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Abstract

Cntrl+alt+del! If any of us were asked to undo the most traumatic event of
our lives, I’'m sure majority of us would want to erase Covid-19 hands
down! In March 2020, when the word ‘lockdown’ was first introduced in
our dictionary, we were completely clueless about its magnitude, thinking it
was an unnecessary scare, a media hype, a sensationalizing of some viral
infection that would soon die down a natural death. We felt safe in the
power of distance. But with porous international borders, within no time, the
highly contagious deadly SARS-CoV-2 virus began to spread its deadly
tentacles. The WHO also came up with repeated advisories to observe
personal hygiene, social distancing, use of masks and avoidance of mass
public gatherings to contain the spread of virus and flatten the deadly curve.
Precious lives were getting sacrificed at the altar of the newer mutated
viruses forcing the world to go down on its knees.

In such a grim scenario, technology has proven to be a great panacea. It
has enabled people to wade through difficult times and accord some sanity
to their dismal plight. This paper traces how technology has turned out to be
our savior and enabler in the times of pandemic. It has not only mitigated
the ill effects of Covid-19 on education but has given the traditional learning
system a facelift as well. If the pandemic forcefully kept the students away
from their schools, the technological advancements have brought their
schools home to them through Google classrooms, Zoom, WebEx,
Microsoft Teams, so on and so forth. It has revolutionized the education
system completely by reshaping, remodelling and customizing it according
to the individual needs, making it pandemic proof as well. Geographical
locations or age are of little consequence since every student has an access
to it. The digital curricula of edtech have broadened the horizons manifold
and eliminated the space and resource constraints as well.
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INTRODUCTION:

Cntrl+alt+del! If any of us were asked to undo one of the most traumatic events of our lives, I’'m
sure majority of the people would want to erase Covid-19 hands down! In March 2020, when
the word ‘lockdown’ was first introduced in our dictionary, we were completely clueless about
its magnitude, thinking it was an unnecessary scare, a media hype, a sensationalizing of some
viral infection that would soon die down a natural death. We believed it to be reality of a
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different nation altogether and felt safe in the power of distance. But with porous international
borders, within no time, the highly contagious SARS-CoV-2 virus began to spread its deadly
tentacles and had the entire world in its unrelenting grip. The WHO also came up with repeated
advisories to observe personal hygiene, social and physical distancing, use of masks and
avoidance of mass public gatherings. People were advised to stay at home to check the spread of
virus and flatten the deadly curve.

The visuals of people dropping down with a thud and dying within seconds, the visuals of

doctors and health care workers clad like astronauts while testing and treating the diseased,
generated panic unparalleled. Precious lives were getting sacrificed at the altar of the newer
mutated viruses as they continued to wreak havoc left, right and center with no respite in sight.
No one had ever witnessed a tragedy of this magnitude in their living memory.
Life had come to a complete standstill. No schools, no colleges, no offices, no gyms, no shops.
All vehicular movement, means of transportation were suspended indefinitely. The daily wage
workers and laborers, house-helps were the worst affected. No work meant no pay too. The sad
sagas are endless.

Man has always been a social animal. The forced isolation had started affecting his
temperament and personality adversely. He came under the grip of psychological and emotional
distress, violent mood swings and fatalistic attitude. The cases of domestic violence, abuse and
depression increased manifold with women and children bearing the brunt. The pandemic
became a resident evil that seemed to have latched itself on human race forever.

This paper focuses on the after-effects of pandemic and how it has impacted people’s life. It
focuses on the collaborative and supportive role that technology has played in handholding
people to adapt to the new normal of living with the pandemic.

DISRUPTION OF EDUCATION:

According to The United Nations Sustainable Development Group, which is a consortium of 36
United Nations funds, programs, specialized agencies, departments and offices that play a role in
development, “the COVID-19 pandemic has created the largest disruption of education systems
in history, affecting nearly 1.6 billion learners in more than 190 countries and all continents.
Closures of schools and other learning spaces have impacted 94 per cent of the world’s student
population, up to 99 per cent in low and lower-middle income countries.”!

The disruption caused by the pandemic has been unprecedented and phenomenal by all standards
with the entire education system thrown out of gear. People were forced to improvise newer
methods to keep themselves gainfully engaged. The challenge was humungous. Tackling it,
required a multi-pronged approach. Life needed to be put back on track for people could not stay
indoors indefinitely waiting for the situation to normalize again. But as is said, every dark cloud
has a silver lining. Pandemic too gave everyone an opportunity to devise newer ways to survive
the blight of living in their own silos.

INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY:

Information & Communication Technology (ICT), an unexpected ally, came to their rescue. It
became their saviour and enabler. According to Mary Pratt, a freelance journalist from
TechTarget, an American company, ICT includes all devices, networking components,
applications and systems that allow people and organizations to interact in the digital world. It
encompasses the internet-enabled, wireless networks and also the antiquated technologies such
as landline telephones, radio and television broadcasts which are still used widely today
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alongside the cutting-edge ICT pieces such as Al and robotics.? Earlier computers or Information
Practice were merely subjects to be studied in schools and universities. Now they were being
introduced and integrated in everyday life to bring about more semblance of order. If pandemic
forcefully kept the students away from their schools, the technological advancements
brought their schools home to them through Google classrooms, Zoom, WebEx,
Microsoft Teams, so on and so forth. It revolutionized the education system completely
by reshaping, remodelling and customizing it according to the individual needs, making
it pandemic proof, as well. Geographical locations were rendered insignificant since
every student had an access to it. The digital curricula of edtech broadened the horizons
manifold and eliminated the space and resource constraints.

Had the pandemic struck before the internet revolution, it would have been so much worse.
“Between 1993 and 1995, the World Wide Web (www, or the Web), a user-friendly information
sharing network system, quietly came into being and began to spread.” In the last two-and-a-
half decades, it has seen an unprecedented growth in information and communication-network
systems with people becoming sufficiently well-versed in its use. In 2020, when the world came
under the grip of pandemic, what was required was to recalibrate the existing systems and
processes once again in its entirety and beat the common enemy through technology.

COLLABORATION WITH TECHNOLOGY:
The mandates of social distancing had blocked all exit routes and people found themselves
struggling against all odds. At such a crucial juncture, technology stepped in to address the
learning gaps, deficits, delays and various other complexities that had crept in the lives of the
youngsters who were homebound in their most formative years of learning. Children are the
future of any country. They need to be protected and nurtured with utmost care. During the times
of pandemic, it was Maslow before Bloom.* Their basic needs, security, safety and well-being
had to be taken care of before going into Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational objectives of
knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. Although Maslow’s
hierarchy took precedence, but Bloom’s cognitive tiers also weren’t overlooked. The software
professionals left no stone unturned to address the issue. They used technology more creatively
to make newer devices, apps, programs which made the transition to the online world more
seamless. Gradually everything shifted online. Online offices, online schools, online lectures,
online groceries, all social functions online— life itself went online. There were online funeral
services too and that was the hardest part!

Lockdowns and the need for social distancing had led to a paradigmatic shift in the way teachers

and educators were pushed to improvise newer methods of delivering quality education. Distance

learning which had always been considered as a poor second cousin to the traditional education
system, found itself centre-stage. It proved to be a panacea for the global catastrophe of such
magnitude.

In American Journal of Distance Education, Singh & Thurman has defined online learning as
“learning experiences in synchronous or asynchronous environments using
different devices (e.g., mobile phones, laptops, etc.) with internet access. In
these environments, students can be anywhere (independent) to learn and
interact with instructors and other students .’

In synchronous learning, students attend live lectures, and have a real-time interaction with their

instructors and teachers. There is an opportunity of a healthy and fruitful discussion amongst the

different stake holders. Lectures take place through video conferencing and can be accessed
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through mobile phones or laptops with good internet connectivity. The recordings are also
available for future references. There is an instant feedback mechanism that is in place. Whereas
in asynchronous learning, the content is pre-recorded and is not available as live lectures or
classes. The immediate response system in the form of feedback is also not there.

The cloud-based platforms that were used effectively for imparting instructions and
training sessions were Microsoft Teams, Google Classroom, Google Hangouts, Google Meet,
Zoom, Cisco, WebEx, Blackboard etc. The teacher-student fraternity had various options of
recording, chatting, file storage, video meeting, live interaction, sharing study material, quizzes,
assignments, keeping a record of minute-to-minute attendance which helped in organising the
classes optimally. The teachers were also able to assess and track effectively the learning
outcomes of the students through the use of various quizzes and the rubric-based assignments.
The type of pedagogy that was being used to provide online learning was simple and user
friendly even for those whose expertise and exposure to ICT was limited. Another strategy that
was devised was the use of the flipped classroom method wherein online video links, You Tube
links, pre-recorded audio-material were shared with the students and later followed by online
discussions. This helped the learner to learn at his or her own pace, encouraging self-reliance and
problem-solving capabilities.

