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ETBI Learner Experience Survey
Report (2021)

Summary

To determine the effects of the COVID-19 on their experience of remote online learning,

ETBI conducted a survey of FET learners with small of follow-up focus groups following the
completion of the survey. The survey yielded 2,500 responses split roughly 2:1 full-time; part-
time. The results indicate that full-time learners had more confidence with ICT than part-time
learners, while conversely, part-time learners were able to better organise their study time.
Both groups were very satisfied with the measures put in place by their course providers.
Factors affecting positive and negative preparedness have been identified, and the utility of
providing helpful study tips assessed. Recommendations to improve ICT, learner motivation
and study skills are suggested.

Note about the survey findings and analysis

The results and analysis of the FET learner survey are solely based on respondents’ comments to each question and do not, in
anyway, represent the views, experiences or any influences by the ETBI survey team. Recommendations in the third section of this
report are mapped to the findings and synthesis of these findings, the aim of which is to present readers with recommendations
and enable best practice and preparedness in the future.
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1. Survey Overview

1.1 Introduction

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown continue to pose
challenges to our everyday lives. The pandemic has had an effect on many
lives. FET learners and practitioners have had to adjust to unforeseeable
circumstances in the remote learning environment as a result of the move
to VLEs (virtual learning environments). In March 2021 ETBI conducted a
survey with a total of 1662 FET full-time learners and 913 part-time learners
to determine the effects of the COVID-19 lockdown on remote learning and
held focus group meetings with respondents who volunteered to take part.

1.2 Purpose

The survey sought to capture lived experiences of the remote learning
environment to determine what went well and what could inform future
considerations for contingency measures and best practice to support the
FET learner. The survey asked about learners’ experiences during lockdown
and any supports that were provided to them. The survey findings will help ETBI determine how learners coped with emerging,
unprecedented conditions. This report therefore provides a unique insight into lived learner experiences while granting the learner
a voice and space to communicate viewpoints to the FET sector in an inclusive, holistic space. It is hoped that the survey will also
shed light on qualitative information that may otherwise be missed in other forms of discussion with FET learners.

1.3 Objective

This report will also provide an analysis of findings to interpret learner experiences in relation to:

Access and ' Available ’ Emerging ' Individual ' Feelings about
connectivity supports caveats perceptions of beingin a

the learning remote learning
‘ environment ‘ environment

Figure 1 Focus of analysis of FET Learner Experience

This report seeks to serve as an enabling tool for best practice and lessons learned in the way of future support measures, on the
basis of both the survey results and focus group discussions facilitated by ETBI. Recommendations following the analysis of data
will draw on existing research in response to the pandemic and learners’ perceptions of what can be improved upon.

1.4 Main factors in survey findings

Based on the questionnaire design and learner responses, the following main themes have been identified in framing the focus
of the research analysis:

e Remote learning preparedness

e Remote overall learning experiences
e Support and measures by providers

e Internal factors

e Helpfulness of study tips

e Course provider measure satisfaction
e Recommendations
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2. Survey results

Quantitative results

Full-time Respondents

Partial

Figure 2 Overview of full-time respondents

2.1 Overview of respondents

2502 people clicked the survey link
257 respondents refused consent

583 respondents didn’t finish survey

1662 respondents completed
the entire survey

Part-time Respondents

. Disqualified . Complete

Figure 3 Overview of part-time respondents

Responses from both full-time and part-time learners fall

under the ‘complete’ category at 67% and 62% respectively.
Approximately just over a quarter of respondents overall were
‘partial’, while 10% of full-time respondents and 6% of part-time
respondents were recorded as ‘disqualified’. These numbers
indicate that a large proportion of respondents were willing and
able to take part.
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2.2 Devices and Access

Full- Time Learners Part-Time Learners

A Laptop, desktop computer or tablet

A smartphone

Digital Device that was used by another family member
Digital device lent or given by course provider

Did not have any digital device

Table 1 Device and Access figures

Table 1 above shows that over 40% of respondents in both
categories (part-time and full-time) indicated that they had
access to a laptop or desktop computer, while an average of
30% used a Smartphone. A very small number of participants
required the use of a family member’s device, which
indicates that access to devices was not a major issue for a
considerable percentage of users.

The use of digital devices provided by the course provider
showed a 17% usage for full-time respondents and 10% for
part-time learners. Although it is difficult to determine the
reason behind this, a preliminary cause may have been linked
to availability and/or knowledge of device schemes available
to learners (this is further discussed in section 4 below). This
result is further discussed against qualitative findings below.

FULL-TIME RESPONDENTS

Most full-time learners had
exclusive access to a device which
was either their own or one
supplied by their course provider.
Less than one in ten respondents
had to share a device or had no
access to one.

