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Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

SCHOOL TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS’ 
EXPERIENCES DURING COVID-19 IN PAKISTAN
Azra Naseem13, Mirat al Fatima Ahsan, Sohail Ahmad, Tasneem Anwar, Razia Fakir Mohammad

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 
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principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 
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adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 

learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.
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closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

Sections
Purpose of the study and participant 
consent and assent
Section 1: Demographic information 
and Access to technology (common 
for all)
Section 2: Open-ended questions to 
grasp respondents’ experiences with 
online teaching and learning 
(different for each group)

Number of questions
-

10

08 Teachers
07 Parents
09 Students
07 School Heads/Principals

Examples of items 
-

Gender, Age, Location,
Current role, Internet, and 
Device Access
Level of teaching, 
Type of school, 
Issues faced during the 
lockdown,
Support required from school 
and from IED

Table 1 Summary of the Survey Tool

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

Table 2 Demographic data

Demographics      Frequency  Percentage
Current Role School principal   45   20.5%
  Teacher    175   79.5%
Gender  Male    59   27%
  Female     161   73%
Age  Below 18   2   1%
  18 - 25 years   17   8%
  25 - 30 years   44   20%
  30 - 40 years   72   33%
  40 - 50 years   60   27%
  50 - 60 years   23   10%
  Above 60   2   1%
Type of school Public    16   7%
  Private    136   62%
  CBS, Trust, NGO   17   8%
Region  Balochistan   5   2%
  CT    6   3%
  GB    6   3%
  KPK    4   2%
  Punjab    13   6%
  Sindh    176   80%

Variables     Frequency Percentage
Personal device  Yes   201  91%
   No   19  9%
Type of Devices  Smart Phone   192  87%
   (iPhone/ Android) 
   iPad   10  4.50%
   Tablet (Android)  12  5%
   Laptop   165  75%
   Desktop Computer 20  9%

Table 3 Respondents’ Access to Devices and Internet

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

Variables      Frequency Percentage
Type of internet  Broadband   64  29.1
connection  DSL    19  8.6
   Cable    87  39.5
   Fiber optic   28  12.7
   Cellular (3G/4G)   82  37.3
   Wireless device   8  3.6
Time Spent on   Less than 2 hours a day  7  3.2
Internet use  Between 2 to 4 hours a day 44  20
   More than 4 hours a day  168  76.4
Preferred learning  Zoom    137  62.3
online tools  Facebook   30  13.6
   WhatsApp   71  32.3
   MS Teams   10  4.5
   Google    30  13.6
   YouTube   1  0.5
   LMS    1  0.5
Purpose of ICT(s)’  Online learning from home 128  58.2
use in lockdown  Work from Home  177  80.5
   F&F    72  32.7
   Entertainment   71  32.3
   Shopping   25  11.4
   Social Net   73  33.2
Mobile Internet  No    10  4.5
   2G    6  2.7
   3G    19  8.6
   4G    133  60.5

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.
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As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 

SCHOOL TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS’ EXPERIENCES DURING COVID-19 IN PAKISTAN

39 JOURNAL OF LIBERAL ARTS & HUMAN SCIENCES  2022, VOL. 1(01)

learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
The global pandemic introduced a new way of 
teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, 
colleges and schools in Pakistan used to follow and 
focus more on the traditional face-to-face method 
of teaching. Although some of the institutes were still 
offering short courses, such a need was never felt 
for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 
introduced a new reality where education had to 
be imparted through distance learning and steps 
had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to 
study the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards the transformation from physical 
education to educational technology classes in the 
wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study 
where data was collected from 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students enrolled in a public 
sector university using purposive and convenience 
sampling. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews and analyzed for codes, categories and 
themes. The findings reported that students faced 
many economic, communication, technical and 
psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing 
the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students across different universities 
can be conducted in future to effectively identify 
the outcomes of digital education.

Keywords: Distance Learning, Online Teaching, Covid-19, 
Online Learners 

1. Introduction
Covid-19 pandemic is described as a global health 
calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is 
one of the few infectious disease outbursts that 
have had a devastating impact on nearly every 
aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and 
Amer, 2020). The World Health Organization 
declared the epidemic as a worldwide public 
health emergency on 30th January 2020 (WHO, 
2020). The initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in 
Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by 
the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and 

Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number 
of cases in the country, the relevant government 
authorities decided to close all educational 
institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). 
Further directives were issued to higher educational 
institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, 
to reschedule all types of ongoing examinations 
and to assist student learning through the online 
mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & 
Saif, 2020).

Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the 
pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide 
education system, affecting learners, instructors 
and educational institutions from all around the 
globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). 
Around 1.5 billion learners were deprived from 
traditional physical education in the world. 
Teachers have also been influenced by the global 
lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of 
educational institutions, primary, secondary, high 
schools, colleges and universities from across the 
world to shut down on an immediate basis and to 
shift towards the distance learning mode. This 
important decision was taken to adhere to the 
social distancing guidelines issued by the world 
health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that this rapid shift from the 
conventional learning mode to the new distance 
learning method brought with it various challenges 
and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & 
Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when 
the crisis will fully end, the only available option is to 
optimize the use of current technical resources to 
provide continuity of learning in higher education 
institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the 
world. 

It is important to consider that this is not the first time 
when the conventional education system came to 
a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact 
on the traditional education system of a number of 
countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 
had an adverse impact on the education activities 

of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 
epidemic has forced the academic experts from all 
around the world to reconsider the traditional face 
to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020).
 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to 
some extent in the global world where short courses 
and online webinars were already being 
conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were 
already being offered by Virtual University under the 
initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the 
content was delivered using recorded lectures. The 
British Council, American English and Coursera have 
also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs 
and E-teacher courses related to basic tools for 
teaching. However only a small number of the 
population comprising students, teachers and 
professionals took interest in such developments 
and got enrolled in these short-term certified 
courses.  

Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of 
teaching and introduced a new way of teaching 
and learning through remote locations. As the 
teaching methodologies transform worldwide, 
teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult 
to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. In 
higher education institutions in Pakistan, emphasis is 
on lecture-based teacher-centered instruction. 
Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the 
changing teaching practices from traditional to 
modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of 
the universities and teachers in particular as this 
mode of teaching-learning requires content, 
material and infrastructural support from the 
institutions.
 
Although the online education system can be 
efficient in digitally advanced and developed 
states of the world, such as the US, UK and European 

countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be 
investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online 
mode of education was introduced to minimize the 
academic loss of students staying at home during 
the time of pandemic (although it was not possible 
to implement it throughout the whole country such 
as rural areas as they do not have access to 
internet).

1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, 
students from different parts of Pakistan come to 
seek education from reputed public and private 
sector universities. The pandemic situation forced 
them to return to their homes in northern areas, 
underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh 
and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in 
the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and 
reliable communication networks (Rasool, 2020). 
Though the scenario of cities is quite different- 
according to PTA (2020) we have “62 million 
broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have 
internet facilities available most of the time due to 
frequent power cuts for long hours” (Abbasi & 
Aftab, 2021, p.483). 
Besides internet issues, the availability of 
technological equipment and resources is the 
second most important issue in Pakistan. According 
to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop 
ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 
respondents across Pakistan along with various 
demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% 
Pakistani households own a laptop. In the province 
of Sindh, only 8% households own a laptop while the 
92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This 
is the current situation of the population in urban 
areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more 
drastic where students normally do not own a 
computer or laptop and rely more on the computer 
labs in the universities. 

Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility 
of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, 
most of the teaching and learning appears to take 
place through mobile phones.  According to PTA 
(2020), there are 152 million cellular users among 
which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G 
technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of 
the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, 
many do not have smart or android phones with the 
latest technology and tools to readily participate in 
digital education. 

Another major social and economic problem with 
regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in 
urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of 
‘load-shedding’12 while in the rural areas the time is 
double. Beside this core issue, teachers and 
students' lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main 
hurdle in the success of distance learning and 
teaching. 

1.2 Administrative and Educational Issue in Pakistan  
Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of 
pandemic on the education sector by discussing 
the challenges and provided some 
recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 
summarizes the administrative and academic issues 
faced by higher education, in particular keeping in 
view the situation of higher education institutes in 
Pakistan. However, it is important to note that the 
current circumstances are different from the normal 
digital learning programs, where all academic 
institutions of the country were forced to implement 
digital learning methodologies regardless of funds 
and limited resources. 

However, this study aims to critically get in-depth 
information about the different problems learners 
faced in distance learning during Covid-19.

2. Objective
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning.

3. Research Question
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and 
postgraduate students enrolled in higher education 
institutes towards distance learning?

4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital 

learning was just used for a few courses often with 
limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of 
technology was only used to amplify the current 
methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 
distance or remote teaching and learning became 
mandatory for everyone.

Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) 
conducted a study to know about the technical 
issues within the education system of Pakistan in 
collaboration with British Council Pakistan. It 
highlights the digital divide in the country noting in 

particular the lack of availability of the internet 
facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report 
suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to 
those provinces with the lowest rate of internet 
access. The document also visions for development 
of e-learning at every level with a high priority given 
to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, 
MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). Consequently, Shah 
(2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in 
Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized 
the traditional method of learning. However, 
according to him, one of the major obstacles in this 
lack of infrastructural support and economic issues 
in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017).
 
Contrastively, Adnan and Anwar (2020) conducted 
a survey-based study from the perspective of higher 
education learners in Pakistan. The research 
focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students to find their viewpoint on distance learning 
during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 
most of the students reported that online learning 
was very different from the conventional learning 
mode, whereas few felt little difference between 
the traditional and online learning. However, some 
of the respondents reported that online learning 
was more motivating than the traditional classes. 
The research also highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by learners during online learning, 
such as lack of socialization with peer groups on 
campus, group study difficulties, and the response 
time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from 
the findings that distance learning cannot 
guarantee effective results in developing countries 
like Pakistan, where a large number of students 
have no or little access to fast and reliable internet 
connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, 
Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied 
the perceptions of medical students regarding 
distance learning during Covid-19. The study was 
conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional 
method. A questionnaire was emailed to all 
participants for the research and reliability was 
determined. The total number of participants were 
382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed 
that 77% of the participants had a negative 
perception of distance learning. The study 
concluded that learners found online learning less 
appealing as compared to the traditional face to 
face mode, primarily due to its limitations with 
respect to the practical aspects that require a 
clinical or lab environment. Also, the study 
highlighted that while learners were not ready to 
adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span 
of time, they preferred online learning in the future 

(Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These 
studies highlight some of the main issues in online 
classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from 
quantitative data.  The present study provides an 
insider’s view regarding distance learning using a 
qualitative approach with semi-structured 
interviews. 

Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored 
the perceptions of both instructors and learners on 
the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during 
Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling 
method included the maximum variation method, 
where the study participants included 12 members 
of the faculty and 12 learners from the University 
College of Dentistry and University College of 
Medicine. The data was collected using focus 
group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The 
findings reflected on both pros and cons of 
distance learning. The benefits included feasibility 
of attending lectures from the comfort of home, 
reduced use of resources and some other 
expenses. However, the disadvantages included 
the inability of teachers to carry out online activities. 
Similarly, lack of immediate feedback also hindered 
the learning process. Furthermore, both students 
and teachers suggested some recommendations 
to the management. This consisted of an increase in 
interactive activities and reduction in cognitive 
load. Another suggestion was to buy premium 
software that makes it easier for the faculty to 
detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on 
the economic management and curriculum 
problems in particular; however, there are several 
other issues that learners face in distance learning. 

5. Methodology
The present study aims to investigate the 
perspectives and opinions of students regarding 
online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study 
was considered appropriate for the study. 
Qualitative case study aims to explore the 
perceptions of learners in detail (Creswell, 2014), 
therefore this method is appropriate for the present 
study as it aims to know the perceptions regarding 
distance education. 

The target population for the study was 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a 
metropolitan city where students from diverse and 
far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive and 
convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014), as the 
participants were in contact with the researcher as 
being part of the university. Hence the participants 

voluntarily participated in the study after formal 
consent via email. Data was collected from 5 
undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 
postgraduate (04 female and one male) English 
students who were currently enrolled in the online 
semester. A sample size of 10 participants; 05 each 
from undergraduate and postgraduate was 
enough as it reached the saturation point and the 
researcher started receiving the same responses 
(Creswell, 2014). These participants were selected 
on a criteria that was being enrolled in the online 
semester, feasibility and having the basic facilities of 
internet in their home, mobile data package 
(Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and 
computer. While 02 female postgraduate 
participants had their own laptop as well. 
As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during 
Covid-19 situation and lock-down,  therefore, the 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews 
via phone call. The interview was recorded and 
transcribed. Before the interviews consent was 
taken from the participants and the participants 
were assured that the data will be used for research 
purposes only. The interview with each participant 
lasted for thirty minutes. Overall, the interviews took 
05 hours in total to collect the data. Pseudo names 
were given to participants as part of research 
protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, 
coded and categorized using thematic analysis 
and themes were generated.  

6. Findings
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in 
Pakistan. Consequently, this study analyzed the 
perspectives of learners about distance education 
during the global pandemic.

6.1 Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the 
participants was the economic benefit of distance 
learning. However, at the same time some of the 
participants believed that if technical problems 
were resolved, distance learning “was much 
cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking 
about the resources in online classes, it was felt that 
“easy access to classroom material, lectures, 
learning resources were easily available otherwise 
we had to spend a good amount of money in 
buying the notes and books”. However, for the 
less-privileged learner “even the access to the 
classroom and materials due to technical problems 
was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be 
catered by notes and books in hand”. However, 
some believed that “Online teaching is easier and 

saves a lot of money of physical commuting and 
printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that 
online classes made traveling easy as "it made it 
easier for students to study from anywhere in the 
world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, 
participants believed that economically in this 
situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.2 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of 
learning in the 21st century seemed less 
problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them 
believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of 
the learners while 45% considered distance learning 
as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant 
believed that online classes proved to be beneficial 
for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, 
another participant said that “students who 
possessed introvert personality were benefited from 
the chat option available in meetings”. 
Subsequently, another participant said that “some 
of the shy students got the opportunity to 
communicate in the live session who hardly speak in 
the physical classes”. 

