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RESETTING EDUCATION
PRIORITIES DURING
COVID-19: TOWARDS
EQUITABLE LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH
INCLUSION AND EQUITY

ABSTRACT

Worldwide, COVID-19 has affected the most deprived communities
the hardest and exposed many systemic inequalities, leaving
nations vulnerable and destitute. The need for quality education,
while heeding to international mandates, including enacting
the sustainable development goals (SDG), has become more
apparent in promoting equitable and inclusive education for
all, which remains a challenge in South Africa with its inherited
inequalities. The purpose of this study was to understand how the
COVID-19 challenge refocused the commitment of five principals
from rural schools in two education districts of the Northern Cape
province of South Africa to address resurfaced historic inequalities,
including digital access and fluency to attain an equitable learning
environment. Semi-structured emailed interviews were conducted
with the participants. A thematic analysis of their experiences of
the pandemic through the lens of flexible learning theory, revealed
that teachers and learners often experienced discrimination-related
stress, especially with virtual learning approaches, as schools often
cannot offer remote services to advance learning. Furthermore, the
participants voiced their uncompromising commitment to inclusion
while engaging teachers and learners in identifying possible
problems and proposing solutions post-COVID-19. Though the
current crisis seems to have perpetuated and deepened existing
inequalities in disadvantaged rural South African schools, some
school principals are hopeful that as the reality has now been laid
bare, it may prompt more urgent action. The paper recommends
that school principals and teachers will have to refocus teaching
practices towards flexible, inclusively delivered teaching through
working collaboratively across disciplines so that they build their
personal resilience and advance their technological skills to meet
the demands of remote and online learning during a pandemic
and beyond.

Keywords: COVID-19; flexible learning theory; inclusion and
equity; inclusive learning cultures; Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG); virtual learning approaches.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Education is broadly known as an indispensable apparatus for growth, a means of attaining
equal opportunities, inclusion of the marginalised — an additional influential transformative
power to support human rights, accomplishing sustainability and building a better future for
all (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2017a).
Launched in 2015, the 2030 Agenda with its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offers a
structure that all United Nations (UN) member states vowed to achieve (United Nations [UN],
2015). The SDGs are a worldwide agenda that comprise numerous, possibly differing policy
objectives, relevant to the environmental, economic and social spheres, considering that some
goals are reciprocally supportive (Kroll, Warchold & Pradhan, 2019). Sustainable Development
Goal 4 (SDG4), which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN, 2015) will serve as a guide for this
paper to unpack how school principals may enact transformative, inclusive learning cultures
in their schools. According to UNESCO (2017a), SDG 4 can be interpreted as ensuring more
equitable access to all stages of education, including people from poverty-stricken areas as
well as effective learning to acquire applicable knowledge and competencies. Significantly,
the Sustainable Development Goals Report indicated that, before the COVID-19 pandemic,
development (also in SDG4) remained uneven and that the world is not on track to meet
the SDGs by 2030 (UN, 2015). Lately, owing to COVID-19, causing visible and aggravated
prevailing disparities and inequalities in education resulting in an unparalleled financial, social
and educational catastrophe has increased the challenges in attaining SDGs.

In terms of achieving inclusion and equity in rural schools, the addition of alternative
distant teaching, buttressed by the provisioning of digital access, did not ensure that many
individuals would immediately be digitally fluent. The supposition of digital confidence, for
teachers and learners, in the absence of familiar use, became a supplementary obstacle to
inclusion (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). This was documented as the largest intimidation in terms
of online learning and teaching. The acquisition of digital literacy skills became difficult to fully
pursue and, given the restricted resources and time, constant digital challenges morphed into
new forms of educational inequalities (Chinembiri, 2020). Harris and Jones’s observation,
“that in order to connect to learn, teachers need to learn to connect” (2012: 8) describes the
everyday truths of learners and teachers who try to work collectively during this pandemic.