42% 48%
33% 29%
7% 9%
17% 10%
1% 3%

A very small percentage of learners did not have access to a
device (F/T learners at 1% and P/T learners at 3%). While this
is reassuring in the level of accessibility for all learners involved
in this survey, it is a point worth noting for access anomalies
and exceptional circumstances affecting device access and
learning in general. There may be other types of cohorts in FET
that show different results in terms of access to technology

and devices. The QQI evaluation of the impact of COVID-19
modifications to learning and teaching in FET, published in
2020", pointed to greater challenges for some cohorts; learners
in the Traveller, Roma and disability categories, for example,
were found to face obstacles in the areas of access and
engagement in remote learning environments.

PART-TIME RESPONDENTS

The great majority of part-time

respondents had exclusive access
to an ICT device. Many respondents
had access to more than one device.
The ICT device scheme seemed to
work well for the small number that
availed of the scheme.

"See QQI (Quality Qualifications Ireland), 2020. ‘The Impact of COVID-19 Modifications to Teaching, Learning and Assessment in Irish Further
Education and Training and Higher Education A QQI Evaluation. QQI, Dublin.

Retrieved from: https://www.qgi.ie/Downloads/The%20impact%200f%20COVID-19%20Modifications%20to%20Teaching, %20Learning%20and %20
Assessment%20in%201rish%20Further%20Education.pdf , accessed on 3.3.2021
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2.3 Learning Experience During COVID-19

| find it difficult to adapt to a new way of learning

| study more efficiently

| find it challenging to keep up with course work

It can be difficult for me to find life / learning balance

| feel distracted and find it hard to focus

| was able to work on my course at my own pace and

had some choice in the times | did the work

| learned more when my centre was closed

| learned less when my centre was closed

Table 2 Full-time respondents. Learning experience

| find it difficult to adapt to a new way of learning

| study more efficiently

| find it challenging to keep up with course work

It can be difficult for me to find life / learning balance

| feel distracted and find it hard to focus

| was able to work on my course at my own pace and

had some choice in the times | did the work

| learned more when my centre was closed

| learned less when my centre was closed

Table 3 Part-time respondents. Learning experience

A small majority of respondents had difficulty keeping up with
course work, finding life/learning balance and had difficulty
focussing. Respondents also said they learned less while their
centre was closed. More positively, the majority of respondents
were able to work at their own pace and were able to choose
when to do their work. This shows a level of autonomy, despite
the challenges relayed in tables 2 and 3 above. Questions for
measures of the learning experience below identified the level
of agreement (Agree, Disagree, Neither) regarding difficulties

learners faced during their course in the remote learning

46% 24% 30%
20% 45% 34%
55% 23% 22%
61% 19% 20%
60% 20% 20%
58% 15% 27%
10% 59% 31%
51% 16% 33%
33% 37% 30%
24% 29% 46%
36% 36% 27%
36% 36% 28%
34% 40% 26%
69% 10% 21%
9% 56% 35%
44% 19% 37%

space. Results show that being distracted, difficulty in finding
life-learning balance and working at one’s own pace to be
the most prominent (with percentages responding “Agree”:
61%, 60% and 58% respectively). Meeting coursework
demands, disengagement and difficulty adapting to the new
learning environment also proved difficult for several learners,
which suggests that resilience, wellbeing, engagement and
motivation may have contributed to the figures below.

This is also reflective of focus group qualitative findings

(see section 4).
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2.4 Preferred forms of communication

Email

Teams / Zoom

Call

Text 7%
Moodle 7%
Whatsapp _ 6%
Post - 3%
Sharepoint 2%
Messenger - 2%

Other - Write in 2%

Figure 4 Preferred forms of communication for Full-Time Learners

Email

Text

Whatsapp [ 32%
Call I
Post 17%

Teams / Zoom - 6%
Other - Write in . 3%
Sharepoint I 2%
Moodle I 1%

Messenger 1%

Figure 5 Preferred forms of communication for Part-time Learners

While Email was the most popular form of communication
between learners and teachers, a stark different is apparent in
the use of Teams by P/T learners and F/T learners, at 6% and
28% respectively.

Teams/Zoom communication preferences were significantly
lower in the P/T group. 28% of F/T respondents stated they
preferred using Teams/ Zoom.

36%

34%
28%

85%

Percentages for the use of SharePoint, Messenger and Moodle
were considerably low for both F/T and P/T participants. There
is a possibility that this could be linked to inconsistencies in
using a single, set platform for lesson delivery, a result which
also emerged from qualitative findings.
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2.1.6 Course and assessment
feedback

Questions on assessment, materials and classes

in general were designed to capture existing and
emerging learner support needs during lockdown.
The responses were analysed in relation to learner
preparedness and any caveats that can inform
future preparation for learner engagement as well as
readiness for interacting with remote teaching and
assessment content..

