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Remote Learning

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The COVID-19 pandemic is the first global crisis in the digital-age.

The extraordinary and unprecedented circumstances of school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in 
an unexpected shift to remote learning, with many teachers and students having to rapidly adopt educational tools and 
methods with little or no training (Thomson, 2020).

In Australia, the continuing pandemic has brought into sharp focus long-standing issues of access and equity, and teacher 
and student preparedness for learning using technology. It has however, highlighted opportunities for these challenges 
to be better addressed, for students and teachers to learn and teach differently, more inclusively, more creatively, and to 
consider what the future of education in Australia might become.

This review highlights four key themes:

1. �Quality of teaching matters. Teachers need the skills and knowledge to design learning that can transfer across learning
environments, including online and blended. They require support to maintain the principles of good pedagogical
practice that hold true regardless of the mode of delivery.

2. �The role of technology. Learning needs and purpose, not technology, should shape schools’ responses to remote
learning. Considered use of technology can aid, but not replace, good teaching. School and class-specific resources
that have been developed by teachers who know their learners, are always going to be superior to off-the-shelf, generic
educational technology solutions.

3. �Context is important. No one size fits all. School leaders and teachers who know their communities and students are
best placed to select an appropriate and targeted response to learning design. The age of children, and access to
resources for learning, are drivers of differentiated responses.

4. �The home learning environment. Access to resources in the home and supporting the role of parents/caregivers is
particularly important during periods of remote learning. Schools can play a key role in providing a range of learning
materials and practical strategies for families.

These key themes underpin all good pedagogical practice regardless of mode of delivery or context.
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2. INTRODUCTION

This rapid literature review identifies effective practice in remote learning and synthesises key evidence relevant to education 
in Australia during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. It draws upon bodies of literature about education in emergencies, 
access and equity, distance education, blended learning, and quality teaching and learning using technology. The focus is 
primarily on Kindergarten to Year 12 schooling in Australia.

Although large-scale remote learning has never been experienced before, it is possible to identify effective practice 
by using robust studies from non-pandemic-related literature. These insights can be considered in light of emergent 
literature, commentary in academic media and in journals, and information published on educational, government,  
and professional websites.

The literature firstly examines education in emergencies, as this underpins the initial crisis approaches and preparedness 
for the shift to remote learning. The research in this area has a strong focus on implications for wellbeing. The review is 
then organised into sections that align with the four key themes identified in the literature:

°° Quality teaching and learning

°° Technology in education

°° Context is important

°° The home learning environment.

Pedagogical models and frameworks examined in the literature are presented and discussed in Appendix A.

The structure of this review assists in providing clearer navigation of the complex learning contexts experienced by schools 
and families during this pandemic. Through this lens, schools and education sectors can reflect upon their response, how 
they might be best prepared for ongoing and future situations, and how schooling might be improved.

2.1 Definitions
A wide body of literature from the past two decades has guided the way that learning is discussed across school 
and non-school settings. This is with or without the use of technology.

Emergency remote teaching (ERT) is the definition best used to describe the approach to remote teaching and learning 
during the pandemic. It is a “temporary shift of instructional delivery” due to crisis circumstances (Hodges et al., 2020, 
n.p.). The differences between emergency remote teaching and well-planned online learning are discussed by Hodges et
al., (2020), who make the important point that emergency remote teaching is a rapid approach that is unable to make full 
use of quality online learning design approaches (Hodges et al., 2020).

Other definitions used in this review are located after the conclusion.
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3. EDUCATION IN EMERGENCIES

Most pre-pandemic literature around education in emergencies (EiE) relates to fragile states and natural disasters.  
EiE literature is relevant to this review as it offers good practice principles for re-establishing and continuing education 
following a crisis, and offers understandings of crises responses from different perspectives. Literature specific to the 
wellbeing of school students in the COVID-19 crisis is emerging.

3.1 Emergency education - research
Emergency education literature relating to crisis situations stresses the importance of education programs 
that support children’s wellbeing, and focus on children’s rights to protection and to education (1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights; 1989 Convention of the Rights of the Child; 1990 World Declaration on Education for All;  
Sustainable Development Goal 4).

Successful crisis response involves a series of phases. Preparedness, the response itself, and recovery are the three 
stages used by the Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE, 2020). The literature and toolkits provided 
by INEE (Nicolai, 2003), provide evidence of practical relevance for the Australian context. The success and durability  
of responses is dependent upon:

°° Cultural (contextual) appropriateness

°° �Mobilising partnerships with agencies, communities and families

°° �Making available flexible resources based on the existing curriculum that can support continuity of teaching and
learning for all students 

°° �Ensuring that leaders, educators, students, families and communities have the appropriate knowledge and skills
to ensure educational continuity in an emergency.