In ensuring equitable learning opportunities, particularly for underprivileged learners amid
COVID-19, itis unavoidable that rural school principals should re-learn their conceptions about
leadership to foster inclusive learning environments (Lambrecht et al., 2020; Makoelle, 2020).
Certain complex issues continue to complicate the work of rural school principals to promote
inclusive learning (Nilholm, 2020) including an understanding of how to build an inclusive
learning environment through differentiated instruction. As such, this paper addresses the
question: How can rural school principals foster equitable learning spaces through equity and
inclusion during and post-COVID-19?

2. EQUITY AND INCLUSION IN INCLUSIVE LEARNING CULTURES

To build inclusive learning cultures, there should be a fundamental focus on fostering equity and
inclusion (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2018). Equity
is considered a universally just attitude, which carries the impression that the philosophies
of justice are agreed on an initial condition that is fair (Chroust, 1942). There are indications
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of an augmented awareness in the idea of constructing education that is more equitable and
inclusive. However, some confusion exists as to the activities required to move practices and
policy forward (Ainscow, 2020). Scholars agree that the application of fairness, individual
and social conditions, may be impediments to attaining the scholastic potential (Rawls, 1971
as cited in Kelly & Elliot-Kelly, 2018). Obstacles to educational equity are relatively easy to
mention, but rather difficult to overcome, especially in times of a global pandemic. Garcia and
Weiss (2020) posit that equity challenges during COVID-19 raise questions of teacher efficacy
(Ferguson et al., 2020), if adequate mechanisms to identify struggling learners exist and how
lost learning and teaching time is measured (Garcia, 2020). It is, therefore, imperative that
school principals seize the opportunity to restructure plans to fostering inclusion and equity
(Starr, 2020).

Although the focus on inclusivity has been amplified, barriers such as teacher competencies
(Abdrasheva et al., 2016) and readiness to deal with inclusion and diversity in classrooms,
exist (Scalcione, Almurzayeva & Shynkeyeva, 2016). When COVID-19 ambushed the world,
it exposed glaring unequal teaching practices including online and blended learning, which
increasingly contribute to educational exclusion (UNESCO, 2020).

3. THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 IN FOSTERING EQUITABLE LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES

COVID-19 is construed as a “wake-up call’ that has reshaped the intersections of equity,
inclusion, teaching and learning online and ultimately how school principals will respond to
the influence of this pandemic on education (Czerniewicz, 2020). Whilst some teaching and
learning activities continued through digital technology (Zhang et al., 2020), some schools
were challenged with poor internet access, lack of ICT knowledge, a reduced system structure
and faintness of content expansion (Almaiah, Al-Khasawneh & Althunibat, 2020). Furthermore,
issues such as corporeal detachment and inadequate opportunities to reach and connect,
as well as emotional distress exacerbated existing barriers to teaching and learning (Huber
& Helm, 2020). School leadership practices that foster inclusive, multidimensional learning
will require new programmes that sufficiently include leadership actions that create equitable
learning opportunities for all learners (Leifler, 2020).

Arakal (2020) contends that the aim of creating equitable learning opportunities should
be to promote mastery of the relevant competence development that will be feasible only
when learners have the flexibility to pursue learning beyond the artificial boundaries set by an
academic calendar and formal assessment. To this end, teachers should vigorously engage in
activities such as pre-class preparation, post-class reflection, assignment delivery and project
mentoring (Arakal, 2020).

In a study on flexible learning as an instructional modality during COVID-19, Cortes
(2020) found that learners were elated at the prospect of flexible learning. Learners embraced
the programme because the learning activities they engaged in provided opportunities for
authentic learning, active learning and learner autonomy. In a similar study, learners were
confident that they could easily adapt to new learning methods if teachers inspire flexible and
equitable learning spaces (Amir et al., 2020).

COVID-19 requires transformation in the way teaching and learning have been perceived,
and, therefore, this historical moment poses for the need to conduct studies that explore

2021 39(1): 14-28 14 http://dx.doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v39.i1.2


http://dx.doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v39.i1.2

de Klerk & Palmer Resetting education priorities during COVID-19

educational directions as far as resetting educational priorities and reconceptualization of the
learning space are concerned (Cahapay, 2020).

