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PREFACE
It is said that necessity is the mother of invention. Amidst
a world-wide lockdown due to COVID-19, the education
sector is amongst the many that has taken a strong blow
and underlined a need to change drastically. The
stakeholders involved in higher education are no more
able

to

function

conventionally.

The

prospect

of

operating back to the status quo seems quite indefinite.
In such a time, the only recourse that universities across
the globe are resorting to is that of functioning online.
With each day, it only seems that the COVID-19 crisis is
acting as a catalyst to both improve the existing online
platforms for learning as well as instil confidence in the
users in terms of its utility. Given this, it does not seem
far-fetched to conceive the idea of having institutions
function solely through the Internet and do away entirely
with any kind of the traditional F2F (face-to-face)
methods.

UK MODEL

Recently, the BBC to cope up with the pandemic situation
of COVID-19 made serious announcement for taking
learning online. BBC News reported that it has teamed
up with organisations such as the Royal Shakespeare
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Company,

Premier

supported

by

Department

of

League

Twinkl

and

Education

and

Puffin

White
in

Rose

England,

Books;
Maths,
the

well
the

Welsh

Government, Scottish Government and Northern Ireland
Executive to offer daily programmes to help parents and
children with schoolwork at home during the lockdown
starting 20 April 2020.
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BBC’s Director General Tony Hall called it “the biggest education effort the BBC has
ever undertaken”, to support UK school education. Universities in the UK are also
ardently confirming that they are making plans to start the next academic teaching
online in lieu of social distancing and lock-down. Hindol Sengupta reports that the
Oxford University’s third term exams could well be conducted partially or even
entirely online. Given this changing scenario, it can be fervently argued that the
prevailing COVID-19 situation is changing the global education sector, which is the
final segment to embrace digital technologies. Social distancing which is the need of
the hour has started taking profound effects across the realm of education.

US MODEL
Harvard

Extension

School

founded

in

1910

has

always

been

a

place

for

experimentation and innovation. The extension school was an early adopter of
technology, which began offering online courses in 1997. With the changing
technology, the Extension School in 2016 began teaching courses using Zoom.
Furthermore, Harvard University reports that Harvard faculty have greatly benefited
from having worked with the Division of Continuing Education (DCE), a unit of
the Faculty of Arts & Sciences, which offers nearly 900 online courses, mostly through
the Harvard Extension School. Because of the Extension School, Harvard faculty
members have developed skills of online education and are more comfortable using
platforms like Zoom, which in turn has prepared majority of faculty members to
handle questions posed by COVID-19 situation.

UNESCO MODEL
Similarly, UNESCO which pursues one of its main objectives as education, in late
March, created the Global Education Coalition. This alliance was conceived involving a
growing network of companies, non-profit organizations and media corporations
coming together and collaborating to facilitate and develop distance-learning
solutions for more than 1.5 billion students whose schools are closed in nation states
where the administrators at different levels of education were caught off guard.

COVID-19 IS CHANGING THE
GLOBAL EDUCATION SECTOR
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ONLINE BOOM
The online learning business was growing at 15.4% prior
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the United States was
emerging as the largest market. Traditionally, factors
such as convenience, geographical mobility and the need
to work while studying were driving the growth in online
learning. The new entrant to this list is the need and
importance of social distancing, which may push the next
level of growth in the higher education sector. Coursera,
which is also a key player in the global education sector
has waived or reduced fees for undertaking its 3900 plus
online

courses,

professional

certificate

and

degree

programs due to the pandemic. CEO of Coursera Jeff
Maggioncalda says, “this pandemic has forced everyone
to experiment with digital learning”.
Further, Chip Paucek, Co-founder and CEO at 2U, whose
organisation’s motto is providing Education technology
with human touch says, “that of all the countries,
Australia and the US were best prepared for the massive
shift to online learning because both countries did offer
good

amount

of

online

degree

and

enrichment

programmes”. Interestingly, in India even before the
COVID-19 crisis, according to a study by KPMG and
Google, the online education market in India was set to
grow to $1.96 billion, with 9.6 million users, by 2021, up

INDIA'S ED
MARKET
DOUBLES

from $247 million and 1.6 million users in 2016.
In January, Indian EdTech company Byju’s hit unicorn
status with a valuation of $6 billion with support from
financiers Tiger Global and they are not the only one.
India’s education market is set to hit around $180 billion
this year, doubling from 2016 levels.
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FAST FORWARD INDIA
In the Indian context, the demand in the education sector has for long overwhelmed
the supply. The country’s traditional education system both at the school level and
higher education does not have enough capacity/seats to satisfy the demand.
Particularly at the higher education level, the condition is so dreadful that ‘cut offs’ are
often 99%. Private institutions that have emerged to fill the gap is often exclusive and
affordable to the higher economic strata. The latter is true even in the global context
as the continuously increasing cost of tuition fees is already out of reach for most
families. The on-going COVID-19 pandemic has forced global experimentation with
online learning. This experiment could further reduce huge transaction cost in terms
of services offered by a residential university in comparison with online education
provider like Coursera.
Vijay Govindarajan and Anup Srivastava of Dartmouth's Tuck School argue that
technology platforms can deliver the content to large audiences at low cost, without
sacrificing one of the important benefits of the face-to-face classroom; the social
experience, because there is hardly any in basic-level courses.
Study Webs of Active Learning for Young Aspiring Minds (SWAYAM) which is an
initiative of the Ministry of Human resource and Development, Government of India
can be a good case study to understand how technology can be leveraged.