Helpful tips about how to study on your own

Online classes

Course materials to support your learning

Course assignments to complete

63%

10%

29%

2
X

Yes . No .

Figure 6 Level of confidence about aspects of remote learning- Full-time respondents

Helpful tips about how to study on your own

Online classes

Courses materials to support your learning

Course assignments to complete

59%
17%
34%

34%

Yes . No .

Figure 7 Level of confidence about aspects of remote learning- Part-time respondents
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Induction

CV Preparation & Interview Preparation
Career Guidance for PLC (Post Leaving Certificate)
Online Wellbeing Supports

Adult Guidance information Services

Work Experience Link person

Other - Write in

Psychological Support

ICT Device Schemes

Study Skills Unit

Learner Forums

Vocational Mentoring & Coaching

Grant Application Supports

1-2-1 Literacy & Numeracy Support

Language Supports

Open Learning Centres

Library

Disability Supports

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) Mentoring

Study Centres Student Support Teams in PLC Colleges
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Figure 8 Types of supports taken up by Full-time learners

1-2-1 Literacy & Numeracy Support

Study Skills Unit

Induction

Other - Write in

Adult Guidance information Services

Online Wellbeing Supports

CV Preparation & Interview Preparation

Language Supports

Learner Forums

ICT Device Schemes

Vocational Mentoring & Coaching

Open Learning Centres

Psychological Support

Work Experience Link person

Library

Career Guidance for PLC (Post Leaving Certificate)
Disability Supports

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) Mentoring
Study Centres Student Support Teams in PLC Colleges
Grant Application Supports

Figure 9 Types of support taken up by Part-time learners.
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Figures 6-9 above show that learner supports were broad, but not deep with Induction. Online Wellbeing and Interview/CV
Preparation were the most common supports taken up by learners while library, open learning centres, disability, language
supports, literacy and numeracy, and study centres support in PLC colleges represented the lowest percentages (ranging
between 1% and 2%). Literacy and numeracy and the study skills unit showed stark contrast between part-time and full-time
respondents, with a high 78% (literacy and numeracy support) and 73% (study skills unit) for part-time respondents. This contrasts
with only 1% of F/T respondents who availed of one-to-one literacy and numeracy support and 3 % who used skills unit supports.
Overall, apart from the category of Study Centres Student Support teams in PLC colleges, part-time learners in this survey reported
having the need for (or seeking) more supports than F/T respondents.

| would like more instruction on how to use IT
for remote learning

YES NO

Full Time Learners 37% 63%

Part-time Learners 52% 48%

Table 4 Response for ICT support needs: instruction for using IT for remote learning.

In line with previous answers, full-time respondents were comfortable — to a degree — with ICT. This significantly differs in the case
of part-time learners, of whom 52% stated they would prefer more assistance with IT use for remote learning.
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21% 22%

12% 12%

7% 8%
6%
5% 49, -
s
Unprepared Prepared
Figure 10 Learner preparedness- Full-time respondents
28%
13% 13%
11%
7% 8% 8%
5%
o [ PR

Unprepared Prepared

Figure 11 Learner preparedness- Part-time respondents

The average preparedness score for full-time learners was 3.79 (where 1 is very well prepared and 10 is totally
unprepared). This is better than average but could be higher. Some analysis of individual questions can perhaps

help identify survey answers that affect the score. This is further confirmed by qualitative findings in the learner Zoom
discussions (see qualitative results)
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Assessing my progress with learning 65%

Completing course work independently 71%

Focusing on study without reminders 46%

Motivating myself to do course work 48%

Planning when to complete my course work 60%

Finding learning resources online 73%

Using a video communication programme 85%
(e.g., Zoom Skype, Google, Meet, Microsoft Teams)

Using an on-line learning platform

0,
(e.g., Blackboard, Edmodo, Moodle, Google Classroom) ek

Not Confident . Confident .

Figure 12 Confidence scores for full-time respondents

Assessing my progress with learning 69%
Completing course work independently 74%
Focusing on study without reminders 68%
Motivating myself to do course work 72%
Planning when to complete my course work 73%

Finding learning resources online 72%
Using a video communication programme 80%
(e.g., Zoom Skype, Google, Meet, Microsoft Teams)

Using an on-line learning platform
(e.g., Blackboard, Edmodo, Moodle, Google Classroom)

60%

Not Confident . Confident .

Figure 13 Confidence scores for part-time respondents

Supporting previous answers, full-time respondents seem reasonably confident with ICT, but less so with some internal factors
relating to study skills. Study and life balance, though not an issue for the majority of learners in both categories, posed difficulty
to some degree. Motivation, planning and assessing own progress with learning are all areas some learners found challenging.
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. 92% True 8% False

Figure 14 Full-time respondents. Overall level of satisfaction with measures taken by provider to support learners.