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Flexible learning represents scholastic ideas concerned with providing learners with
opportunities of how, what and when learning happens (Shurville, O’Grady & Mayall, 2008).
This implies that teachers should implement a learner-centred educational strategy that offers
a range of choices from the location and time of learning to learning activities, resources,
instructional methods as well as educational support for learners and teachers (Huang et al.,
2020). Such a strategy may be an ideal adaptive response to radically changing situational
demands, such as COVID-19, and may be regarded as the flexible application of knowledge
in new contexts (Huang et al., 2020).

Flexible learning incorporates an element of transactional distance encouraging teacher
and learner interaction, the arrangement of instructional programmes and learners’ self-
directedness (Moore, 1990). First, flexible learning requires specific behavioural attributes.
Second, structure indicates the inflexibility or tractability of the programme’s didactic goals, the
teaching strategies and the capacity for differentiation. Third, learner self-directedness is the
extent to which the learner may determine the objectives, experiences and evaluate decisions
of the learning programme. We argue that an application of flexible learning theory in this
paper is relevant as learners and teachers may be equipped to improve their competencies
and make their learning productive and dynamic. Flexible learning provides skills to individuals
to plan their actions according to their importance, occupy their minds with positive thoughts,
removed from external fear while promoting equitable, quality education (Joan, 2013).

Thus, when individuals, “function within and act under conditions of unavoidable
uncertainty” (Shulman, 2005: 13), the aim should be to flexibly, “provide effective and inclusive
education, during pandemics [such as] COVID-19” (Huang et al., 2020: 1). School principals
should motivate stakeholders to think beyond their circumstances and include them in
educational actions that challenge the taken-for-granted expectations of learning. In this way,
tasks may be executed more carefully to imitate the situations in which education specialists
act (Cassidy et al., 2016). Learning may transpire in different ways, including online learning
(virtual classes offered over the internet); e-learning (applying automated skills to access an
instructive curriculum outside of a conventional classroom) and m-learning (a form of distance
education where mobile device educational technology is used) (Joan, 2013).

5. RESEARCH DESIGN

This paper employed a qualitative research approach. Busetto, Wick and Gumbinger (2020)
assert that qualitative research studies the realities of individuals and is particularly suitable for
responding to questions about what works for whom, why, how and when, whilst concentrating
on enhancement of intervention programmes (Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2020). A qualitative
research approach was apt for this paper for its distinct emphasis on responsivity, openness
and flexibility to context (Russell & Gregory, 2003). Fossey et al. (2002: 717) reiterate that
“sampling, data collection, analysis and interpretation are related, rather than following one
after another in a stepwise approach”.

Semi-structured email interviews were conducted, containing open-ended questions in
Afrikaans and English, which were then emailed to the participants (McGrath, Palmgren &
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Lijedahl, 2019). The participants’ home language is Afrikaans, although they were also able
to converse in English. Due to safety regulations and because of challenges sometimes
experienced with Zoom or Microsoft Teams, the best possible mode of engagement was
through email interviewing. Email interviews are online, semi-structured and asynchronous
low-cost instruments, which offer participants relative privacy and afford participants time to
reflect on research questions in their own free time (James, 2016). Semi-structured interviews
(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019) encouraged two-way communication and allowed enough
time to the participants to open up about their experiences during COVID-19 and provided
qualitative data to compare with previous and future data.

A multiple case study design was used as five schools were purposively identified for data
gathering to capture the real-life experiences of school principals in rural areas (Baxter &
Jack, 2008). Creswell postulates that a multiple case study, “explores a real-life, contemporary
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in
depth data collection involving multiple sources of information and reports a case description
and case themes” (2013: 97). Multiple case studies can be applied to either calculate
conflicting outcomes for anticipated reasons or predict comparable outcomes in research
projects (Yin, 2011; 2017) and in this way the findings may be validated as authentic and
valuable (Gustafsson, 2017). This qualitative case study was undertaken from the view of
relativist ontology, as the researchers believe that there is no impartial world or facts, because
everything is comparative and generated by people (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The world and
the truth of the participants’ experiences about education priorities during COVID-19 reflect
products of their own mind and creations of their individual thinking.