Recognising that phases are unlikely to be linear, the response phase involves establishing a safe, supervised 
environment in which students engage in structured activities and daily routines that “help students regain a sense  
of normality and ease parents’ concerns” (Nicolai, 2003, p.32).

Partnering with community and authorities is a common theme in current and historic literature. A study of schools  
(in the US) during the 1918 pandemic identified that a successful response occurs when “planning brings public health, 
education officials, and political leaders together” (Battenfeld, 2020, n.p.), and the smooth implementation of policies  
in the 1918 pandemic “was associated with clear lines of authority among agencies” (Stern et al., 2009, p.1066).  
As part of the review of responses to the 1918 pandemic, Stern et al., (2009) also found “the smooth implementation of 
school closure was consistently associated both with a clear delineation of authority among municipal and governmental 
agencies and with existing trust and transparent communication between health officials and the population at large” 
(p.1067).

Similarly, research relating to the effect of bushfires in Australia on schooling found that “the leadership team must adapt, 
work and innovate with the teachers and staff, parents, the broader community, the assets management teams and 
other schools” (Nye, 2016, p. 94). This holds true in the current pandemic where the capacities of the whole community 
are impacted. Of note is that strengthened school-community-parental relationships were commonly mentioned in the 
disaster experience literature (Nye, 2016; O’Connor & Takahashi, 2014).
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3.1.1 Crisis leadership
There is a myriad of literature on crisis leadership theory, however, less common is literature discussing operational 
expectations during response and recovery stages. School leadership in times of crisis requires a distinctive set  
of competencies and skills (Mutch, 2015; Smith & Riley, 2012). As shown in Figure 1, this includes decisive decision-
making, intuition and flexibility, creativity and lateral thinking, tenacity and optimism, procedural, intuitive, and creative 
intelligence, different ways of thinking, and communication and media skills (Smith & Riley, 2012, p.65).

3.2 Implications for wellbeing
When a crisis disrupts education, the first priority is physical health and security, followed closely by wellbeing.  
Literature from the New Zealand earthquakes is of relevance to the current pandemic situation. It emphasises the wellbeing 
of students, staff and families, and of “getting students back into good routines while managing anxiety” (Mutch, 2015, 
p.191).

CRISIS
LEADERSHIP

Flexibility

Optimism 
and tenacity

Intuition

Empathy and
respect

Creativity and
lateral thinking

Decisive decision
making

Communication 
skills

Procedural
intelligence

Synthesising
skills

Figure 1. Key attributes for crisis leadership (adapted from Smith & Riley, 2012, p.68).
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3.2.1 Student wellbeing

Providing children living in emergency and post-emergency situations with structured, meaningful, and creative activities in a 
school setting or in informal learning spaces improves their emotional and behavioural wellbeing (Burde et al., 2017, p. 620).

The period between an initial response and re-introduction of formal curriculum in the education in emergencies model 
is referred to as non-formal education. Several factors can improve students’ wellbeing during this time and encourage  
a return to regular developmental patterns. These include:

°° Social interaction with peers

°° Support offered by adults

°° Recognising the need for play

°° Reinforcing the value of traditions (Nicolai, 2003, p. 32).

During an emergency in education response, wellbeing needs to be a priority for all students, irrespective of social and 
economic factors. The prevalence of mental health issues that can arise reinforces the need to address wellbeing for all.

Literature specific to the wellbeing of school students in the COVID-19 crisis is emerging, pointing to increased anxiety 
around the loss of schedules and routines, and feelings of isolation from a lack of direct contact/interaction with friends 
(Brazeau et al., 2020; Ziebell et al., 2020).

Social and emotional needs of children, with particular reference to what they miss when being at home in terms of 
socialisation/sharing with peers in a physical space is also being considered along with how wellbeing and health literacy 
should come to the fore when school resumes (Colao et al., 2020; Hargreaves, 2020; World Bank; 2020). In terms of 
enhancing student wellbeing when school resumes, there should be a “targeted strategy of physical re-engagement” 
(Brown et al., 2020, p.2), and ongoing promotion of healthy habits through the communication of health topics and healthy 
lifestyles using authentic learning activities. This can be supported by introduction of health literacy into school curricula, 
“either within scientific subjects or as extracurricular matter” (Colao et al., 2020, p.370).

Wellbeing is no longer a fad…It’s now clear that without their teachers’ care and support it’s hard for many young 
people to stay well and focused…wellbeing is an essential precondition for achievement, especially among our most  
vulnerable children (Hargreaves, 2020, n.p.)