. 92% True 8% False

Figure 15 Part-time respondents. Overall level of satisfaction with measures taken by provider to support learners.

Figures 14 and 15 illustrate a resounding vote of confidence for course providers, with a 92% rate of satisfaction for measures
taken by providers in support of F/T respondents and 96% corresponding to the level of satisfaction for P/T respondents.
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Overall Stars

33%

24%

15%

15%
13%

Figure 16 Full-time respondents’ rating of overall learning experience

33%

22%

17%

15%

13%

Figure 17 Part-time respondents’ rating of overall learning experience

The average score (where one is very poor and 5 is great) was 3.16, which is no more than slightly better than average. Some
analysis of individual questions can perhaps help identify survey answers that affect the score.
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Factors affecting Preparedness and Experience

Survey responses associated with better preparedness Answers associated with poorer preparedness
and overall experience and overall experience

| don't find it difficult to adapt to a new way of learning The measures my course provider put in place were not
correct and effective
| don't feel distracted and find it hard to focus
| found it difficult to contact my tutor/ teacher/ instructor
| don't find it challenging to keep up with course work
I’m not confident about using a video communication

It isn’t difficult for me to find life / learning balance programme
| study more efficiently | was unable to complete assessments or course work
| did not learn less when my centre was closed I did not have any digital device for my course work

It was difficult to access online learning platforms
| had difficulty finding learning resources online

I’m not confident about completing course work independently

Overlap

There is no overlap between responses associated with llReceiving a
positive and negative experiences. This lack of overlap
suggests two strategies for improving learner preparedness deVice from the
and experience:

centre was a

give the highest negative scores and trying to address them game cha nger"

e |ncreasing satisfaction - looking at the responses which give

e Decreasing dissatisfaction - looking at the responses which

the highest positive scores and tying to reproduce those
factors on a wider scale.

Learner Expectations & Supports A few supports provided to learners helped them have

e . ] a positive experience:
The results indicate learners expect a certain level of service.

When these expectations aren’t met, then they have a poorer
experience. The absence of certain services has a negative e 1-2-1 Literacy and Numeracy Support
effect but because their presence is expected, they do e |anguage Supports

not provide much of a positive boost. The following are the
expected services that, if missing, lead to a poorer experience:

e |CT Device Schemes

e Library

Conversely, the absence of these supports does not have
a negative effect on experience.

e Easily contactable tutor/ teacher/ instructors
e Easy access to online learning platforms
e Easy access to online learning resources

e |CT training (especially video communication platforms)
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Internal and External Factors

Factors affecting learner experience can be classified as
internal or external.

External factors include the services and supports described
above and are factors over which respondents have little
control.

Internal factors are attributes and traits unique to the individual
and in theory, can be altered by the individual.

Confidence

One internal factor that stands out is confidence. One survey
question asked how confident learners were about a number
of matters relating to ICT and their own management of
study. The following answers were associated with a poorer
experience:

e |'m not confident about assessing my progress with learning

e |'m not confident about planning when to do complete my
course work

e |I'm nor confident using a video communication programme

e |'m not confident about completing course work
independently

How helpful were “helpful study
tips”?

There are a number of questions that relate to study skills.

One of the survey questions was: “Did you receive helpful tips
about on your own”. The effectiveness of the help tips can be
gauged by looking at the responses to study-related questions
by respondents who indicated they received helpful study tips
and comparing them to the responses of those who didn't.
These are questions related to study practices

e | find it difficult to adapt to a new way of learning
(Agree/Disagree/Neither)

e | study more efficiently (Agree/Disagree/Neither)

e |t can be difficult for me to find life/learning balance
(Agree/Disagree/Neither)

e | feel distracted and find it hard to focus (Agree/Disagree/
Neither)

e |t was difficult to find some time to study because | had
family/household responsibilities (Yes/No)

e |t was difficult to find a quiet place to study (Yes/No)

e Planning when to do complete my course work (Confident/
Not Confident)

e Motivating myself to do course work (Confident/Not
Confident)

e Focusing on study without reminders (Confident/Not
Confident)

e Completing course work independently (Confident/Not
Confident)

e Assessing my progress with learning (Confident/Not
Confident)
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The chart below shows the effect (measured in percentage change) receiving helpful study tips has on responses

to the above questions.