5.1 Population and sampling

The focus of the study was on rural school principals in the Northern Cape province of South
Africa. Five school principals from different rural schools in two education districts were
purposively selected. The principals’ experiences ranged from three to ten years. Purposive
sampling is valuable when the research is angled towards an explicit case and when academic
scholars know what they want to do research on (Barglowski, 2018). The sampling procedure
was thorough in choosing the precise collection of participants in order to circumvent deceptive
findings that may not epitomise the populace being studied (Yount, 2006). The selection was
based on the geographical location (rural location) of the schools and five principals were
interviewed and pseudonyms were ascribed.

5.2 Data analysis

After the email interviews were completed, the entire conversations were pasted onto an MS
Word document. The participants were identified through a two-step coding process (Fritz
& Vandermause, 2018) and thematic analysis was used to analyse the data to provide a
comprehensive, sensible clarification of the respondents’ lived experience (Riessman, 2008).
The researchers worked through all the transcriptions to develop an original coding structure
that they critically assessed. The data were coded in order to capture the significances
of proclamations and the codes were scrutinised to recognise relationships and patterns.
Thematic analysis is advantageous in that the methodical procedures include the explanation
of the recognised themes, exploring dissimilarities and comparisons between the themes,
connecting the participants’ distinct experiences to the broader social framework and
connecting the interpretations to the literature (Nowell ef al., 2017).
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5.3 Trustworthiness and ethical considerations

Qualitative research frequently lends itself to the potential of researcher bias as researchers
collect and analyse data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Reducing the potential for researcher
bias is the ideal and may be achieved by dynamically linking the research participant in
inspecting and authorising the results, a process known as member-checking (Doyle, 2007).
Such member-checking is regarded as a mechanism of maintaining credibility (Merriam,
2009). The researchers applied member-checking by returning the interview transcriptions as
well as written findings and conclusions to the principals via email to validate its accuracy and
assess the trustworthiness of the results.

The email interviews were conducted in Afrikaans and English to ensure that the
respondents understood all the questions and to allow them to verbalise themselves
completely and in-depth, therefore ensuring more credible accounts of their realities. Informed
consent was obtained from the participants and the Northern Cape Department of Education.
Preceding the interviews, researchers engaged participants in a short discussion via Zoom
where they were informed about the purpose of the study. Participants consented voluntarily
to partake in the study and for the conversations and email responses to be transcribed and
used (McGrath, Palmgren & Lijedahl, 2019).

6. FINDINGS

Scholars acknowledge that the notion of inclusive education has moved beyond uniquely
referring to persons with special educational needs (SEN) to extend to all persons at risk
of exclusion or marginalisation in society. The inclusion of learners in disadvantaged rural
communities facing poverty and potential learning difficulty, is the focus of this paper. Three
overarching questions shaped the data collection and analysis:

* How would you characterise the learning that takes place in your school? What type(s) of
learning approaches were implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic?

» What teaching strategies help to increase the participation and achievement of all children,
including those identified as having special educational needs or requiring additional
support for learning?

«  Which examples of inclusive pedagogy can you cite that was useful for teachers to support
learners?

Several themes related to flexible, inclusive learning cultures and promoting inclusion and
equity were derived from the data and included (1) principals’ commitment to inclusion and
equity; (2) fostering inclusive learning cultures and (3) principals advancing flexible learning
and practising care.

6.1 Principals’ commitment to inclusion and equity

As nations continue to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic, school principals face the enormous
responsibility of ensuring the well-being of staff and learners, while ensuing quality delivery of
education priorities. Although principal Chris indicated that he frequently felt overwhelmed by
the pressures of his job at this time, he added that they created opportunities for learners to
be included in teaching and learning activities.

What we tried to do was to use workbooks for subjects, inform parents what to do and
learners were afforded opportunities to complete certain activities. The books were
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collected once a week for marking, keeping all safety protocols in consideration. We are
not a big school, so this was easy.

Principal Chris’s action indicates a teaching and learning transaction to ensure inclusivity.
First, access to resources may positively influence learners’ willingness to learn and enable
them to learn at their own pace (Tety, 2016). Second, schools’ efforts to ensure inclusion by
supplying learning materials to learners may enable them to feel a sense of belonging within
the constraints imposed by the pandemic (OECD, 2020).