3.2.2 Teacher wellbeing
There is limited literature relating to teacher wellbeing in crisis situations, however, the research available shows that 
teacher wellbeing is context-specific and multi-faceted (Collie et al., 2012; Schleicher, 2018). The maxim “fit your own 
mask first” is reflected in empirical research which shows that teacher wellbeing materially affects the quality of learning 
(Jones et al., 2013; McCallum et al., 2017).

This is of concern when placed alongside findings from a recent survey from the Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 
which found that over 50% of primary and secondary teachers worked an extra six hours per week during the first round 
of school closures, and some indicated they worked an additional 20 hours or more (Ziebell et al., 2020, p.8). The same 
report documented teachers’ concerns around their personal health and wellbeing while they were working from home, 
citing “feelings of isolation, physical workspace, excessive screen time and dealing with stress” (Ziebell et al., 2020, p.10). 
They also reported exhaustion due to the additional workload remote learning created, and anxiety on returning to the 
classroom due to the possibility of COVID-19 transmission.
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4.	 QUALITY TEACHING AND LEARNING

The literature reviewed in this section focuses on quality teaching and learning and its relationship to remote learning, 
specifically delivery modes, and remote teaching frameworks. The role of technology as an enabler for remote learning  
is considered in addition to differential learning outcomes for online versus in-class education (Rapid Research Information 
Forum, [RRIF], 2020).

In December 2019, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG)1 released the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education 
Declaration, and in April 2020 Australia’s National Cabinet released the COVID-19 National Principles for School Education. 
Together these recognise that education in Australia “is best delivered by professional teachers to students in the classroom 
on a school campus” [emphasis added] (Brown et al., 2020, p.69). The National Cabinet recognised that “alternative flexible, 
remote delivery of education services may be needed” and did not reduce the expectation on schools to provide quality 
education, stating that “…all students must continue to be supported by their school to ensure participation in quality 
education during the COVID-19 crisis…” (Brown et al., 2020, p.69).

Quality education is supported by effective and purposeful educational programs that engage students, and by teachers 
trained in the use of these programs. Effective educational programs, whether they use technology or not, have a deliberate 
and planned learning design.

4.1 Learning design
Good learning design underpins engaging and effective learning experiences. Intentional design and planned high-quality 
interactive experiences can take months to develop when done properly (Hodges et al., 2020). The recent switch to 
remote learning happened rapidly, impacting on educator and school planning. If schools and education sectors set out to 
deliberately plan for learning that can be transferable across school and non-school settings, then a first step might be to 
examine different learning approaches, and pedagogical models (Appendix A). These models and approaches need to be 
appropriate for the context, purpose, and learner needs.

4.1.1 Distance education research

Distance learning is a complex balance of online content and physical interaction with content that is not delivered on a 
computer screen. Further, Australia is a vast country with many local communities who have unstable Internet access, 
therefore resources for offline learning-based opportunities need to be considered (AITSL, 2020).

The specialist distance education schooling sector can offer insights about effective practice in remote learning. Australia 
has been at the forefront of distance education delivery in the school sector since 1914, and since 1916 in NSW. The 
findings of the first major research into what worked in ‘education by correspondence’ (Cunningham, 1931) are useful to 
revisit during this crisis, as many themes are common to the current literature:

°° The key to success in correspondence work for school children is cooperation between parents and teachers.

°° It is advisable for students to work to a timetable that meets the convenience of the parent or home supervisor.

°° It pays to insist on quality, rather than amount of work, from the very beginning.

°° �Achievement is a powerful stimulus. Care should be taken that each student achieves some success in each 
assignment.

1 Council of Australian Governments through its Education Council.



Page 7

Remote Learning

°° Educational diagnosis is a very important feature of the work.

°° ��Full advantage should be taken of the possibilities which correspondence instruction affords in the way of 
flexibility of grading and promotion.

°° �Encouraging reading on a wide-scale. A good library of selected books is an almost indispensable adjunct to  
a correspondence school.

°° �Cultivating an intelligent interest in their own environment.

°° �Coordination and cooperation between centres [emphasis has been added] (adapted from Cunningham, 1931, pp. 
68-72).

�Distance education research has continued to build from here.

4.1.2 Blended learning research

Adopting a blended learning approach offers the appeal of combining different learning elements using the power of ICT while 
retaining a human touch (DEECD, 2012, p.34).

�Blended learning is a common approach in the Higher Education sector where students learn both on and off-campus, and 
consequently there is a myriad of research on this topic (Pima et al., 2018). Emerging literature in the school sector has 
been described as limited and lacking in controls (Poirier et al., 2019). In the light of current restrictions there is renewed 
impetus for re-examining the benefits of providing blended programs which combine face-to-face and online learning 
(Brown et al., 2020).