Helpful Study Tips: Helpful or Not?

| find it difficult to adapt
to a new way of learning

| study more efficiently

It can be difficult for me
to find life / learning balance

| feel distracted and find
it hard to focus

It was difficult to find some
time to study because | had family

It was difficult to find a quiet
place to study

Planning when to do/ complete my
course work: How confident are you

Motivating myself to do course work:
How confident are you about

Focusing on study without reminders:
How confident are you about

Completing course work independently:
How confident are you about

Assessing my progress with learning:
How confident are you about

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Part-time M Folltime

Figure 18 ‘Helpful Study Tips’ responses from FT and PT participants

For most questions, receiving helpful tips about study moves the needle a little; — 2-9 points for part-time learners and 7-18 points
for full-time learners. This is not a huge amount, but a positive effect nonetheless. Helpful study tips are less helpful to part-time
learners than to full-timer learners and are not that helpful for finding a quiet place to study or for dealing with family/household
responsibilities. If there exists any advice to assist with these, then it should be incorporated into future tips. The smaller effect for

part-time students supports the observation that parttime learners seem to better adapt to study under lockdown conditions.
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Course Provider Measures

By far and away answering “FALSE” to the question: “The
measures my course provider put in place to ensure my
education continued during COVID-19 were correct and
effective” was the response associated with the lowest
preparedness and experience rating. This could be classed
as an external factor; what measures were taken by course
providers. However, the elaboration of those who gave a
“FALSE” response indicate that this response was an effect of
people not feeling good about their remote “online experience
in general” and several respondents, when elaborating, did
use the exact words “I feel” or “| felt”, for example:

e ‘| just felt so lost...”

e “Felt like we got no support”

e “|feel as | have not learned anything”
e ‘| feel the course does not work”

This is opposed to the measures being a cause of negative
feeling. Another respondent commented, “It's not really about
the actual work we've been given its trying to learn from home
it hasn’t worked for me and i don't think its gonna work®. It
does however speak well of course providers that only 6%

of respondents answered FALSE to the question and again
suggests that answering FALSE was due to other factors.
Separating the FALSE and TRUE respondents to the measures
question and comparing responses to other questions, large
(30+%) differences were seen in response to:

| found it difficult to understand
my assignments Yes

Using an online learning platform Not confident

Finding learning resources online Not confident

Planning when to complete

my course work Not confident

Completing course work independently Not confident
Perhaps we can assert that respondents who answered FALSE
to the measures question did so because the measures put

in place by course providers, for whatever reason, were not
able to make respondents feel confident about remote online
learning.

Also, survey respondents who answered FALSE to the
questions about measures were less likely to have used learner
supports, again indicating that more learner support availability
would help improve learner preparedness and their experience
of remote online learning.

Qualitative results

Focus groups & objectives
Qualitative survey results

Questions in the qualitative component of this survey were
designed to capture lived experiences that would otherwise
go unvoiced in quantitative data and, indeed, to assess any
correlations between the two survey data. In each focus
group, facilitators provided complete autonomy for learners to
fully respond to the questions, which also involved breakout
discussions among participants, with the focus solely on

the learners’ experience. Note takers during these focus
group meetings ensured responses were accurately noted

to ensure the authenticity and accuracy of data collection.
The data was recorded and analysed using IPA (Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis) approach, which relies on the use
of lived experiences to direct survey findings.
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Respondents/Participants

Active Inclusion Work Based Learning

Strategy

and Policy

Youthreach STP

CTC Apprenticeship

programmes

Adult Guidance Counselors Community based

and local training
provision (LTI)

BTEI, Literacy and
Community Ed

Table 5 Focus group respondents

What was hardest for you as a learner during
Covid-19?

e | osing out on the interaction between other learners and the
isolation of learning alone

Internet connection was not always good and IT skills
ranged from poor to adequate

Finding a private space in which to learn

Tutor skills and knowledge of how to use Teams was not
always adequate and some upskilling may still be required

Difficult to be online for some courses, including Art, Music
other practical subjects, as well as full time courses

Missing the social interaction and ‘coffee break’ aspect of
the learning environment

How did your tutors communicate with you during
lockdown?
Teams/Zoom/Other.

Methods:

* Messenger was used by some learners while others
communicated with tutors via WhatsApp.

e A small proportion of learners had notes and information
posted to their addresses or had material ready for collection
from the centre.

For almost all learners, Teams, Zoom, Outlook and phone were
the main means of communication and delivery. Aimost half
the learners faced challenges with different versions of Zoom/
Teams being used: sometimes this resulted in messages being
lost or inconsistency in the platform versions being used.
Some learners were unfamiliar with different versions while few
had almost no experience with (or had never used) Zoom or
Teams. One learner had never used Zoom or Teams before

PLC

the focus group. The ETBs offered some supports like a loan
scheme for devices and teachers provided guidance on how
to use ICT for lessons.