However, some of the participants disagreed that 
online classes enhanced their confidence and 
provided them an opportunity to interact with 
students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical 
interactions restricted the communication and 
learning process”. The same idea was shared by 
another respondent, “Online classes are less 
interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a 
blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.

6.3 Use of Technology and Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its 
usage was the potential problem that most of the 
learners faced in online classes. Initially, the 
teachers lacked the competency to operate the 
tools; however, with time and training, this barrier 
was not a hindrance any further. 

Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the 
major obstacle in online classes was the newly 
introduced digital platforms and applications. As 
one participant said, we faced “difficulty in 
comprehending the lectures because of internet 
and electricity issues sometimes”. Similarly, “the 
noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from 
being focused and the content became difficult to 
comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent 
highlighted one major issue as the drawback of 
technology that “handwriting activity is almost 

restricted”. 

Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness 
of online classes one participant said that “online 
classes were known for few distant learning 
platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of 
education”. As some of the participants disagreed 
with their other learners with respect to content 
delivery and reported that “presentations made 
learning easier for students to understand concepts 
and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way 
another participant said that “I cannot only listen to 
the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times 
to clear my concepts”. 

Some of the respondents talked about the usage of 
different applications with regard to their 
effectiveness as one participant said “Online 
education became easier with the advent of 
application/software which were rarely used before 
and people would have doubted the purpose of 
their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant 
said “Online classes gave us awareness about new 
applications”. However, some of the participants 
felt that “Some of the students despite having all 
the gadgets were still not interested in taking online 
classes”. As narrated by the participants “online 
classes were not interesting, and the teacher 
merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other 
participant remarked that “The lectures were 
boring and less-interactive and offered no practical 
learning.”

The participants said that “Applications like Google 
classroom, Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams 
and other applications showed us the power of 
technology.” As one respondent said that, “Our 
teacher used to make our classes effective by 
incorporating and making us learn a new online 
tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), 
Kahoot, Quizziz (online assessment tool) and 
wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for 
interaction.” In the same way other participants 
said that “We gave virtual presentations through 
flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the 
experience was amazing”. However, some talked 
about its drawback as well “That we were unable to 
watch everyone’s presentations which can in 
normal physical classes.” 

However, few participants disagreed as they 
believed teachers were unable to operate some of 
the applications and “Teachers took the 
technology for granted and merely delivered 

lectures using reading method”.

6.4 Attention and Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest 
and motivation in online classes, participants said 
that it was “Difficult to maintain attention span and 
we had shorter attention span than in an on-site 
class.” The participants attributed this reason to 
“lack of discussion and activities” which are 
common in in-person classes but are equally 
possible in online classes as well. 

Some participants highlighted the positive 
techniques used by the teacher, “Taking 3 hours of 
class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my 
teacher used the technique of calling out names 
for answering questions during the lecture”. 

Some of the participants regarded distance 
learning as full of distractions as “When you are 
taking classes from home, there is a lot of 
distraction”. One other participant regarded this 
issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to 
lose interest in online classes”. While some 
respondents talked about the usefulness of online 
classes saying that some “students lacked 
excitement and interest towards class 
participation”.  In contrast, another participant 
shared that online classes offered a “comfortable 
environment” and that “one could attend classes 
by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, 
another participant while talking about class 
participants for different age learners said that

“It was inconvenient for women to look after their 
home chores and take online classes while it’s 
relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are 
concerned they have enough time to work on 
several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic 
and would serve that time in certain constructive 
work”.

6.4.1 Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be 
triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved 
easily. Some of the respondents talked about the 
psychological impact and health issues they faced 
while taking online classes.

80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of 
health problems while taking online classes. As a 
participant remarked that “Due to excessive use of 
sitting in front of a computer/laptop screen, I faced 
health problems of stiff neck, headache, and 

insomnia”. Similarly, another participant said that 
the “Number of hours for online classes are too 
much while in physical classes we have the 
opportunity to be engaged in a number of 
activities.” As we were “Concerned initially, that 
teacher will call our names and what if our internet 
stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes 
were stressful for some learners.

6.5 Curriculum issues
Another important issue in the online classes was 
curriculum and its implementation. Though some 
creative teachers developed new content as per 
the requirements of the distance learning while 
others merely relied on the lecture approach which 
affected the attention and motivation of learners as 
content plays an important role in learning and 
online education. As one participant said “Theory 
subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that 
involve research and practical work suffer, as they 
require interaction, collaboration, constant review 
and feedback”. (M003). In the same way, another 
respondent said, “We were not able to understand 
the content because of the way it was delivered.”

7. Discussion 
The present study aims to explore the experience of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students 
regarding distance education. It denotes that 
technical and infrastructural problems, especially 
the availability of internet during the online classes is 
a major issue as Oblerlander et al (2016) highlighted 
the lack of resources and internet issues across 
different regions as a major hurdle for distance 
learning. Furthermore, PTA (2020) also draws the 
attention of stakeholders that the majority of the 
mobile phone users do not have a proper android 
phone to use or overcome the technical glitches 
during the online lecture. However, this study 
reported that beside the internet, the newly 
introduced applications were also problematic. 

The present study shows that participants believed 
that distance education reduced the economic 
expenses as it was cheaper and easy access to all 
the materials was available which saves a lot of 
educational expenses. In contrast, Shah (2017) and 
Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that the major 
obstacle is the economic support which is required 
in transforming the education system from 
face-to-face to online education. While Quershi et 
al (2020) emphasized upon the administrative issues 
as well. 

The present study shows that the learners utilized 
some of the digital applications for learning and 
practicing the content which is not possible in 
traditional classes. The similar findings are 
concluded by Adnan and Anwar (2020) where they 
utilized student’s point of view and statistical 
information in terms of students’ response to online 
education who believed that online education is 
different from traditional teaching in terms of 
group-work and physical settings. 

Distance education has its pros and cons. The 
present study presents a contrastive view as 
participants believed that comprehending the 
online lectures, lack of involvement, physical space 
and interactive activities were some of the vital 
problems. Though some of them believed it was 
comfortable as well, keeping in mind the pandemic 
circumstances. Also, one important aspect which 
this study highlighted was that the interpersonal 
communication skills improved during the online 
classes as it provided an opportunity to all the 
learners to share their opinion without being judged. 
In contrast, Mukhtar et al (2020) reported that online 
education is comfortable and can be conducted 
without any restriction to physical space with 
reduced resources. 