�There is Australian evidence to suggest that “blended learning may be as effective as classroom learning for many 
students” (Brown et al., 2020, p.1). For example, the “eKids Framework that has been supporting blended learning for 
rural and remote students for the past decade found significantly better educational outcomes from blended learning 
compared to classroom or online delivery” (Brown et al., 2020, p.2). A blended learning approach is not new to New South 
Wales (CEP, 2014; NSW DEC, 2013), rather it has come to the forefront as a proposed change in approach to education 
post-pandemic.

4.1.3 Online learning research
�There is over two decades of robust research in the area of online learning design, predominantly from the Higher Education 
sector (Roddy et al., 2017). A great deal of research effort has been expended in trying to determine whether online learning 
is more or less effective than traditional face-to-face models (Means et al., 2013).

�When students and teachers have the right training and preparation there is some evidence that older students retain 
more knowledge from online learning than in the face-to-face classroom, while younger students require a more structured 
environment with scaffolding and support (ACER, 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020). However, the current COVID-19 crisis has 
presented a situation quite different from previous approaches to online study for both teachers and students in terms 
of readiness, appropriate tools and resources, lack of design support, and issues with infrastructure (ACER, 2020; AITSL, 
2020; Eturk & Ekundayo, 2020, Hodges et al., 2020). Teachers need to be involved in planning so that technology fits with 
instructional needs, however the sudden changes to educational delivery prevented this, and additionally teachers need 
time to upskill in facilitation techniques and assessment practices if teaching is offered solely in online mode (ACER, 2020; 
INEE, 2020).
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5. THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

Debates about screen time have shifted from a focus on quantity to quality (AITSL, 2020).

The best practice in the integration of technology and education is where pedagogy is at the forefront. The development 
of a variety of digital skills, and having an efficient infrastructure both at home and at school are also key to success in the 
smooth roll-out of technology (ACER, 2020; AITSL, 2020; World Bank, 2020).

Effective practice can be negatively impacted by the use of unsuitable products, such as ‘off-the-shelf’ education solutions. 
The premise underlying many off-the-shelf products is that education can be packaged, automated, personalised and 
delivered – at scale – and at low cost. There are concerns around the risks and restrictions of these proprietary platforms 
and ‘quick fix’ digital solutions, and the related issues around data-mining student information (Facer & Selwyn, 2013; 
Player-Koro et al., 2018; Selwyn et al., 2020).

5.1 Teacher and student readiness and capability
Creative approaches to teaching and learning, and adaptability and resilience are highly desirable traits (Bartley et al., 2018, 
n.p.).

A majority of teachers have not been prepared for the challenge of working in inherently different environments from the 
regular classroom. “Where online learning, and tools to support online learning, are already a constituent part of what 
an education system (or an individual school) is able to provide, the potential for success is greater” (World Bank, 2020, 
p. 2). However, the effectiveness of remote learning online will depend on teacher and student readiness and capability
(AITSL, 2020; RRIF, 2020) – teaching online differs greatly from teaching in the classroom. “Teaching exclusively online 
requires a different skill set than teaching face-to-face” and even experienced teachers can struggle when “operating in  
a wholly online environment” (World Bank, 2020, p.7).

Research also tells us “that just like in the regular classroom, good learning using technology requires teacher presence; 
not just for social interaction but to guide and facilitate learning” (Angeli et al., 2003; AITSL, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). This 
does not mean that the teacher or student should be constantly in contact on a screen over the period of the school day, but 
rather, learning involves an appropriate balance of teacher-directed, group and individual work that includes synchronous 
and asynchronous activity. A three-pronged approach to remote learning, developed in Singapore over a period of three 
years, is relevant to the current Australian context. The approach is to strengthen student-teacher interaction; plan 
regular checkpoints with live student responses; and utilise student interaction (Fung et al., 2020).
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5.2 Access
Access means ensuring learners everywhere are not prevented by circumstances from being in school and getting an 
education (Krishnan, 2020, para 8).

Access to resources for learning is often related to underlying social issues which, although beyond the control 
of schools, need consideration when delivering remote learning. Expert analysis provided to Australia’s Chief 
Scientist in April 2020 also indicated that one of the factors likely to moderate the effectiveness of remote 
learning is access to digital technology and the Internet (RRIF, 2020, p.1). Ideally, all students will have access 
to, and skills in, using appropriate hardware and software, and teachers will have skills in, and access to, good  
online learning curriculum resources and be skilled in online pedagogy.

