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The coronavirus pandemic threw a curveball  
at the nation’s education system, and there  
is no going back. While there was great variance  

in how school districts responded, the crisis forced  

the most significant adaptation of our generation  

on long-standing best practices on teaching, learning, 

student interaction, funding and operations.

“The entire model was shaken to its core, including  

how schools receive funding, full or partial suspension 

of extracurricular programing, before and after school 

childcare and, of course, teaching and learning,” 

said Christina Dehler, associate dean and director  

of advanced programs at the Teachers College  

at Western Governors University.

The question on many educators’ minds as the dust 

settles is how their sector has changed.

For one, technology has established itself as a classroom  
mainstay. While millions of students in rural areas or those  
without internet access used paper packets for distance 
learning, significant numbers of students and teachers 
experimented with tech learning tools. Some of those 
tools worked and others failed, but the exposure  
is likely to drive major changes in how classroom-based 
technology is received in the future.

The attention drawn to education during the pandemic 
also highlighted the needs of individual learners.  
Some of the parents who chose to homeschool or set  
up micro-schools and pods did so in part because  
that is how their children learned best, while others 
found their students thriving in a virtual environment.

Perhaps more than anything else, the crisis spurred  
an unprecedented level of innovation in the delivery  
of curriculum. Virtually overnight, teachers had to reimagine 
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how they would convey lessons designed for in-person 
instruction in a distant and virtual environment. 

“Even before COVID-19, it was important for teachers 
to be innovative, and now that has been accelerated,” 
said Laurie Boen, program chair for the Master  
of Science in Curriculum and Instruction at WGU. 

What they learned during that period will shape  
how K-12 schools emerge from this challenge,  
and it is imperative for all teachers to pay attention 
and prepare.

TECHNOLOGY’S STARRING ROLE
Three-quarters of schools around the world started 
the 2020-21 school year virtually, according to CB 
Insights. While education is a “legacy sector,” according 
to a recent report by the research firm, the unique 
challenges of the pandemic propelled adoption. 

“With Covid-19 forcing education to digitize fast, it is hard 
to imagine a future where online learning is not a core 
component of education and teaching,” it noted.

Education-technology companies already were 
imagining what a world would look like, and early 
adopters had embraced technology in classrooms  
in various ways before the pandemic. 

Microsoft has placed big bets on virtual education  
and, even before global lockdowns caused by COVID-19  
began, Anthony Salcito, the company’s vice president 
of education, was predicting how technology would 
reshape schools.

“I think a big theme of the next decade is technology  
that enables schools to act as a learning hub, a central  
place for education, but the focus is on the rest of a  
student’s learning pathway, not just what happens in  
the classroom,” Salcito said at a conference in January 
2020. He noted that while schools have traditionally  
focused on the classroom experience, they are likely  
to begin creating “a foundation of inclusive, flexible,  
data-driven buildings and spaces that will enable  
students to learn beyond those walls.”

Great inequities exist in public education,  
and many schools are still far from such a reality.  
Yet, in the school districts that tested technology 
to deliver education in some form in 2020,  
students, educators and families alike developed  
a familiarity with it.

Educators must be nimble and 
innovative as their sector shifts 
dramatically because of the events 

of 2020. They should expect more ways 
to interact with and support students, 
and they need to know how to use those 
tools to support learners with various 
needs and in various conditions.

Western Governors University recently 
redeveloped its Masters in Curriculum and 
Instruction education degree program to 
prioritize helping teachers improve their practice 
and lead innovation in teaching and learning.  
It is designed to give teachers the skills they need 
to pivot quickly in new learning environments, 
a must-have in the post-COVID world, asserted 
Christina Dehler, associate dean and director  
of advanced programs at WGU’s Teachers College.

“The days of using one or even a few basic 
teaching models is over,” she said. “The MSCIN 
program has been designed so that as teachers 
move through course content, they can readily 
apply their learning to their classrooms.”