While the drawback of distance education as 
reported includes teacher training and feedback 
which is required for motivation. The present study 
reported about the curriculum issues and teacher 
lack of technological training for using the 
applications and to operate the distance learning 
class was a major hurdle. Similarly Qureshi et al 
(2020) highlighted the academic issues that 
involved teachers to deliver quality teaching using 
the online resources and plan the curriculum 
keeping in mind the current needs of the learners. In 
the same way, this study introduced the health 
issues learners and teachers face while being 
enrolled in distance education classes through an 
online medium. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive 
and negative attitudes towards online learning. 
There are a number of reasons like communication, 
technological, psychological, economic reasons 
that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online 
learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the 
researchers merely focused on the negative 
outcomes of online education. However, the 
present study offers first-hand insights from the 

participants who attributed distance learning as the 
“savior of education” along with the difficulties they 
faced in online classes. Similarly, this study is an 
eye-opener for the higher education institutes, 
administration and teachers to engage the learners 
in online courses and also provides alternate ways 
of accessing class lectures and material. In the 
same way, learners can be introduced to multiple 
forums as highlighted in the study to practice and 
revise the content using different online 
applications and platforms that do not consume a 
lot of internet. The Higher Education Commission 
should also equip the teachers with digital training, 
institutes to cater the needs of students from 
under-privileged areas and provide them sufficient 
resources on loans or scholarships or arrange a 
physical space in the nearby locality of their 
hometown which can cater the needs of learners at 

a large scale. Curriculum also needs to be revised 
to fit the needs of the learners. Small-projects must 
be initiated from universities to check the feasibility 
of digital education, since the pandemic has 
introduced the teachers and learners to a lot of 
resources and ease of education. 

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire 
about the effective learning process in online 
classes as compared to in-person classes. Also, a 
digital curriculum must be developed to cater to 
the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, 
another comparative study can be conducted to 
know the perspectives of students enrolled in online 
and physical classes across different universities, as 
different universities used different learning 
platforms for online education.

Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.



Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 

AZRA NASEEM, MIRAT AL FATIMA AHSAN, SOHAIL AHMAD, TASNEEM ANWAR, RAZIA FAKIR MOHAMMAD

42JOURNAL OF LIBERAL ARTS & HUMAN SCIENCES  2022, VOL. 1(01)

learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.
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Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.
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Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.
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Abstract
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 
activities were disrupted globally. In Pakistan, 
schools were also closed, and though some schools 
had started teaching online, the staff (including 
principals and teachers) and students' readiness for 
education during the pandemic remained 
unexplored. An internet-based survey was 
conducted to explore the experiences of the 
teachers and principals during the lockdown. The 
survey included both open-ended and 
closed-ended questions. Responses were collected 
from respondents in different parts of Pakistan, with 
the majority coming from Sindh and coming from 
both the private and public sector. While the 
respondents from private schools reported that they 
could teach online, the respondents from 
government schools could not continue the 
teaching process during the lockdown phase. 
School principals focused on acquiring technology 
for online teaching and offering skills development 
sessions. They used a variety of methods to monitor 
teaching and learning. Teachers relied on a mix of 
synchronous and asynchronous teaching. 
Infrastructure issues posed numerous challenges. 
Findings highlight an urgent need for teacher 
education programmes to incorporate digital 
literacy development and enhance pedagogical 
understanding of engaging students in online 
teaching environments and exploring solutions such 
as blended learning. The findings also draw our 
attention to questions of equitable access to quality 
education for all in Pakistan.

Keywords: Schools, Covid-19, Online Teaching, Teacher 
Education, Digital Divide, Pakistan

Introduction
On December 31, 2019, pneumonia of an unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, was reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). In less than three 
months, on March 11, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 a global pandemic. Following this, to 
reduce the spread of the virus, on-campus 
teaching was closed, which resulted in the 
disruption of educational activities globally, 

affecting more than one billion students in almost 
172 countries worldwide (UNESCO, 2020). The 
schools' closure led to an instant and rapid 
transition, for many, from face-to-face to online 
teaching resulting in numerous challenges but also 
exploration opportunities.

COVID-19 pandemic and the havoc it inflicted, 
forced drastic changes on education systems 
globally. As in-person teaching-learning was not 
possible during the pandemic, many institutions 
either opted for online teaching or discontinued 
teaching-learning in the form of complete closure 
(World Bank, 2020). Consequently, educational 
systems globally reported excessive learning loss 
(Azevedo et al., 2020; Engzell, Frey, & Verhagen, 
2020). These losses appeared relatively less for 
institutions that shifted to online modalities. On the 
flip side, institutions that remained disconnected 
from teaching-learning during the lockdown period 
have faced severe learning loss (Patrinos et al., 
2022).

A noteworthy trend in the literature on online 
teaching during this period is the terminological 
diffusion in how it is referred. Various authors have 
referred to it as 'emergency remote teaching' 
(Bozkurt and Sharma 2020, i), "emergency 
eLearning" (Murphy, 2020, 492) or "quaranteaching" 
(Woods et al., 2020). This diffusion points to the 
unique nature of rapid online teaching. It is also 
worth noting that the shift from in-person teaching 
to online was not smooth. Several studies, mostly 
from developed contexts (e.g., Folkman et al., 2022; 
Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Van der Spoel et al., 2020), 
highlighted how teachers and students 
experienced multifarious challenges. Research 
studies (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Flores & Swennen, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020; Mishra, 
Gupta & Shree, 2020) have also attempted to 
capture experiences of online teaching and 
learning in universities and schools and teacher 
education during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
different parts of the world to ensure the lessons 
inform future teaching and learning policy and 
practice. However, few studies have focused on 

principals' and teachers' experiences in response to 
the pandemic, particularly from developing 
contexts like Pakistan. 

Teaching and Learning Dilemmas and Challenges 
in COVID -19 Crisis and Lessons Learnt
As COVID-19 spread around the world, countries 
rFor many, teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 crisis have led to disorienting dilemmas 
and challenges. Balancing equity and access, 
working from home or at work, completing class 
hours vs quality online sessions of shorter duration, 
and face-to-face social interaction vs virtual social 
interaction has been a constant battle (Bakker & 
Wagner, 2020; Code, 2022). Other recurring 
challenges included: i) absence of or poor 
infrastructure for online teaching; ii) lack of relevant 
experiences of teachers; iii) teachers' and students' 
reluctance towards online teaching-learning; iv) 
ineffective mentoring and support system; v) lack of 
compatibility of existing teaching methods/course 
with online teaching (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Al 
Salman et al., 2021; Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Faturoti, 
2022; Huber & Helm, 2020; Mishra et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, research indicates that these 
dilemmas and challenges offered practical 
solutions to stakeholders and created new learning 
opportunities. There are examples of successful 
curriculum transmission from Portuguese and 
Chilean contexts where they drew on strengths of 
personal teaching competence to re-shape the 
social interactions in online settings (Flores & Gago, 
2020; Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison, 2020). Reimers 
and Schleicher (2020) discuss OECD findings that 
the shift seemed to lead to students demonstrating 
greater autonomy and investment in managing 
their learning. Whitley et al. (2020) underline how the 
shift away from in-person teaching allowed learners 
who did not find school a pleasant nor a rewarding 
experience the opportunity to engage with 
learning in a safe environment. Day et al. (2020) 
and Van der Spoel et al. (2020) capture how the 
key stakeholders, teachers and students worked in 
tandem to overcome the challenges posed by the 
sudden shift in modality and their takeaway lessons 
for the post-pandemic classroom. Based on 
comparative lessons from Australia and Finland, 
Sahlberg (2021) argued that education systems 
built on trust-based professionalism are less reliant 
on externally measured standards and provide 
flexibility and autonomy to adapt the curriculum to 
local needs and strengths. These schools appeared 
to have fared better during the crisis.