Supports learners would like to see in the future
and learners’ knowledge of supports available

e Some learners weren’t aware that device supports and loan
schemes were available.

e Printers would have been very useful for some specific
awards rather than using tablets

e On general supports, it was felt that some centres appeared
to be understaffed, therefore they couldn’t provide the level
of support needed by learners

e |t was also felt that some tutors could do with greater
guidance and support on how to use Teams and other
platforms more effectively and would benefit from PD in this
area

e Tutors were generally good at making themselves available-
all focus groups stated that tutor support made a difference
to learners’ experience.

e 1 learner completing a catering programme received videos
and ingredient packages to complete tasks, then took
photographs of the finished product and sent it back to the
tutor.

The responses relating to supports learners would have

found beneficial indicate a connection between supports

and preparedness. As stated in quantitative results above,
preparedness levels could be higher and could be

linked to several intrinsic, extrinsic and external factors.

However Zoom discussions revealed that some respondents

felt underprepared for a remote learning programme in the

part-time category due to the skills and technical knowhow
they felt was needed to aid their learning experience.
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General feeling about the remote learning
experience

The learner experience has been quite positive overall, though
there is recognition of the benefit of peer learning and the
social aspect of learning, which is not there currently. It was
suggested that time could be built in for learners to meet and
chat prior to, or after class. Some learners also stated that
different learner preferences do not necessarily align with
engaging in an online environment.

Focus group meetings held in March 2021:
1. Youthreach, CTC

2. Guidance

3. BTEI, Literacy and Community Ed

4. STP/ Apprenticeship

5.PLC

Results
Difficulties facing learners (focus groups) during COVID-19

Quotes from focus group participating learners

“it's just not the same
when you are not in
class. | learn more
from others”

“l am not aware of
any ICT device schemes
but | guess | didn’t look

into it because |
don't need one”

“Our teacher was
very supportive but
| think training in using
technology would
have helped him
and the class”

“it's not the same

when you are not in

class. | learn more
from other people
face-to-face”

“My teachers were
really great. They
emailed and texted
on WhatsApp
every day”

“Connection was
a problem for us
and for the
teachers”

“Yes there were
devices you could
borrow.

But | have my own”

“It was really
difficult to adjust...
It's very isolating and...
technology was my
biggest challenge but
| kept on trying and
it was OKin
the end”

“It think it
became a problem
when the tactile
aspects is missing... how
do you draw together
on Zoom and have
that hands-on
experience”
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Qualitative feedback analysis

Similar to quantitative data results, learners in the focus groups
relayed internal factors affecting learning during lockdown due
to their own readiness and adaptation to a remote learning
environment. Almost all learners voiced their feelings about
“missing” the physical environment and social contact with
other learners. The results also indicate that wellbeing and
social engagement are two areas of high importance to the
learners, who, despite being able to manage under lockdown,
could perhaps benefit from social virtual constructs that
support interaction with peers.

Supports

Communication: Among all respondents in focus group
meetings, the general consensus was that all learners felt that
information was communicated to them by both the centre
and the teacher in a clear and consistent manner. Most of
the learners received regular updates, support and materials
via WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams, E-mail or post. The latter,

it transpired, was an option all learners were aware of but
felt was not needed, as they all had access to an electronic
device. In general this could be indicative that most FET
learners are accustomed to interacting with class material
electronically in some form (PC, tablet, Smartphone etc.).

Language support: although quantitative data indicated

that supports learners availed of were low in language
support, some respondents (ESOL group) expressed that
more language support, particularly “speaking” and “more
practice” would have helped their learning experience. Out of
six attendees in this focus group, two voiced their preference
in this area. This contradicts other accounts from quantitative
data, where a very small margin of respondents felt they
needed language support and sheds light on a key element for
future contingencies for ESOL learners and those from diverse
ethnic backgrounds.

Devices and ICT schemes: Learners’ awareness of the

ICT scheme did not alter personal readiness and access to
devices. Most learners in focus group discussions stated that
they each had access to their own device and were aware

that they could avail of the ICT device scheme. A few learners,
however, indicated that they had not been aware of this
support service but stated they did not need a device. It was
also reported that despite having access to a Smartphone or
Tablet, learners expressed their preference for laptops or PCs,
as using the Smartphone proved impractical when interacting
with texts or reading materials.

Supports from teachers and college/ provider: Overall, all
learners stated having received consistent support from tutors
in several forms, including emails containing study support tips
and links, text messages with course updates and language
support when required. One learner who is dyslexic found that
tutors helped them to adjust well and provided a high level of
guidance throughout the course.