The program, which is designed for busy 
professionals and follows a competency-based 
education model, focuses on teaching skills that 
have real-time and real-world applicability. Just  
as teachers need to be nimble moving forward,  
so it goes with programs for teachers, Boen noted.

“Education should evolve as our nation and our 
world evolves,” she said.
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“While families are now stressed out trying to educate 
their children, they are also experiencing educational 
methods and tools that they’ve never seen before.  
They are getting more accustomed to them,” Douglas Harris 
wrote for The Brookings Institution amid the crisis.

Harris noted that not all the tools worked well,  
and that many students had a subpar learning  
experience, but that exposure will undoubtedly  
lead to a greater use of online tools to complement 
in-person instruction.

FOCUS ON INDIVIDUALIZED LEARNING
One-way digital tools can enhance learning  
is by personalizing the experience. It has always been  
a challenge for teachers to individualize learning in a group  
setting, and the great variety in how students learn 
became apparent during the pandemic. 

“Technology provides multiple ways for teachers  
to connect with and support their students,” Dehler 
explained. “In a student-centered model, teachers  
will be able to curate content that matches their 
students’ needs and abilities.”

Some children thrived with virtual learning,  
where they had fewer social distractions or were  
able to work at their own pace. Others found  
it exceedingly difficult, and many parents reimagined 
learning through homeschooling, micro-schools  
and pods as a result to engage their children. 

The pandemic also empowered students and parents 
to look for tools and structures that fit their needs — 
and that may lead to greater engagement beyond the 
crisis as well, Harris noted. 

“Now that they have more places to look, they may be more  
likely to try and address learning needs on their own,”  
he said. “A shift to online tools could shift the role  
of teachers, making them more like coaches and mentors.”

Mark Siegel, headmaster at the Delphian School  
in Oregon, agreed with that assessment in an article 
for the Center for Digital Education. 

“As teachers shift to be resource providers and guides  
over student-directed learning, they will also look at new  
ways of observing students and learning about them  
to ensure a good resource-to-student match,” Siegel wrote.

In a student-centered 
model, teachers will  

be able to curate  
content that matches  

their students’ needs  
and abilities.

“
”
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CURRICULUM EVALUATION  
AND EVOLUTION
The notion of teaching and supporting “the whole child” 
has been around for years. Educators are in a position 
not only to teach topics such as science and math,  
but to help children develop social and emotional  
and cognitive skills. 

Such an approach is particularly important in the 
wake of the crisis, as students are returning to 
schools with varying experiences of and possible 
trauma from the pandemic. 

“Post-COVID-19, with a better focus on student 
independence and proper resourcing, we will  
better analyze what we are teaching overall,”  
Siegel predicted. “With COVID-19 forcing 
administrators to debate why they should  
support specific directions, policies, or tools 
compared to others, schools are also learning  
to better define and support exactly what  
they value.”

The changes and innovation spurred by school 
shutdowns present an opportunity for schools  
to evaluate not just how students learn but what  
they are being taught as well. 

“COVID-19 has reshaped and will likely continue  
to reshape education in many ways, including  
how teachers support their students,” Boen said. 

Post-COVID-19, with  
a better focus on  

student independence  
and proper resourcing,  

we will better analyze  
what we are teaching 

overall.

“

”

75% of public school districts  
are reporting hybrid or fully  
remote schooling for the  
2020-2021 school year.

IN 2021

75%

Edtech accounted for less  
than 5% of the $1.6 trillion  

spent on education  
in the US each year.

IN 2020

<5% $1.6T
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You already know that education changes lives—for 
students and for educators. Now earn a life-changing 
bachelor’s or master’s degree! WGU’s Teachers College 
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nationwide by NCTQ. We offer teacher prep programs 
that lead to licensure in any of the 50 states and advanced 
degree programs designed for academic specialization 
or leadership. Tuition is $6,480 or less per year. WGU 
holds both regional accreditation (the highest standard 

recognized by the U.S. Department of Education) 
and accreditation by the Council for the 

Accreditation of Educator Preparation 
(CAEP). Learn more at  

wgu.edu/education.
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