Whilst technology is one way that schools can address continuity of teaching and learning, the 2019 Australian Digital 
Inclusion Index shows that, although the overall index has increased since 2017 across all three dimensions of digital 
inclusion: access, affordability and digital ability, there are substantial and widening gaps for some groups (Brown et al., 
2020; Thomas et al., 2019). There are inequalities in both developed and non-developed countries. For example, there  
is a substantial digital divide between richer and poorer Australians, regardless of location (Krishnan, 2020; Thomas  
et al., 2019).

Current literature suggests mitigation strategies such as optimising content for low bandwidth, and offline approaches 
such as making content available in PDF format for download before class, and offering shorter video snippets (AITSL 
2020; World Bank, 2020).
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6. CONTEXT IS IMPORTANT

Students with effective access to technology at home (and hence, online delivery of learning) may have progressed well in 
their learning during the study at home period, while other students with no, or limited access, and/or students with additional 
learning needs, may have made limited progress (Leonard & Brown, 2020, n.p.).

Context is important; one size cannot fit all. Best practice in remote teaching needs to be responsive to different contexts 
and cannot rely solely on technology. Understanding the impacts of learning in the home environment requires knowledge 
of specific experiences during school closures (AITSL, 2020; Brown et al., 2020). As an example, initial research suggests 
that online learning in remote contexts is easier for older and motivated students than it is for younger students who 
generally require, and are used to a structured learning environment (Brown et al., 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020; World Bank, 
2020).

6.1 Differentiation
Differentiated teaching is a method that is used to extend the knowledge and skills of every student, regardless of their 
starting point, with the aim of improving the performance of every student. By examining the role technology can play  
in creating personalised and differentiated learning, students can get the type of instruction they need to succeed (AITSL, 
2020; Moyle, 2012; Sonnemann & Goss, 2020).

Well-designed learning activities can be used to monitor student progress and provide data that help teachers to identify 
each students’ strengths and weaknesses. This facilitates tailoring of learning to suit individual needs. Data are used to 
differentiate classrooms by applying different teaching approaches to small classes or small groups of students within the 
class (Moyle, 2012). However, “targeted teaching is not easy; teachers require high levels of data literacy as well as good 
diagnostic skills to tailor their teaching to student needs” (Sonnemann & Goss, 2020, p.26).

Adopting effective pedagogical approaches enables teachers to set goals and targets related to the context of individuals 
and distinct groups of students. Evidence shows small group tuition improves student achievement, especially for 
disadvantaged students, and sustained support will help students catch up (Education Endowment Foundation, 2020; 
Sonnemann & Goss, 2020). Targeted support of this kind might be beneficial as educators seek to provide support for 
students with a wide range of additional needs as the ongoing COVID-19 disruption is navigated.
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7. THE HOME LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

It is important to recognise that some children will thrive and adapt easily to the new learning environment, that some children 
and schools are more prepared for this, and that for some children, this will serve to further amplify their learning disadvantage 
(Thomson, 2020).

There is agreement that the home learning environment and associated home context are factors that impact on 
the success of remote learning (RRIF, 2020, p.1). Resources, including families’ time, income, and human, social, and 
psychological capital are differentially distributed across and within families, and impact upon the kind of support that 
parents and caregivers are able to provide to support children’s learning.

A home environment suitable for learning is one that has a designated area to do homework, provides access to reading 
material, and where a student has access to assistance with studies (OECD, 2012).

7.1 The role of parents and caregivers
There is strong evidence that parent engagement is associated with significant improvements in academic achievement for 
students of all ages (DESE, 2017, p.1).

Parental involvement2 in children’s learning is important regardless of mode of delivery, and the quality of the home 
learning environment is associated with improved academic outcomes at all ages (ACER, 2016; AITSL, 2020; Castro  
et al., 2015; DESE, 2017; Emerson et al., 2012, Sammons et al., 2015).

Involving parents in learning has a greater impact on improving student outcomes than socio-economics (Desforges  
& Abouchaar, 2003; Goldman, 2005; DESE, 2017). Studies of parental involvement in schooling show that interactions are 
most effective when voluntary (Jeynes, 2012), when there is a clear understanding of the roles of parents and teachers in 
learning (Emerson et al., 2012), and where partnerships have a deliberate focus on learning and wellbeing (ACER, 2016).

Recent studies on the role of parents/caregivers in student learning (Education Endowment Foundation, 2020; Evidence 
for Learning, 2019) emphasise that the role of the caregiver is not to replace the teacher, but rather to support the learning 
of the child. The nature of support needs to be different depending on the age of the child, for example:

Parents/caregivers can support their children’s learning by helping them to develop independent learning skills, and 
schools can help parents by providing practical strategies and materials to support learning at home (ACER, 2020). 
There are particular skills recognised as “important for children to develop at different ages and stages” (Evidence  
for Learning, 2019, p.7) including:

°° �In the early years, activities that develop oral language and self-regulation

°° �In early primary, activities that target reading (for example, letter sounds, word reading, and spelling) and
numeracy (such as learning numbers or learning the count sequence)

°° �In later primary, activities that support reading comprehension through shared book reading

°° �In secondary school, independent reading and strategies that support independent learning.