In comparison with full-time learners, part-time respondents
found it challenging to interact with new ICT applications,
platforms and skills required for online learning. The fact that
over 50% of part-time respondents (unlike F/T respondents)
stated they would have preferred more assistance with using
IT in remote learning indicates that part-time learners may
typically require further assistance in using and adapting to
ICT. This suggests that technical assistance is a priority that
provides key lessons for future part-time cohorts.
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4, Overall survey results
analysis

4.1 Programme feedback

Course Provider Measures

In response to the questions regarding ‘course provider
measures’, results indicate that programme response actions
and activities were very effective. The responses reflecting

this, however, were associated with the lowest preparedness
and experience rating. One reason for this could be external
factors. Responses also indicated that remote learning affected
learners in general, as they faced an unfamiliar, challenging
“online learning experience”. This is further corroborated by,
and reflective of, qualitative results from the learner focus
groups (see analysis below).
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Continuity of supports and teaching & learning

Results showed that courses provided consistency in terms
of continuity of online lessons and teaching. Respondents
received at least one of the above services and content.

Looking at the top positive factors for learners, other than
the learner supports, they are all internal. Services provided
by ETBs provide a base level of experience and anything
above that is determined by learners’ individual profiles and
circumstances.

The results that emerged from the supports learners needed
or availed of during lockdown show a stark difference between
part-time and full-time respondents. The former group used
more support systems in comparison with F/T learners. This
suggests a need for more supports planning for part-time
learners in remote learning environments.

Wi
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5. Conclusions

What worked well?

1 ICT device scheme worked well

p 4

2 ICT worked well in general, but better for full-timers

3 ) Full-time respondents more confident about ICT

4 Part-time respondents more confident about some study/organisational skills
5 Course providers took correct and efficient measures

Table 6 Summary of positive outcomes emerging from learner experience

Poorer experience in remote leaning and lockdown

As indicated in the survey results, the determining factors for poor learning experiences are linked to technical and technological
preparations, consistency of platforms being used, coherent and clear access to course information and easier access to online
resources. This means that ETBs can apply future oversight and planning to the above areas to continue to improve these
elements of online learning.

. - Easy contactable tutor / teacher / instructors

. - Easy access to online learning platforms
. - Easy access to online learning resources

. « ICT training (especially video communication platforms)

Table 7 Intrinsic, extrinsic and programme/ college factors affecting learners
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From the data analysis, a summary of intrinsic, external and programme-based factors helps to identify overarching circumstances

that contribute to the learner experience (See figure 19 below).

Circumstances Course delivery,

content

Learner profiles
and circumstances

Study IT skills « Platform use;

multiple platforms

IT skills (perceptions
of skills)

INTRINSIC

Missing the classroom
environment « IT and technical PD

wellbeing supports

Not knowing what

to expect
Collaboration with
other learners « Induction and resources

information

Feeling alone

EXTERNAL / EXTRINSIC

Balancing own Ability to remote

wellbeing with family learning

and study readiness/

preparation Online group work;
unfamiliarity with peers

Difficulty in doing things during lock-down

differently
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Attendance; some
learners unable to or
absent from Zoom
classes

Relationship
building issues

Figure 19 Summary of learner intrinsic, extrinsic and programme circumstances contributing to learner experiences



6. Recommendations

Supports for learners

Perhaps ETBs can look at the provision of libraries, 1-2-1
Literacy & Numeracy Support, Language Supports and ICT
Device Schemes and ways in which these can be extended.
ETBI is working on a FET digital library which provides access
to useful information, resources and links to useful websites,
which can be promoted to learners.

Regarding internal factors, it is difficult to externally bring
change to e.g., respondents’ life/learning balance and their
perception of it, but guidance and psychological services and
other learner support services can look incorporating advice
on improving:

® Time management
e Study skills

e Adaptability

e Task focus

e Resilience and engagement

A considerable proportion of learners in focus groups stated
issues, and occasional frustrations, with ICT and a feeling of
having an added pressure to learn course content as well as
technical and ICT skills. In line with the FET Strategy (2020-
2024), this confirms the priorities to address the digital divide
and ICT upskilling alongside the National Digital Strategy. The
focus group interactions confirmed the FET Strategy’s goals
toward a more inclusive, consistent approach across FET.

Learner preparedness

One of the results that stand out in terms of future measures

to aid learners and ETBs lies in differences in preparedness
and support needs for part-time learners and potential
considerations for induction structures. These factors reveal
key elements of learner supports that can aid oversight and
remote ICT infrastructure planning for future cohorts. It also
raises interesting differentials into the profile and skillsets of the
FET learner in the current educational environment affecting
learners.

This also corroborates some of the statements made in
qualitative Zoom meetings, in which part-time respondents
stated a need for more IT support both for learners and
teachers. This is an issue observed elsewhere in the past
year. Similar findings were outlined elsewhere, stating
implications of sudden changes in the education landscape,
which precipitated the need for ICT support and knowledge
of suitable infrastructures (See Joint Information Systems
Committee survey, 2021: online; Pokhrel and Chhetri, 20217).
Similar future considerations in upskilling practitioners and
further research involving learner perceptions are noted by
the Association on Higher Education and Disability survey
(AHEAD, 2020). The latter reported that some of the biggest
challenges facing FET learners during the pandemic in general
have been linked to the motivation to learn remotely, daily life
distractions and accessibility while simultaneously dealing
with ICT integration in learning and teaching. The dialogues
ETBI continues to host around Blended Learning and through
the Digital Library Working Group can serve as a venue for
exploring these challenges and exchanging valuable expertise
within the sector.