This

initiative was launched as an indigenously developed platform aimed at providing
learning opportunities through Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) free of cost.
SWAYAM

is

India’s

response

to

growing

importance

of

Information

and

Communications technology in the education system.
The main objective of SWAYAM is to leverage technology for teaching by facilitating
access to education and promoting quality in teaching and learning to learners of all
age groups.

SWAYAM IS INDIA'S ANSWER
TO THE WORLD OF ONLINE ED
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DIGITAL DIVIDE
One of the arguments from the opponents of this
thought is that of the digital divide and inequalities that
needs to be addressed due to the financial capacities of
students which may enable them to get access to better
technology

including

computers,

bandwidths,

Wi-Fi,

audio-visual devices etc. This is a good problem to be in
because the states will have to respond to provide better
IT infrastructure and address the problem of both quality
and affordability.
EdTech companies will have to provide scalable software
applications to integrate educational experience of large
number of students with their instructional designers,
trainers, and coaches without comprising the need of
education with no direct interaction. It is submitted that
the money and the resources conserved due to the
tremendous

transaction

cost

involved

in

building

physical infrastructure could be avoided through the
shift to online learning rather than the traditional F2F.
The savings from this cost can very much be pumped to
resolve issues including that of the digital divide where
financially weaker section of students could be given aids
at reduced costs that otherwise have been used in the
traditional F2F learning. It is pertinent to note that online

ACCESS TO
TECHNOLOGY
COSTS

platforms will significantly increase the availability of
instructional designers, trainers, and coaches who are
the key stakeholders.
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FOCUS
A fierce argument against online learning from its opponents is also the lack of
student-to- faculty and student-to-student interaction. Such a belief exists due to the
assumption that lack of physical proximity between the faculty and students can
severally hamper interconnectedness and engagement as is experienced during the
traditional F2F classes.
Hence, to the opponents of online learning that are resistant to the idea and have not
explored the platform thoroughly, such an idea is a misconception due to lack of
knowledge/awareness of (functioning) online learning platforms. It is submitted that
much like a traditional classroom, the instructor can be innovative and utilize
optimally the features of online learning platforms, particularly some of the tools
created for interactive learning. These tools may include the ones which enable the
instructor to initiate webinar sessions, social media, chat rooms, discussion board,
forums and group collaboration tools. Thus, the culprit is not online learning but
rather poor design of the lecture.
As far as the criticism concerning the ease of use and utility of these online resources
to effectively deliver the lectures in comparison to F2F methods is concerned, it is
submitted that as with any technology, due to the increase in demand of the platform,
the coming months hold an optimistic future in terms of its productivity. It is not to
say the existing platforms are less effective. “It gets easier,” said Adrienne PhelpsCoco, executive director of teaching and learning at DCE at Harvard. “Once things
settle in, it really becomes about the students and not about the actual platform.
Teaching online is not so different than teaching in a classroom. Another professor
who teaches a big lecture class and tried Zoom for an Extension class said he loved it
because he could see his students as if “all of them were in the front row". Vivian
Vasquez, professor at American University’s School of Education, who has studied
online learning said that things may have unfolded better “if online education had
been previously treated as a vital part of teaching and learning.”

ONCE THINGS SETTLE IT, IT REALLY BECOMES ABOUT
THE STUDENT, AND NOT ABOUT THE PLATFORM
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THE VERDICT
Since the COVID-19 pandemic has left no option but to
use online learning as the only method of teaching and
learning, it is clear that the future of online learning
looks more promising.
A few years ago, experts had predicted that MOOCs, such
as Khan Academy, Coursera, Udacity, and edX, would
wipe

out

F2F

college

education

just

as

digital

technologies took away the jobs of telephone operators
and travel agents. This prediction does not sound
unlikely anymore. It could safely be argued that the
COVID-19 crisis has resulted in a shift in consumer
behaviour such that it marks a transition point to
embrace online methods rather than F2F in a multitude
of sectors, let alone in education. As the players involved
in the education sector including universities, teachers
and students operate more online, both their interest
and their skills of using the online platform will also
sharpen.
On the other hand, the suppliers of these online learning
portals would naturally update the quality of these
platforms

THE DAY IS
NOT FAR
AWAY FOR A
E-UNIVERSITY

further

facilitating

the

shift.

Lastly,

the

transaction cost that could be saved by embracing online
learning upon traditional F2F learning could be pumped
in improving the efficiency of the existing technology of
the online learning infrastructure. The day is not far
when the world would begin witnessing universities
adopting online methods entirely over traditional F2F
learning leading to first e-university.
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