Australian data to June 2020 showed that the proportion of people always working from home rose from 7% before 
COVID-19 to 60% during the pandemic. While working from home, 40% of parents always or often cared for children during 
work (Hand et al., 2020).

2 Parental involvement/engagement includes caregivers, grandparents, or extended family.
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A unique feature of the current school and workplace closures is multi-tasking; adults playing multiple roles as parents, 
carers, and employees. Parents are supervising their own children while working, and some are worrying about not 
working as unemployment continues to rise. These factors have led to increased stress in households, and reduced 
access to family support services, with initial evidence suggesting a subsequent increased risk to child safety (Brown  
et al., 2020; O’Donnell et al., 2020; Teo & Griffiths 2020).

7.2 Implications for learning from home
The review of relevant literature confirmed that a range of social, health, economic, and technical factors can impact 
on learning at home. Parents and caregivers play a crucial role in remediating educational disadvantage, however, the 
level of education, socio-economic status, and capacity to provide home learning support and resources for students  
is lower among parents of educationally disadvantaged students. Pre-pandemic data from international studies such 
as the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study - Year 4 (PIRLS, 2016) also show that educational vulnerability is 
exacerbated by reduced access to a range of resources at home, for example, adequate food and shelter, information and 
communication technologies, a quiet place to work, books, and learning support from parents.

Resources and strategies need to be attentive to particular circumstances and contexts. For example, “low-income 
households and those in remote areas have on average half as many desktop, laptop or tablet computers as middle-
income households” (RRIF, 2020, p. 3). Supporting this, Hattie (2020), notes that “the most likely implication of school 
closures relates to equity. Students who come from well-resourced families will fare much better than those from lower 
resourced families” (para 7).

7.3 Social and educational vulnerability
Education is known to provide a critical role in the care and protection for vulnerable3 groups. A hidden cost of school 
shutdowns is the likelihood of increased vulnerability (ACER, 2020; Baron et al., 2020; Shlonsky et al., 2020).

Almost half (46%) of all Australian school children and young people are at risk of adverse effects on their “educational 
outcomes, nutrition, physical movement and emotional wellbeing by being physically disconnected from school”  
(Brown et al., 2020, p.5). Recognising this risk, the Australian Government commissioned a set of research that 
examined the potential impact of remote learning from home on educational outcomes for vulnerable cohorts of 
children. This research considered barriers to access, and sought evidence-informed responses (ACER, 2020; Brown  
et al., 2020; Clinton, 2020; Lamb, 2020; O’Shea, 2020).

Emerging literature has highlighted that students at particular risk of poorer learning outcomes include those from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds, those with English as a second language, young people who faced persistent disadvantage 
pre-pandemic (Brown et al., 2020; Hattie, 2020), students with “special learning needs and those in rural and remote 
areas” (RRIF, 2020, p. 1), children in the early years of schooling, and older students who are in VET subjects and unable to 
undertake practicums (Brown et al., 2020).

The literature indicates remote-learning programs do exist and may be leveraged to help the learning of students at home. 
However, the basic human needs of students must first be met in order for education programs to be able to succeed 
(Zubrick et al., 2005). The likelihood of any positive impact from educational programs on vulnerable students will be 
greatly increased if support is also provided to deal with their basic needs, including care and protection.

3 Vulnerability is considered from two interrelated perspectives: social and educational. Socially vulnerable children are over-represented among the group of students who  
are educationally vulnerable.
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Responses to support vulnerable students and mitigate this risk have been documented by Shlonsky et al., (2020),  
and O’Donnell et al., (2020). Strategies relevant to this review include:

°° �The continued and sustained financial support for families who suffer income and job loss

°° �Online consultations for mental health and addiction, so service provision is broader than just tele-health and
includes community-based support services

°° �Urgent support for service providers to develop policy on how to safely sustain service provision in the event of
a community lockdown

°° �Refuges/emergency accommodation for those seeking safety

°° �Flexible, innovative strategies, such as respite services and child care provisions for in-home support for families
and carers who are vulnerable or who have children with high care needs

°° �Extend care in 2020 for young people turning 18 so they can remain in out-of-home care placements

°° �Increase the workforce capacity for welfare and community agencies

and 

°° �Ensure “schools have a targeted strategy of physical re-engagement” (Brown et al., 2020, p.2)

°° �Maintain the child protection workforce to protect vulnerable groups of children (Teo & Griffiths, 2020).