Principals were unanimous about learner disadvantage but were optimistic regarding
their goal to create inclusive learning environments. Principal Jodie mentioned that people
do not always acknowledge that, although inclusivity is difficult to achieve, the possibilities
are endless.

Some learners experience a lot of psychological and psycho-social problems. But we
expected this. With the help of the Department of Education, motivational pamphlets were
distributed in the community and we asked parents to use our WhatsApp group to tell us
about learners’ behaviour and how they engage with learning activities at home.

The Province of Nova Scotia in Canada concedes that this kind of interest in learners’ well-
being is important because “inclusive education is a commitment to ensuring a high-quality,
culturally and linguistically responsive and equitable education to support the well-being and
achievement of every student” (2019: 1).

Principal Manny expressed his appreciation to the Department of Education (DoE) for the
support it provides in terms of resources and promoting inclusivity.

They especially help us with learning material for learners with special education needs.
This is difficult, but at least we are trying out something to ensure that these learners and
their parents feel part of our teaching and learning efforts in these times.

Generally, these kinds of efforts are framed within a belief that, “diversity, be it based on
ability, racial, cultural or linguistic communities, socioeconomic status or gender identity, is
valued and that a quality education for all students is a human right” (UNESCO, 2017b). It
is evident that in an effort to promote inclusion and equity during COVID-19, this principal
embraced a commitment to dismantling exclusions that are representative of academic
oppression of individuals with special educational needs (Slee, 2019).

Principal Grace added that her school is a multi-grade school and that they receive
curriculum support from the Department of Basic Education (DBE) with regard to planning,
limited educational resources and books. She mentioned:

the teachers received tablets from a mobile operator and were trained how to use it.
Teachers use the tablets as an additional source for teaching. It should be borne in mind
that multi-grade schools are disadvantaged in that we have to cover the same amount of
content in the curriculum as other schools.

Principal Grace indicated that the School Governing Body (SGB) approved that teachers
may use the tablets adding: “When teaching went online, the educators continued working
with their tablets. An educator has been appointed to monitor the use of tablets as well as
access to the school’'s Wi-Fi within the school premises.” The use of tablets, seemed to have
helped the teachers to gain competences to design programmes so that they could prepare to
work with learners with diverse learning needs, including those who need additional learning

2021 39(1): 18-28 18  http://dx.doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v39.i1.2


http://dx.doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v39.i1.2

de Klerk & Palmer Resetting education priorities during COVID-19

support. Notably, organising and using digital technology may assist with the alignment of
learning content and existing curricula while providing teachers with a way to ensure that
learning opportunities correspond to educational objectives of inclusion and equity (Ali, 2020).

Challenges associated with teaching and learning amid COVID-19 raise significant issues
about the quality of education provided in rural schools. Notwithstanding this fact, principal
Steve noted that learning becomes “easy” amid the disadvantaged learners’ experience:

We also invite different community leaders to share their experiences and insights with
the learners, like on world-events, the current epidemic and they even participate in pen-
pal partnerships and inter-school activities with local and international schools.

Further probing revealed that learners were encouraged to share their experiences by
writing to learners from other schools. Principal Steve elaborated:

We organised with schools in our area and some contacts abroad that learners write
about their experiences so that we learn from such experiences, to see what others do
to improve learning. The teachers retype learners’ letters and forwarded it to schools.

Alawamleh, Al-Twait and Al-Saht (2020) reiterate the importance of knowledge and
information exchange whilst it has the ability to improve individuals’ learning experiences.
Such activities may contribute to the acquisition of knowledge and creativity in addressing the
needs of learners (Leifler, 2020).

6.2 Fostering inclusive learning cultures

To the question on the teaching strategies utilised to help intensify the involvement and
attainment of all learners, including those requiring additional learning support, principal
Manny answered:

Visual learning is very effective in our situation. | encourage teachers to sometimes send
short video clips to learners’ parents to show them at home and parents are asked to
share those videos in case others don'’t get it from the teachers.