Teaching and learning solutions that are inferred 
from this experience are many, including but not 
limited to: giving students an active role in 
learning-related choices; creating cooperative 
niches for participatory school policymaking; more 
relevant support in providing digital teaching 
materials, and promoting ICT competencies of both 
students and teachers, while considering hybrid 
models of schooling to maintain live interactions 
(Kovács Cerović et al., 2021). Some context-specific 
lessons (e.g., Yorke et al., 2021) shared the value of 
engaging at the community level through a 
cascade model of support where the local 
governments facilitated school principals, and in 
turn, the school principals were found more likely to 
provide support to teachers. Similarly, research 
indicates that both cognitive and affective 
presences are critical for productive online 
teaching-learning (Wut & Xu, 2021).

The COVID-19 Crisis and the Educational 
Emergency in Pakistan
The dilemmas and challenges confronting 
principals and teachers in Pakistan during the 
COVID-19 lockdown were no different. All the 
educational institutes, including schools, were 
closed for on-campus teaching by March 2020, and 
they were advised to use alternate means to ensure 
the continuation of learning. In a country where 
only 25% of the population was using the Internet in 
2020 (World Bank, n.d.), the transition to online 
teaching was a challenge that only a few were 
able to outface. Some private and well-resourced 
schools successfully initiated a transition towards 
online teaching and learning. The government 
launched "Tele-school – a National TV Channel to 
disseminate SLO based educational content for 
Grade 1-12" (Ministry of Federal Education, 2020) 
and free download of android learning apps 
(Channa, 2021) for those for whom online learning 
was not a viable option due to a lack of digital 
connectivity and infrastructure. However, these 
initiatives by the government were not widely 
publicized, and therefore, many teachers remained 
unaware (Channa, 2021).

It should also be noted that even before Covid-19, 
the Pakistani education system was grappling with 
crippling deficiencies such as many children being 
out of school (AKU, 2022), and poor teacher 
education (USAID, 2010), outdated curriculum and 
rote learning (Bhutta & Rizvi, 2022). Hence, the 
added strain that the sudden closure of schools and 
transition to remote teaching due to COVID-19 
created on an already frail and ailing education 

system called for a systematic study to understand 
stakeholder experiences in Pakistan. Accordingly, 
the present study was conducted to explore 
principals' and teachers' experiences and needs 
during the initial lockdown period (i.e., March - July 
2020) to utilize the results to propose necessary 
support. Though data were also collected from 
parents and students, in this paper, we focus on the 
experiences of teachers and school principals, 
addressing the following questions:
1. How have teachers and school principals 
adapted to life in the lockdown? 
2. What are the support services needed by the 
principals and teachers?

While responding to these research questions, the 
paper concludes with a discussion on the needs 
and preparedness of schools and teacher 
education programs in Pakistan to provide quality 
education during uncertain times, and the 
implications for policy and practice related to 
teacher education and educational leadership 
programs.

Methodology
A cross-sectional online survey was carried out from 
18 June 2020 to 7 July 2020. The questionnaire had 
both open and closed-ended questions, and it 
consisted of three sections (Table 1):

The survey was administered via SurveyMonkey. A 
link was emailed to teachers and principals through 
the Institute’s Research and Policy Studies and 
Professional Development Centers. Further, the link 
was posted on the Institute’s Facebook page. The 
respondents were limited to those who had access 
to the Internet and could communicate in English. 
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s 
ethics review committee before administering the 
questionnaire.

The data was downloaded in a spreadsheet and 
imported into SPSS for descriptive analysis. 
‘Demographic Information’ was analyzed and 
presented through descriptive statistics (i.e., 
frequency and percentage). Then, the current 
experiences and ICT access information of each 
stakeholder type were analyzed. Qualitative 
responses were coded, and a comprehensive 

codebook was prepared. These codes were then 
collapsed into similar categories. Final themes were 
then identified after looking at convergence and 
divergence patterns in the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis results (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaäna, 2019).

Findings
Demographics 
A total of 220 responses were recorded out of which 
20.5% were principals, and 79.5% were teachers. 
Though the respondents were from across Pakistan 
(i.e., Balochistan, KP, GB, Punjab, and Sindh) and 
represented public, private and community 
schools, the majority were from private schools 
(62%) located in Sindh (80%). Majority of the 
respondents were female (73%) and were between 
30 and 40 years (72%). The details are provided in 
Table 2.

Access to and Use of Devices and Internet
The results presented in table 2 show that most of 
the respondents (91%) owned a device. Those who 
did not own a device shared it with their family 
members, such as siblings, spouse or parents. There 
were relatively more female respondents (n=16) 
who did not own a digital device than male (n=3). 
A majority had either a smartphone (87%) and/or a 
laptop (75%). Most of the teachers reported that 
they owned a laptop used during school closure for 

online teaching. Furthermore, a large majority (91%) 
of the respondents had access to the Internet. Most 
of the respondents had cable (39.5%) or cellular 
Internet (37.3%). During the lockdown, the principals 
and teachers used the devices and the Internet for 
more than four hours a day (76.4%). Most of them 
used it to ‘work from home’ (80.5%) or for ‘online 
learning’ (50.2%). The most preferred online 
teaching and professional development platforms 
were ‘Zoom’ (62%) and ‘WhatsApp’ (32.3%).

Adapting to the life in lockdown: School Principals/ 
Head teachers’ Experiences
This section presents data results on school 
principals’ experiences.

Technology Selection and Planning
“As soon as schools were closed due to COVID-19, 
we prepared a plan [to continue the teaching and 
learning processes], provided training to our 
teachers and went for online delivery. Initially, we 
utilized ‘Edmodo’ and ‘WhatsApp’ followed by 
‘Zoom’ for online interactive classes,” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah).

The above quote encapsulates the experiences of 
principals, who rapidly adopted online teaching 
and learning during the pandemic. The process 
involved developing plans and selecting 
technology for online teaching. Some principals 

mentioned that they had no prior experience of 
planning for online teaching. Therefore, the first task 
was to research what was available, then select 
and purchase technology. The cost of technology 
was a major consideration, and many principals 
relied on free tools. Only one principal mentioned 
“safe and secure online platform” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi) as a factor to consider when 
selecting tools. Zoom, google classroom, Facebook, 
and Edmodo, where mentioned by a majority of the 
principals. 

Involving families
There was an increase in communication between 
schools and families. Both private and community 
school principals reported that since children were 
studying from home, they had to make an extra 
effort to involve parents in children’s education. In 
the words of one principal, the most significant 

adjustment was the “… inclusion of parents in their 
children’s learning and promoting awareness 
among parents for using gadgets and to assist (sic) 
children to take online classes” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Commonly used technologies for this purpose were 
WhatsApp and Facebook.

Online teaching approaches 
Schools used a mix of synchronous and 
asynchronous online teaching approaches, and 
the decisions were made on the availability of 
technology and teaching methods. Both 
community and private schools made provisions for 
students who did not have reliable access to the 
Internet. For instance, a community school principal 
shared that they opted for synchronous teaching, 
but the lessons were recorded and shared with the 
students to watch the lesson later. A principal 
mentioned that they had developed “learning 
resource packs for students and delivered [them] at 
their doorstep,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Some principals 
relied on sharing recorded lessons via YouTube. 
Principals also encouraged teachers to supplement 
synchronous teaching with “interactive and 
interesting videos” (F_P_C_Karachi) to increase 
motivation and engagement.