7.4 Resources to enable remote learning

7.4.1 Books
Promoting reading at home is a practical strategy suggested in the Working with parents to support children’s learning report 
(Evidence for Learning, 2019). Research highlights the importance of reading, and in an ideal situation, students would 
have access to books at home. This is recognised as promoting educational success into adulthood (Evans et al., 2010, 
Evidence for Learning, 2019, PIRLS, 2016, Sikora et al., 2019). The provision of books is a cost-effective response, both 
during and post-COVID 19 (ACER, 2020).

7.4.2 Online resources
Australian education sector and professional association websites have provided a wide range of online 
resources  since the start of the school closures, examples are the AITSL website, the Australian Literacy 
Educators' Association website,  and ABC Education.

The Virtual School Victoria Pedagogical Model for Virtual Learning (Remote Schools Victoria, 2018), is an existing online 
resource, see Appendix A. There are other online evidence-based resources which are readily-available for parents/
caregivers (for example, Evidence for Learning, 2019) - although the resource was designed for a non-pandemic situation, 
it is applicable to remote learning.

Schools require infrastructure and trained technical support staff to support good remote learning. Ideally, schools  
will use a Learning Management System (LMS); a purpose-built, cybersafe environment for online learning. An LMS has 
integrated tools to support synchronous and asynchronous learning, so that students and teachers can collaborate, and 
teachers can monitor individual learning.
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8. CONCLUSION

This review has drawn upon bodies of literature about education in emergencies, access and equity, wellbeing, quality 
teaching and learning, technology, and home schooling to identify good practice for remote teaching and learning.

This review highlights:

°° �That technology supplements, but does not replace, teaching. Successful remote teaching requires teachers and
students to have access to appropriate resources, including technology, and well-designed learning environments. 
It is critical that teachers are provided with appropriate support and professional learning in each of these, 
particularly in designing learning which makes use of effective digital pedagogies.

°° �During, immediately post-pandemic, and into the future, it is vital to focus on the health and wellbeing of students
and teachers, and health literacy should be included in the curriculum.

°° �The need for clear messaging from school leaders to key stakeholders and all members of the school community
during remote learning periods, and on (each) return to the classroom.

°° �The importance of parental involvement in learning and strong school-community-family relationships.

°° �Increased educational vulnerability due to studying at home.

°° �The need for a strategy that includes physical and social re-engagement and differentiated learning on return to
the classroom, so that no child is left behind.
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DEFINITIONS

For the purposes of this review the following definitions are relevant, noting that it is Emergency Remote Teaching that 
best characterises the response of Australian schools’ to the COVID-19 crisis.

Blended learning
Education designed to use both synchronous and asynchronous delivery, and/or to use both online and in-person learning 
experiences when teaching students. It is sometimes referred to as hybrid learning (EdGlossary, 2013).

Distance learning
Distance education is “institution based, formal education where the learner group is separated and where interactive 
communications systems are used to connect learners, resources, and instructors” (Schlosser & Simonson, 2019).

Emergency Remote Teaching
Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) is a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternative delivery mode due 
to crisis circumstances (Hodges et al., 2020). It involves the use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or 
education that would otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended or hybrid study, and that will return to that format 
once a crisis or emergency has abated (Zubrick et al., 2005). The primary objective in these circumstances is to provide 
temporary access to instruction and instructional supports in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably available 
during an emergency or crisis.

Online learning
Online learning involves students having anytime, anywhere access to course materials which are carefully prepared and 
designed for asynchronous learning (Means et al., 2014). Online learning involves purposeful instructional design and 
planning, and is delivered through a specially-designed, secure learning environment, for example a Learning Management 
System (LMS).

Remote learning
Remote learning is a short-term mitigation option to act as a replacement for face-to-face teaching. It provides temporary 
access to instruction and instructional supports. “Remote learning provides an opportunity for students and teachers 
to remain connected and engaged with content while working from their homes. Opportunities for remote learning are 
typically linked to emergency situations that pose a threat to student safety” (Ray, 2020, p. 4).
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APPENDIX A PEDAGOGICAL MODELS 
FOR REMOTE LEARNING

Mobile learning framework
A mobile learning approach - one that makes use of mobile devices - is an area ripe for application and research in the 
context of remote learning (Ismail et al., 2013; Kearney et al., 2019). Mobile devices provide a rich set of communication, 
documentation, and learning functionality through cameras, microphones and apps, and when incorporated creatively can 
provide students with authentic learning experiences, and an enhanced sense of agency.