We hold the view that such an inclusive approach may contribute to transformation that
embraces social justice (Ngwenyama, 1991 as cited in Dube, 2020). Sharing these sentiments,
principal Grace mentioned:

We realised that the use of tablets to make teaching and learning interesting is very
functional, particularly for learners with physical disabilities; we use it to improve their
reading skills, as well as their creative and critical abilities.

We probed principal Grace on how the use of tablets by learners are managed. Principal
Grace circumvented this question therefore we speculate that learners may not be in
possession of tablets. Since learners are at home because of the lockdown, tablets might
have been used only at the school.

In contrast, principal Jodie said: “Because our learners are mostly physically challenged
an acceptable amount of interest is being shown when it comes to homework and test dates.”
Principal Steve was convinced that it is the school principals who should determine the
direction and learning culture within schools. He said adamantly:

The onus is on us to ensure that all learners have equal opportunities to learn, we have
to be the creators and directors of their learning. We focus on their abilities and not
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their inabilities and parents should help with this by telling us what works or not for
their children.

McClain-Nhlapo and d’Addio (2020) assert that such accountability contributes to
inclusivity. By insisting parents are accountable to the school, positive and pro-social attitudes
are cultivated. This may also contribute to showing acceptance and appreciation of ideas and
being sensitive to the educational needs of learners.

Before COVID-19, many schools adopted the use of digital technology. Principal Chris
reflected on the online teaching situation at her school, proclaiming:

During the COVID-crisis my teachers were available for their learners and parents on
WhatsApp. Also, we were lucky at our school, because we use a programme called Future
Fun Caps even before the lockdown period. On the other side, some teachers engage
with learners on WhatsApp and aid learning through the use of Facebook Messenger.

The capacity for shifting teaching strategies and pace stand out as a valued source
of inclusivity and equity (Anderson, 2011 as cited in Rapanta et al., 2020). Principal Chris
concluded: “This was by no means easy because we were so careful about what we have to
do to include learners and also what learners should be doing to learn.”

6.3 Principals advancing flexible learning cultures and care

School principals are liable for interceding between extremely multifaceted demands of
inclusive education and the structures at the particular school within their range of action,
including the distribution of resources and development of lesson improvement, as well as
nurturing collaboration between teachers and other academic employees. It appears that
principals who embrace an inclusive learning culture, value and respect difference and
empower learners to reach their full potential. Moreover, school principals in inclusive schools
must ensure the improvement of learning opportunities for all (Lambrecht et al., 2020) by
communicating with and supporting their stakeholders. This may be achieved through
encouraging inclusive behaviours by fostering high expectations of learners and implementing
more effective instructional practices to close the achievement gap. With respect to flexible
learning opportunities, principal Jodie indicated that they are very sensitive to learners’
learning needs as they recognise that not all learners learn at the same pace. She mentions
pertinently: “The use of technology is particularly useful for learners with physical disabilities —
it provides them a sense of belonging and that they have something which they can master.”
Although principal Jodie regarded the use of technology as significant, tasks online demand
time, effort and resources. This led principal Jodie to remark: “The idea of flexible learning is
good, but is never easy, but we try because resources and teacher skills are real problems.”

Principal Steve retorted that they use what they can: “We use messages, WhatsApp and
emails for those parents who have. We make assignment easier to accommodate everyone
and the teachers have to learn how to adapt”. With little or no warning, teachers had to transition
to an online environment. In tandem with shifting learning and teaching to the online sphere,
school cultures have also moved online, and the challenge remains to maintain their vitality.

Principal Manny said:

| would say that relationships in our school have strengthened, because we realise that
we need each other now more than ever... so there is a culture of support, hey. Teachers
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frequently share how to make their lessons and virtual interactions flexible, but most
importantly as a school we always try to stay positive and optimistic.

In meeting the challenges that inclusion brings, every person will have to attain new
knowledge, attitudes and ways of doing. More importantly, members of the school community
should be included in furthering the schools’ educational goals where team diversity results in
promoting an inclusive climate (Schneider et al., 2013; Mor Barak, Cherin & Berkman, 2016).