CHALLENGES IN THE CHANGEOVER FROM TRADITIONAL TO ONLINE
LEARNING:

The transition from traditional learning to online learning had its own set of challenges. The
biggest one was the mind-block that everyone had — How can online learning replace the good
old traditional face-to-face mode of imparting education? But there was no alternative left as the
time was flying fast and the pandemic showed no signs of slowing down. The smart phones and
computers proved to be a big asset in bridging that gap. What was considered a nuisance and a
disruption in every hand — the smart phone became the most coveted item. It became the biggest
savior and enabler in bringing a semblance of normalcy to our lives.

Pandemic had rebooted the entire education system. The educators and teachers
encountered innumerable challenges in manoeuvring their way through but very soon they were
able to adapt themselves to the changed circumstances. Since the students were all home-bound,
online teaching forged a stronger bond between the parents and teachers for they had to be in
constant touch. Forums like Telegram, Messenger, WhatsApp and WeChat were used liberally to
continue education and get continued to be used even when the pandemic has flattened
considerably. Since everyone was in the same boat, people collaborated happily with each other
and devised newer and more innovative ways that further facilitated learning.

India is a country that lives in many centuries. Not everyone was able to afford a personal
smart phone or a laptop with hi-speed connectivity in an economically challenged household
living in one-room accommodation. The online world required every member of the household
to have their own Wi-Fi-enabled devices to stay connected and attend to their own work-
schedule. Affordability and accessibility or the lack of it, therefore, became important factors
that needed to be taken into consideration. Besides, the over exposure to the increased screen
time played havoc with everyone’s health and proved to be a major deterrent. The absence of
conducive environment also led to demotivation amongst students and as a consequence many
lost interests in academics. The self-motivated ones were able to emerge victorious whereas the
vulnerable ones got sucked in.
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Even when it came to the year-end or end-semester assessments, uncertainties and
confusions reigned high amongst all the stakeholders regarding the manner and mode and
duration of examination. Evaluation too proved to be a big hurdle in online mode since more
often than not it used to be a cut-copy-paste job with complete lack of coherence. There was no
quick and appropriate way to check plagiarism too for huge classes. In Covid-19 and Online
Learning, Murgatrotd, identified accessibility, affordability, flexibility, learning pedagogy, life-
long learning and educational policy as the broad challenges in e-learning.®

The newly introduced technology-driven online system of education was a novel
experience for both teachers and students alike. Some were able to take it in their stride easily,
while others found it extremely difficult. The requirements of different learners varied according
to their age, their capabilities, their socio-cultural and financial status and the core discipline
chosen. In applied disciplines like science, medical science, the absence of real-time teacher-
student interface became stumbling block. There was no one-size-fits-all pedagogy in online
learning.

Round-the clock online world had transformed many into automated human beings.
Many became loners and with compromised communication skills. Some became victims of
cyber-bullying while some others turned into perpetrators themselves. Some got thoroughly
disillusioned and dropped out of schools — the reasons being endless.

OPPORTUNITIES & ADVANTAGES:

Although it is now close to three years since the deadly corona virus and all its other mutated
forms invaded our lives, but its underlying threat still looms large. Life has come back to normal,
but the online classes, meetings, webinars are here to stay. If we leave the contextual factors
aside, none of us would be able to negate the humungous potential of the online world of edtech.
It definitely has its advantages when it comes to convenience. Moreover, it is less time-
consuming and more pocket friendly. The participants can cut across different time-zones and
geographical boundaries and network with likeminded group for fun or for work.

In today’s era of globalization and rapid modernization, it has become extremely
imperative to introduce technology right from grass-root levels. Edtech has completely
revolutionized learning today. It has not only provided updated and standardized quality lessons
but also smarter ways of acquiring knowledge. It has inspired the students to explore the depths
of their inner potential wherein sky is the limit. With a simple click of a button, it has put all the
latest knowledge and innovations across the globe at their command.