"JISC (Joint Information Systems Committee), 2020. Teaching staff digital experience insights survey 2020 UK further education (FE) survey findings. JISC, UK. Retrieved from: Teaching
staff digital experience insights survey 2020; UK further education (FE) survey findings (jisc.ac.uk), accessed on 4.4.2021.

Pokhrel, S. and Chhetri, R., 2021. A literature review on impact of COVID-19 pandemic on teaching and learning. Higher Education for the Future, 8(1), pp.133-141.
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Difficulty in finding learning resources online is, again, mostly
an external factor that can be addressed by providing better
library access — the ETBI FET Digital Library can be a central
“one-stop shop” for learning resources, which can be put
forward by ETBs for inclusion on the Digital Library. Learner
support services can also look at teaching search skills to
learners; resources may or may not exist, but if they do exist,
then they should be able to be found by learners.

A similar dynamic is present for “difficult to access online
learning platforms”. These should be well signposted and easy
to access with the instructions for access clearly written in
plain English. More help could be available to learners in the
form of written instructions, video and other tutorials and use of
platforms’ own help features. Discussions involving how other
providers/ ETBs are progressing in this regard would illuminate
future measures within the sector.

The other internal factors can again be looked at by guidance,
psychological and other learner support services providing
advice on:

e Time management
e Motivation

e Study skills

Study Skills

Regarding study skills, perhaps some peer-mentoring can be
done with part-timer learners passing on study tips to full-time
learners who are less confident about planning and organising
study. A reciprocal arrangement may also be considered for
ICT skills.

Course providers can perhaps also look at course and module
design and see if respondents’ concerns about assessing
their learning progress and pace of work can be addressed
by altering design and stated learning outcomes or clearly
communicating learning outcomes to learners.

All Aboard is a collaborative project, initially undertaken by NUI
Galway, University College Dublin, the University of Limerick,
and Mary Immaculate College Limerick, on behalf of the Irish
Higher Education sector and funded by the National Forum

for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education and is a project that looks to improve learners’
digital knowledge, skills and confidence. While aimed at higher
education, the materials are openly licensed and are therefore
available for reuse and adaptation. Perhaps ETBI and ETBs
could look at adapting the content for FET. A related National
Forum funded project is the Student Success Toolbox, which
again is openly licenced and therefore could be adapted to
better fit the needs of FET learners.

Motivation and study-life balance

Motivation, study-life balance and keeping track of own
progress, though not a concern to the majority of respondents
in quantitative results were among the biggest challenges
relayed by all focus groups, suggesting that qualitative
methods maybe a better way of capturing what learners feel
during a lockdown experience. This raises useful insight into
the integration of more affective, engaging approaches in
hearing the learner’s voice through discussions, which can be
integrated into induction processes and programme support
strategies, as qualitative findings capture information that is
otherwise difficult to articulate through quantitative questions/
surveys. Since the current landscape of FET and remote
learning remains uncertain, motivation and life-study balance
will require increased attention. As previously stated in the QQI
report on ‘The Impact of COVID-19 Modifications to Teaching,
Learning and Assessment in Irish Further Education and
Training and Higher Education’ (2020), ‘Learner engagement
difficulties may be exacerbated if remote teaching and learning
extends over a longer period and therefore their causes need
to be understood’ (QQI, 2020:4).

Conclusion

Through this survey we have uncovered factors that
have impacted learners during lockdown between 2020
and 2021. The learner experience and engagement

of respondents’ perceptions of the challenges and
positive aspects of remote learning have identified lived
experiences that generated meaningful findings. Both
qualitative and quantitative data complemented each
other in examining key aspects of online instruction
during closures. Based on the findings, we recommend
that a number of actions be progressed through sectoral
discussions and collaboration to further respond to the
learners and practitioners’ needs. The recommendations
outlined in this survey report also serve as an instrument
for future contingency and oversight planning to support
the sector.

2 AHEAD (Association on Higher Education And Disability), 2020. ‘Learning from Home During Covid-19: A Survey of Irish FET and HE Students with Disabilities’. Ireland. Retrieved from:
https://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/shop/free/Learning%20from%20Home%20During%20Covid-19%20-%20A%20Survey %200f%20Irish%20FET % 20and % 20HE % 20Students % 20with %20

Disabilities.pdf, accessed on 20.4.2021
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