It was evident that principals engaged with their teaching staff on how to navigate the
pandemic by setting an example of what behaviours define the school during remote learning.
Collectively, teachers in their schools set examples through modelling, consistent response
and repetition, lesson creation, being innovative, setting and maintaining communication and
giving feedback to parents and learners.

7. DISCUSSION

As diversity has become a fixture in our communities and schools, the divide between the
privileged and the underprivileged intensified. Inequality does not happen haphazardly but
shows discrete patterns that are regularly related with social class, race, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, gender, language and mental and physical ability (Ryan, 2006). Inclusion is best
served in schools that emphasise teaching and learning as an imperative to improve the quality
of education for all, while developing the capacities and commitment of professional teachers.
Consequently, derived from the analysis, this paper suggests the following education priorities
principals should consider in answer to the research question: How can rural school principals
foster equitable learning spaces through equity and inclusion during and post-COVID-19?

Figure 1: Towards equitable learning opportunities

Albeit being under pressure, the principals’ responses reiterated the fact that COVID-19
requires a rebuilding, reconnecting and reimagining of schools’ education priorities to ensure
equitable learning opportunities.

First, to ensure access to resources, principals should (Di Pietro, 2020): (a) rethink the
role of broadcasting educational activities because it complements online programmes and
it delivers teaching to those who do not have access to the internet; (b) approach various
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stakeholders like the DoE and digital network companies to get access to virtual learning
environments (VLE). This may provide learners with educational resources, connect them with
teachers who facilitate remote lessons; and (c) encourage teachers and parents to strengthen
communication to ensure that everyone understands what they should be doing regarding
new teaching and learning approaches. In so doing, principals are ideally positioned to seize
moments to redesign educational priorities to ensure inclusion and equity for all (Garcia &
Weiss, 2020).

Second, for a post-pandemic understanding of how education should be provided to ensure
equitable learning opportunities, schools should consider a more robust implementation of
blended learning. In the realm of technology, blended learning is dubbed as the “new normal”
which can simply be understood as an instructional approach that integrates traditional
classroom methods and online digital methods in teaching for the future (Bernardo, 2020). The
implementation of blended learning requires that teachers and learners should be prepared
to ensure control over time, setting, track and pace (Huang et al., 2009 as cited in Anoba &
Cahapay, 2020).

In transforming learning and practising the belief that a child’s ability to learn is not inert nor
pre-determined, but that it may be transformed by teachers, parents and learners engaging
in a partnership, school principals should take the lead (Hart & Drummond, 2014; Ashikali,
Groeneveld & Kuipers, 2020).

8. CONCLUSION

This paper attempted to answer the question: “How can rural school principals foster equitable
learning spaces through equity and inclusion during and post-COVID-19?” Principals’ beliefs,
understandings and experiences of equity and inclusion during COVID-19 are representative
of the brave faces they have to show whilst attempting to find new ways to collaborate.
Principals emphasised that, although it is work in progress, efforts can be made to ensure
learners experience equitable learning opportunities. School principals’ efforts to ensure an
inclusive learning environment with equal opportunities may be regarded as a start to bolster
feelings of continued efficacy and development.

This paper supports other findings in the academic literature on equitable learning
opportunities during COVID-19. For instance, Popa’s (2020) study suggests that COVID-19
presents education and learning with a unique challenge: to further define the nature of
education against the backdrop of the current, highly volatile context to search for a more
efficient way to transform education in schools. Bubb and Jones’s (2020) study found that
the pandemic has given an opportunity to rethink education and focus on the “what, how,
and where of learning”, including the relationship between teachers and parents. The study
suggested that all stakeholders (teachers, parents, learners) should learn from and help each
other to see what was achieved and investigate ways how to improve learning opportunities.

Future debates on how to prepare school principals to effectively reset education priorities
amid a pandemic in the quest for equitable learning opportunities through inclusion and equity
incorporating fourth industrial revolution principles. We argue that access to resources and
adaptive teaching skills may be regarded as possible ways to lead innovation and to think
beyond the shadow of the pandemic towards transformed learning.
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