Mental health
The principals noted that the challenges of 
balancing professional and personal responsibilities 
during the lockdown led to mental health issues. 
They offered support to teachers and students to 
manage stress. They mentioned providing 
counseling services to teachers and students, 
reducing workload by trimming syllabi and flexibility 
in scheduling. They also identified constant 
communication and addressing concerns as being 
helpful strategies.

Curriculum changes
A small number of principals reported making 
changes in the curriculum and assessment, for 
example, assessment criteria were revised to ensure 
students' presence in the online classes, and their 
study at home: “The virtual learning, assignments 
and attendance is given weightage in the final 
result therefore students have become more 
regular and serious in attending the classes” 
(F_P_Pvt_Karachi).

Provision of ICT Support
The analysis reveals that principals had prioritized 
two areas of support: i) digital gadgets; ii) ICTs’ skills. 
In relation to digital gadgets, principals stated that 
they had “provided high-speed internet, touch 

screen laptops and computers to their teachers in 
order to proceed with online teaching” 
(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). They had organized ICT skills 
workshops for teachers, students and parents for 
online teaching and learning. One principal noted 
that they had “provided training to teachers on the 
use of zoom, google classroom, Gmail, LMS, 
Edmodo” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). These sessions were 
extended to students “To enable them to use digital 
modalities i.e., zoom, email, and google classroom 
etc,” (M_P_Pvt_Karachi) and to parents “In order to 
realize [sic] them the use of technology for learning 
continuation of their children” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Also, IT support services were offered to teachers, 
students and parents “…to address any emerging 
problems related to these modalities” 
(F_P_Pvt_Lahore) and “to resolve their connectivity 
issues” (M_P_C_Khairpur).

Monitoring of Teaching and Learning Process 
Remotely
The principals appeared to see responsibility for 
ensuring the quality of teaching and students’ 
learning, and monitoring of the teaching and 
learning process as an essential part of their job. 
During the lockdown, principals reportedly found 
creative ways to monitor the teaching and learning 
process. The following quote from a principal 
summarizes the strategies used to monitor the 
quality of teaching-learning: 

“As principal, I ensure to have a joint as well as 
individual meeting with my teachers for a detailed 
discussion on syllabus coverage, strategies and 
issues they face while being online. I do attend 
sessions randomly to check the teaching and 
learning process, engagement and progression of 
students. I do take a [sic] regular feedback [from] 
parents for improvisation in the process.” 
(M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah)

Several respondents relied on direct observation of 
online classes for monitoring. In the words of 
principals, they were “[conducting] virtual 
classroom observation by joining classroom as a 
silent observer” (F_P_Pvt_Hyderabad) or “Attending 
classes randomly, followed by giving feedback to 
the respective teacher” (M_P_Pvt_Nawabshah). 
Peer-feedback was used for monitoring: “… a 
separate Facebook group for teachers …, where 
[they] [uploaded] teachers’ teaching videos and 
the colleagues [gave] feedback” (F_P_C_Karachi). 
Another principal noted that they had advised the 
teachers “… to record and share their lesson for 
analysis and feedback for improvement” 

(M_P_Pvt_Karachi). Principals also mentioned that 
they had assigned the responsibility of monitoring to 
the academic coordinators or section heads, who 
ensured that “assignments are received and 
returned to students with feedback” 
(F_P_C_Karachi). Also, LMS reports were analyzed to 
monitor teaching activities and students’ learning 
progress. A few principals reported that they had 
involved parents in the monitoring process by 
“taking regular feedback of parents regarding their 
children[’s] learning and [bringing] improvement 
accordingly” (F_P_Pvt_Lahore). For this purpose, 
phone calls, WhatsApp, parent-teacher meetings, 
and informal discussions were used. It is evident 
from the responses that principals were deeply 
concerned about the quality of teaching and 
learning during the pandemic.

Adapting to life during the lockdown: Teachers’ 
Experiences
In this section, the experiences of teachers are 
analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 
question.

Learning to Teach Online
Most of the teachers highlighted adaptation to 
remote teaching-learning as a shift that was not 
smooth. Though it became better over time, 
face-to-face teaching remained the preferred 
mode. In the words of a teacher: “Initially we faced 
problems because students and teachers both 
have difficulty in adapting to new work situations. 
later it mellow [sic] down. [sic] but still face to face 
learning is more convenient and recommended” 
(F_T_Pvt_Islamabad).

The initial fear and difficulty were present because 
the online teaching was new and/or teachers did 
not have the required skills. Teachers reported that 
they had received training to use technologies 
which helped them enhance their technical skills, 
such as making screencasts and video-recording 
the lesson. However, none of the teachers 
mentioned receiving training to improve 
pedagogical skills. For some teachers, the shift to 
online teaching gave a sense of achievement, 
“Alhamdulillah [Praise be to the Almighty], in last 3-4 
months, the online applications being used have 
developed my expertise in virtual classes but still I 
can further improve like the use of more software to 
manage many things during class at one time” 
(M_T_Pvt_Karachi). Teachers also noted changes in 
their role and the ensuing shift in teacher-learner 
role allocations and power dynamics: “Now it's 
really amazing experience to see kids involve (sic) in 

teaching. The role of the teacher is now indeed 
facilitator only” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi), which also 
appeared to be a factor in this acclimatization 
process.

Online teaching approaches
The majority of teachers used a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous modes depending 
on the subject being taught and the realities of the 
situation. They used asynchronous teaching 
methods to help students with limited Internet 
bandwidth because it was more convenient for 
students to watch the lesson on their own time. In 
the words of teachers: 
● “I teach English, Math and Science. We are [sic] 
using a blending strategy like preparing videos on 
the topic as well [as] online teaching on Google 
classroom” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I am making offline lessons videos for cable 
transmission plus study packs in hard [copy] for my 
students since April. The video lesson is a complete 
set that has objectives for formative assessment and 
homework” (M_T_Pvt_Chitral).
● “I have to display a video instead of a live 
demonstration” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).

Challenges of Pedagogy, Access and Well-being 
Teachers reported challenges related to online 
class management, responding to individual 
learning needs, online course design, teaching skills, 
parents’ ICT literacy and students’ engagement. 
Teachers reported infrastructure challenges such as 
the power supply, connectivity, Internet speed and 
availability of devices. The situation was worse for 
public schools and those in remote locations as they 
had no internet connection or devices. The shift to 
online teaching significantly increased teachers’ 
workload. Schools also reduced teachers’ salaries, 
contributing to mental health issues, as a private 
school teacher mentioned. Family responsibilities 
were increased during the lockdown due to 
extended household activities. Working in such 
circumstances created well-being and mental 
health issues for many teachers. Some of the 
responses are as follows:
● “I was facing the problem of weak students 
skipping the lectures & especially (sic) they didn't 
attempt their test honestly” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “I teach English and other subjects but, its very 
difficult to me that how am I teach online because 
I have no any experience or training [for] that” 
(M_T_Pub_Khairpur).
● “… sometimes teacher is not able to make the 
appropriate selection and use of modalities that 
can help in effective delivery of content” 

(F_T_Pvt_Rawalpindi).
● “Teachers are getting exhausted day by day 
because of the screen time. Parents are somehow 
appreciative but few are frustrated as well. Power 
failure in most of the areas and most time of the day 
is spent without light. One gadget and more siblings, 
Etc” (F_T_Pvt_Karachi).
● “…this virtual connection has created more 
pressure and burden on my side as I am working 12 
to   14 hours a day to prepare for my lessons and 
tasks in such a way that can motivate kids to come 
to the classroom.” (F_T_C_Karachi).