One name that has made everyone’s life much smoother is Google which came into being
as late as September 1998. It is undoubtedly the most powerful search engine that offers
unlimited search and services, including email (Gmail), navigation (Google Maps), cloud
computing, web browsing (Chrome), video sharing (YouTube), productivity (Workspace),
operating systems (Androids), cloud storage (Drive), language translation, photo storage, video
calling, smart home, smart phones, wearable technology, artificial intelligence, google
reader...the list is endless. Google and YouTube are the two most visited websites followed by
Facebook and Twitter. Without an iota of doubt, it was Google that provided the biggest support
during the pandemic.

“Google’s philosophy has always been to build for everyone — to break down
language barriers, make knowledge accessible, and enable people to communicate
how they want and what they want, effortlessly,” Google Assistant product
manager Shriya Raghunathan explained in a blog post. “In India, our rich
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diversity of languages presents an exciting challenge especially in the context of

millions of new users coming online every day. Nine out of ten of these new users

are non-English speakers. While many would be fluent at speaking and

understanding their native language, there are others who might struggle when it

comes to reading and writing it.””
The immense potential of technology has transformed youngsters into global citizens. The use of
multimedia in education has worked wonders. For the uninitiated it refers to the audio, video,
music, infographics, gifs etc. The PowerPoint presentations and animations have facilitated
better understanding of the subject matter. Then there is neural education which provides a
deeper understanding of how the human brain functions, how the brain processes the information
received. This would lead to a better learning experience and retention of knowledge and
enhance information recall speed.®

Google Lens is another Al-powered technology that combines the smartphone

camera and deep machine learning to identify and interpret objects in front of

the camera lens besides providing activities like scanning, etc. and helps to

navigate in the real world.’

Technology has been able to democratize information dissemination in the classrooms and cater
to children with special needs too through its assistive technology. Assistive technology is any
product or piece of equipment to maintain, increase or improve the functional capabilities of any
person with special needs. The lessons uploaded can be paused, rewound and watched again or
skimmed through to the next topic.

Augmented reality or virtual reality is another state-of-the-art new-age technological
advancement that helps in providing near-real experience to the learners. Wearing the VR gear,
the students can visit moon, or some ancient civilization or any remote area and have a hands-on
experience through a blend of real world, digitalization and technology. This will not only arouse
their interest but also enhance their retention of the things seen.

Technology has also introduced robotics to students where they get exposed to the STEM
system (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) which inculcates critical thinking
and problem-solving abilities. They are introduced to solution-oriented approach to whatever
they study. It makes learning livelier and more engaging and inclusive too.

The latest that has come in the field of Al which is creating enormous waves in the tech-
world is Chat GPT (Chat Generative Pre-Trained Transformer). It is a dialogue-based Al chatbot
capable of understanding human language and generating very human-like written text in
fraction of seconds. It is touted as a gamechanger in edtech industry. Its easy-to-use format can
answer any query, reformat any written text, solve math equations, compose highly literary texts,
articles, research papers, translate between languages, write a business plan, summarize a text,
classify it, expand it. It has immense capability of turning the world on its hinges but there are
innumerable flipsides too that accompany it, giving rise to many questions about morality and
ethics.

CONCLUSION:

Technology can work both, as a tool and a catalyst for change. By incorporating technology into
education, the educators can inculcate and engender pedagogical changes while addressing the
fundamental issues that affect learners. It has proved to be a big boon for learners with special
needs. The access to braille and voice-overs has facilitated learning and encouraged
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independence too. If the contextual factors such as unequal access to ICT or the economic
concerns are left aside, edtech would herald a newer and smarter world.
Through the use of technology, the most insipid of topics can be made interesting. There are
some who get petrified by mathematics, but a different approach to the subject would bring in
phenomenal result. It not only makes the subject more dynamic and vibrant, interesting and
enjoyable but also enhances the retentive power. The academic grades would improve through
innovative digital methods, students would be able to overcome the complexities involved in the
subjects of study and put the skill acquired to a better use. The collaboration between teachers,
parents and students would also get more finetuned. flipped classroom method flipped classroom
method

Technology may provide endless opportunities and benefits in the field of education, but
it would never be able to win over the human touch — the traditional system is irreplaceable and
can never go out of vogue. Here, I am invariably reminded of Bertolt Brecht’s poem, “General,
your tank is a powerful vehicle; it smashes down forests and crushes a hundred men. But it has
one defect: It needs a driver.”
In the absence of human interface, the children would never be able to acquire the softer social
skills and a well-rounded personality. A right balance between the two systems would go a long
way in ensuring holistic learning.
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