with little money and resources, 

utilised what they had in order to deliver to the majority of their students. The digital divide also exists in these countries, 

so good use was made of television and radio to try and combat this. In Europe, the Croatian e-school project shows that 

with some forward planning schools, teachers and pupils can be better prepared when the unexpected happens. 



As the United Kingdom starts to live with a new normal it is clear that remote or blended learning options are set to 

continue. Teachers therefore need to re-group and plan how to take digitisation forward in their schools to ensure that 

classes are accessible to every child irrespective of status.

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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There are a lot of tools available to help them do this and the Universal Design of Learning is a great place to start. It is 

important that they fully understand each pupils’ circumstances at home with respect to availability of devices and plan 

their lessons accordingly. Taking a multi-modal approach will help them achieve this in the long term. 



It is unfortunate that the pandemic has created such challenges for schools and pupils alike. Children’s education must 

be at the forefront of any plan going forward to ensure that we, as a nation, are better prepared for any eventuality and 

that there is no detrimental impact on the education of children.

The Digital Divide: Accessibility within Remote Learning
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