Support required by principals and teachers
The data shows that principals and teachers need 
support to improve digital literacy, online teaching 
and educational management skills and ensure 
mental health and well-being. 

The school principals identified professional 
development in school management and 
monitoring of learning, during and after the 
pandemic, as areas of need. They also stressed their 
need for support in improving online 
communication skills with various stakeholders (e.g., 
parents). One principal commented that there was 
a need for “mental health care tools… and tools to 
expand attention span” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). Another 
principal asked for “support in helping find or 
develop adequate authentic online assessment 
portals for teachers” schools to use for a minimum 
subscription. Develop course content which would 
help elementary teachers teach a particular 
subject virtually. And then blend the lesson when 
things get back to normal” (F_P_Pvt_Karachi). 

The teachers believed that technological literacy 
would be critical for their survival and to cope with 
future disruptions. The teachers also mentioned that 
they need to learn skills such as developing 
teaching videos and conducting online 
assessments. They also mentioned the need to be 
ready to address pedagogical challenges such as 
“How to make my online classes more interactive?” 
(F_T_PvT_Karachi). Several teachers noted the need 
for a work environment conducive to good mental 
health and well-being. One teacher commented 
that they need support in “How to hold on to your 
job?” (F_T_PvT_Karachi). One teacher from Gilgit 
Baltistan commented: “We need new 
methodologies regarding technology and blended 
learning” (F_T_Pvt_GB).

Both principals and teachers stressed that merely 
adopting technology in teaching would not be 

sufficient unless teachers clearly understood its use 
and that support was needed for the pedagogical 
aspects of online teaching. Additionally, teachers 
and principals also shared how they expect support 
in ensuring mental health and well-being during 
and after the disruption. Several principals and 
teachers mentioned financial challenges and 
expectations from the government regarding 
financial support to continue the teaching and 
learning processes. Many also highlighted the 
criticality of addressing infrastructure and access 
issues.

Discussion
The study focused on principals' and teachers' 
experiences during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Pakistan. Findings show that 
in keeping with the extant international literature on 
stakeholder experiences during COVID-19, 
stakeholders such as principals and teachers in 
Pakistan also had to navigate challenges. They 
were also successful in finding new pathways into 
teaching and learning. Since this study sought to 
identify what lessons need to be learnt regarding 
providing teacher education in future. Following the 
initial lockdown, this discussion section has two 
parts. It will outline the pathways that principals and 
teachers took to navigate around key challenges. 
Then, it will elaborate on the relevance of study 
findings for teacher education and development.
As per findings, multiple pathways appeared to 
have been traced out by principals and teachers 
during the lockdown. A point of note here: in the 
case of public schools, online teaching was a 
non-issue because government schools remained 
closed as per study survey responses. This seems to 
accord with Pakistan's Government's announced 
policy regarding instituting "tele-schooling" to 
provide mass education as an alternative (Ministry 
of Federal Education, 2020). Therefore, the 
adjustment and adaptation pathways identified in 
the study emerged from the responses of school 
principals and teachers belonging to Private 
schools and Community Schools (i.e., NGOs or Trust 
schools). 

One pathway frequented by most of the 
respondents (approx. 70%) was the immediate or 
rapid conversion from in-person to online teaching 
and learning during the lockdown. Concord can be 
found between school principals' and teachers' use 
of this pathway in Pakistan and global research on 
pandemic-related disruptions. For instance, an 
online survey by MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 
(2020) on language teachers, purporting to have 

used a sampling frame which effectively captured 
a worldwide population, had a wide-scale 
transition to digital learning in response to 
conditions imposed by the pandemic and its 
impact on teachers, as one of its foci. Similarly, a 
mixed-methods study on 365 Spanish primary and 
secondary school teachers reports the results of 
examining the impact of the conversion to online 
and/or remote teaching has had on teachers 
(Aperribai et al., 2020). Harris (2020), considering the 
"fault lines" within education rendered so starkly 
visible by COVID-19, notes that the global crisis 
caused by the pandemic has caused the 
traditional education system with all its set "contours 
of roles and position" (p. 321) for principals to vanish; 
forcing them to try and find alternatives in the virtual 
world. In all, the alignment between this pattern in 
the data and extant research suggests that school 
principals and teachers of institutions in the private 
sector in Pakistan, be they for-profit, NGOs or Trust 
schools, were able to adapt in the lockdown, follow 
global trends and comply with the UNESCO (2020) 
recommendation to move online.

Other examples of school leaders' pathways that 
surfaced in the present study data include school 
principals trying to facilitate online learning 
transition by providing training support to their 
teachers. Additionally, the data indicates adopting 
alternate pathways such as principals taking 
conscious stock of the gaps in their knowledge of 
digital learning, technology-based/enhanced 
teaching and learning, doing their due diligence 
and researching before selecting platforms such as 
LMS and other equipment. As per data analysis, 
school principals also took strategic pathways to 
extend the support network provided to their 
learners while establishing a communication 
network between them and the school. These 
pathways entailed ensuring the inclusion of parents 
in their children's learning. Additionally, some 
principals tried to find alternative pathways to 
address inequalities created by digital divides, such 
as resource packs developed for students who did 
not have Internet access and delivered at their 
doorstep. There is also evidence in school principals' 
data of their attempt to cater to mental health 
needs while attending to the quality of teaching 
and learning processes and work overload 
concerns through such pathways as using a 
curtailed syllabus, reduced content and limiting the 
number of subjects. In the present study, principals 
were also found to use pathways that allowed them 
to explore alternative ways of remotely monitoring 
teaching and learning's smooth progress. These 

alternative ways ranged from initiating virtual 
classroom observation by joining the classroom as a 
silent observer, giving feedback to the respective 
teacher, using Facebook groups, peer feedback, 
delegating monitoring responsibilities to 
coordinators, and taking and communicating 
feedback from parents to teachers.

In addition to highlighting the kind of pathways 
taken by principals and teachers, these findings 
also appear to underscore the variance in how the 
digital learning needs of teachers were addressed 
and expectations from teachers. Some data 
patterns indicate that digital learning provision 
entailed teachers using both asynchronous and 
synchronous teaching modes. Other data patterns 
suggest some pathways involved using teaching 
formats that were restricted to asynchronous 
modes. Additionally, this variance in teaching 
format pathways was reflected in selecting online 
tools. Adopting digital learning pathways also 
appeared to require teachers to provide 
contextually responsive facilitation and support. 
Future studies could explore whether the use of 
technology during the pandemic has led to 
reduced resistance toward technology in 
education and the role teachers and principals can 
play in a technology-mediated world.