“A mobile pedagogy is a pedagogy which employs the characteristics and affordances of mobile devices to enhance 
learning” (Burden et al., 2019, p.159). Table 1 shows a framework designed to describe mobile learning from a pedagogical 
perspective (cited in Kearney et al., 2019).

Table 1. iPAC mobile learning framework

Principle constructs Sub constructs

Personalisation
Agency  
Customisation

Authenticity
Setting 
Task

Collaboration
Conversation 
Data sharing

In an extensive systematic literature review, and then through a best/worst survey, researchers have identified a set  
of 21 pedagogical principles underpinning mobile learning activities.

These range from authentic learning, real-world processes, and student agency, to digital play, gamification, and  
inter-generational learning (Burden et al., 2019). Principles related to authenticity were rated as most important by 
mobile learning experts, while principles related to personalisation and customisation were rated as most important  
by practising teachers (Burden et al., 2019, p. 661).

The 21 principles underpinning innovative mobile learning activities are as follows:

1. �Seamless learning - Activity occurs across a variety of physical and/or virtual settings

2. �Digital play - Activity involves explorations without an explicit curriculum goal

3. �Student agency - Students have choice of how to do activity

4. �Student autonomy - Students determine the activity

5. �Gamification - Applies elements of games such as competitions, random events, scoring

6. �Customisation - Learning pathways are adapted to individual input

7. �Authentic environment - Activity occurs in situ

8. �Simulation - Conducting realistic virtual task

9. �Context-awareness - Activity adapts to environmental stimuli, for example new vocabulary
is determined by external items
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10. �Data sharing- Learners share digital artefacts with peers

11. �Artefact construction - Learners make digital objects e.g., video, music, game

12. �Co-construction - Learners use collaborative authoring tools

13. �Reflection - Learners reflect in multimodal ways e.g., with vlogs, colours, sound

14. �Real-world processes - Learners engage in activities similar to those done by practitioners
e.g. testing aero-dynamics of object with app

15. �Real-world tools - Activity uses app as tool e.g., to compose music or paint a picture

16. �Role-play - Learners assemble tools and methods and enact roles e.g., citizen journalist

17. �Peer review - Learners review each other’s contributions e.g., via blogs

18. �Co-design for mobile learning - Students and teachers ‘mobilise activities’ i.e., transform them into ones
with mobile features

19. �Intergenerational learning - Learners across different generations work together e.g. capturing an oral history

20. �Bridging - Learners work across formal and informal contexts

21. �Community-based - Learners conduct a community activity or project (Burden et al., 2019, p. 661).

Online learning framework
Virtual School Victoria developed its Pedagogical Model for Online Learning (2018) from a combination of evidence-informed 
literature, and long-term experience of remote teaching (see Table 2). It is noteworthy that the pedagogical principles in 
this model are appropriate for any mode of learning and teaching.

Table 2. Pedagogical Model for Online Learning (Virtual School Victoria, 2018).

Domain Elaboration

Relationship development
Establish and maintain a safe and positive learning environment (including online) 
in which students feel confident to engage in learning and to interact with their  
teachers and peers.

Activating strategies
Establish prior knowledge, employ ‘getting knowledge ready’ strategies, make 
connections with students’ learning goals and inspire them about the learning they 
are about to undertake.

Information exchange

Outline learning intentions and key knowledge and skills (VCE) along with information 
about assessment. Explicit instruction of new skills and knowledge where required. 
Contributions from students about the topic (expanding on the establishment of  
prior knowledge).

Knowledge construction
Develop and facilitate a range of activities to enable students to interact with the learning, 
negotiate new meanings and establish new understandings. (May include collaboration 
with peers.)

Development
Develop and facilitate a range of activities which consolidate the skills and knowledge 
students have recently learned and which encourage deeper understanding of the topic 
or skill. (May include collaboration with peers.)

Assessment
Develop and facilitate activities which will allow students to demonstrate their learning 
and inform the next step in learning. (May include peer assessment.)

Reflection Develop and facilitate activities which guide students and teachers to reflect.



Page 24

Rapid Literature Review

Online engagement matrix
Eturk and Ekundayo’s (2020) matrix was developed in the Higher Education sector in New Zealand and is relevant to the 
Australian school context. The levels of online engagement in Table 3 show how remote teaching can catapult many 
teachers from Level 1 of using a learning management system for document and content provision, directly to Level 4, 
delivering live class sessions and meetings.

Table 3. Levels of online engagement (Eturk & Ekundayo, 2020)

Level Online engagement criteria

Level 1 Document and content provision

Level 2 Provision of grades and feedback to students

Level 3 Evaluated activities done online, other than report submissions

Level 4 Recorded and/or live class sessions and meetings
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