These reported pathways to converting to online 
learning correspond to research findings in other 
parts of the world. For instance, Schleicher (2020), in 
their OECD Report, draws attention to how the 
education of an estimated 1.54 billion children and 
youth in more than 185 countries in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, North America and South America has 
been affected by the pandemic, and how the 
recourse taken by educations systems, in many of 
these countries, has entailed requiring teachers to 
virtually cease all use of traditional face-to-face 
strategies almost overnight, and forthwith shift to, or 
convert to online teaching using synchronous 
and/or asynchronous formats/methods. Study 
results of teachers' preferences for online learning 
tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Google and 
Facebook (see Table 2) are consistent with findings 
from other international studies (e.g., Crawford et 
al., 2020; Mishra, Gupta & Shree, 2020). Teachers 
having to take on the responsibility of providing 
varied and multi-faceted support to learners and 
parents to facilitate adjustment to online learning, is 
also consistent with other studies' findings. In 
Aperribai et al. (2020), for instance, participants 
reported that the time they ended up investing to 
support students and their parents as part of online 
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learning, was so extensive as to encroach on their 
personal and family time. Heavy teacher time 
investment has also been highlighted in such studies 
as Schleider (2020). However, the latter presents 
teachers' engagement in the development of 
responsive solutions to learner needs, and efforts to 
communicate and collaborate with parents in the 
OECD Report on educational responses during the 
COVID-19 crisis, as a positive opportunity and 
aspirational outcome.

Study findings about teacher experiences indicate 
a kind of acclimatization period as teachers worked 
towards adjusting to this new normal. This 
acclimatization appeared, in addition, to be linked 
to teachers' perceived growing ease with and the 
resulting extension of skills in engaging with digital 
teaching and learning. Some consonance can be 
found regarding the acclimatization period that 
teacher respondents in this study appeared to 
experience and the current literature. Mishra et al.'s 
(2020) mixed-methods study on online teaching in 
higher education in India found that study 
participants (i.e., teachers and students) reported 
experiencing and advocating for the factoring of 
an adjustment period to online learning. 
Furthermore, in Mishra et al.'s study, teacher 
participants reportedly emphasized that online 
learning required patience, increased familiarity, 
and enhanced digital literacy and knowledge and 
training. There was also an indication that 
acceptance of the usefulness and viability of online 
learning and teachers' self-motivation played a 
crucial role in this adjustment (Mishra et al., 2020). 

The findings on the need to acclimate to online 
learning in the present study are also consistent with 
educational change literature (e.g., Fullan, 2001). 
Change necessitates a period of adjustment, and 
acceptance of the change has been found to 
affect change implementation. These findings also 
appear to link with the literature on teacher 
resilience (see Day, 2017). Teacher resilience is 
evidence of teachers' capacity to cope with rapid 
fluctuations and alterations in their teaching 
context and find the wherewithal, be it cognitive or 
emotional/psychological, to adjust and achieve 
functionality in the most challenging circumstances. 
In effect, findings on the acclimatization process 
also indicate that teachers working in the private 
sector in Pakistan did possess the resilience needed 
to acclimate to the abrupt digital learning 
conversion. These findings also underscore the 
importance of teacher resilience for acclimating 

and adapting to the responsive changes and 
adopting pathways that a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 lockdown requires.

As Harris (2020) rightly makes note, the crisis, and its 
wrecking of the world order and the upending of 
educational systems left school leaders scrambling 
for purchase, as all structures, systems, and settings, 
which traditionally allowed them to forge 
relationships and enact their leadership roles, were 
rendered inaccessible in one fell sweep. Drawing 
on Kuhn's (2012) work on "paradigm shifts", Harris 
(2020) goes on to identify that finding such 
purchase entails school leaders working 
systematically towards ensuring there is "forward 
momentum" (p.322) even as they accept that given 
the unknowns in this undertaking, there may be 
missteps. Findings from the school principals of this 
study suggest that school leaders belonging to 
institutions in the private sector did appear to focus 
on pathways that offered them this forward 
momentum. The responses all emphasized the 
principal and the school management's efforts to 
find alternatives/pathways that facilitated teaching 
and learning processes despite the chaos created 
by abrupt school closures. The choice, as discussed 
earlier, to adopt digital learning, as per most 
responses from principals and teachers alike, is an 
example of this.

In all, the study findings have several implications for 
teacher education. They draw our attention to 
technological, sociocultural and other contextual 
issues that are likely to affect teacher education 
programs, both pre-service and in-service, beyond 
the disruption phase (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). This 
renewed urgency to prepare our teachers and 
educational leaders for a rapidly changing and 
more disruptive world calls for "a holistic vision and 
commitment to the resilient transformation of 
education and learning for the most marginalized" 
(Unwin et al., 2020). Preparing teachers for 
accelerated change in teaching and learning 
requires providing them with a breadth of skills and 
specialized knowledge. This would mean that 
teacher education programs should focus on 
teachers' holistic development and well-being, 
sequencing and pacing curriculum for disruptions, 
ensuring appropriate pedagogies and wise use of 
technology in education for disruptive times. 
Similarly, educational management programs will 
need to revisit the existing offerings and update 
those with need-based, contextually relevant 
strategic response ideation and planning imbued 

with humanistic engagement, inclusivity, and 
flexibility. Moreover, a national-level study of the 
Pakistani public and private schools to determine 
the macro and micro status of education during this 
pandemic and its impact emerges as a future 
action imperative. This national-level study would 
allow for devising contextually- responsive 
facilitation for innovative approaches to mass 
school closures that prioritize inclusivity, appropriate 
use of technology with varying modalities, and 
support for principals and schoolteachers and the 
importance of creating communities that facilitate 
learning.

Conclusion
The contemporary Pakistani educational 
landscape was, as evidenced by this study, hewn 
by multifaceted challenges and concerns during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The key players, school 
teachers and principals, highlighted educational 
issues, including social and mental health 
aftermaths. The study findings appear to 
foreground that school teachers and principals 
successfully explored alternative and strategic 
pathways to adapting to educational needs in the 
lockdown. This adaptation to life in the lockdown 
followed transition and acceptance to change, 
adjustment and implementation of the changed 
contextually responsive pathways. However, given 
the continued disruption due to the second wave 

and possibly consequent waves as are witnessed 
worldwide, it is vital that we learn from the initial 
COVID-19 educational response.

This study highlighted the existing educational 
inequities between public and private schools, 
where those belonging to the former suffered 
extensive learning loss, while the latter forged on via 
evolving digital learning and minimized learning 
loss. The study underscores the importance of 
re-examining resource allocations to support 
schools to ensure all students have access to 
resources, especially technology, and the need to 
prepare school leaders and teachers to cope with 
disruptions and create support mechanisms for 
them to avail during such disruptions. Moreover, 
cross-pollination of successful pathways tried out by 
private schools may benefit the larger but least 
privileged public schools. In the short term, 
however, it may be prudent for the teacher 
education and educational leadership 
programmes to both recognise and tap into the 
neighboring schools’ capacities, forming 
partnerships to seek solutions to issues that unfairly 
impact the more vulnerable. More precisely, the 
response from teacher education and educational 
leadership programmes must be to provide 
immediate and relevant support to school 
principals and teachers.
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