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INTRODUCTION 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19 pandemic), by far, has been the biggest challenge the world has faced in the year 2020 and the subsequently inevitable lockdown has collectively affected everyone worldwide. Among others, 91% of the school student population has been affected by the momentary closure of schools (Miks & McIlwaine, 2020). At the wake of this situation, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) has been closely working with several countries such as Ukraine, Rwanda and Syria utilising the ‘Learning Passport’ (a global learning platform), radio broadcasting and self-learning programme books respectively to minimize the disruption in the learning process of school students (Miks & McIlwaine, ibid). Simultaneously, Sri Lanka too has made certain that the idling of the country’s student population is not tolerated. Among the methods implemented in maintaining the continuation of this teaching-learning process, online teaching has been in the forefront. It has been conducted in various manners including live online teaching sessions and allocating work through WhatsApp and Viber. The latter is mainly being used with lower primary students in collaboration with the parents who have a vital role to play in the process by being a mediating facilitator. However, it must be noted that currently, a considerable percentage of students is being marginalised due to their economic inability to receive education contrary to the free school education that was introduced to the country in 1943 (Gunasekara, 2020).  Furthermore, school online teaching, which is a currently ongoing process, is undoubtedly undergoing a trial and error period since there is no concrete past experience to rely on and the relevant authorities need to be alert by constantly being adaptive to the challenges they face (Reimers, Schleicher, Saavedra & Tuominen, 2020). Meanwhile, the stakeholders of online teaching which include the teachers, students and parents too need to be aware of the immediate issues pertaining to this novel experience in order to reap better results as distance learning now seems to be applicable to the school education system as well with the world being faced with unpredictable situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, this study explores the following research questions that may cater to creating a more fruitful outcome from online teaching-learning sessions. After all, the quality of receiving of knowledge is as equally imperative as its delivery (Cobo & Ciarrusta, 2020).

1. What are the challenges faced by teachers, students and parents during live online teaching-learning sessions?

2. What are the methods that could be implemented to minimize these challenges?

METHODOLOGY
In exploring the above stated research questions, this was completely conducted as a qualitative study. Data were collected using non-probability sampling since the respondents were selected based on convenience as well as their willingness to be a part of the study. Accordingly, twelve teachers with four from each sector of schools – local (government), local (private) and international – twelve school going students – students of the respective teachers representing the mentioned school sectors – and twelve parents of the selected students adding up to a total of thirty-six participants partook as respondents. Furthermore, four online learning sessions were observed with the permission of the respective teachers and the parents of the relevant students.  

A mixed methods design was employed in extracting data from the respondents which included face-to-face as well as over-the-phone interviews. Among them, the latter was the most commonly used since part of the study was conducted during the island wide lockdown. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In accordance with the expectations of the schools and higher authorities, teachers are faced with multiple challenges such as covering the syllabus, planning out online lessons, making sure the students have grasped the lesson, assessing their knowledge and making themselves available according to the stipulated time allocations while attending to their duties and responsibilities entailed upon their familial roles. Additionally, when engaging themselves in online teaching on a daily basis, which is a novel concept to the Sri Lankan school teaching community, they also face other numerous issues.

The teachers, irrespective of the sector they represent, complained of a few common grievances with the main one being the absence of certain students at their stations. They found it frustrating to constantly call out names in checking their presence. In fact, one teacher confessed to have been tempted to leave her station once in anger against the teaching ethics since a majority of the class had vacated their stations while being logged in. Some of the excuses these students tend to have forwarded when queried are, having poor signal strength, running out of data and sudden power failures, and as the teachers affirmed, they are compelled to accept them since checking their validity is an impossibility. On the contrary, when observing some of the online sessions, several underhand behaviours were visible; students roaming around their homes, attending to personal needs and even chatting among each other via text messages and sometimes through calls while being muted on the screen. This was also a complaint made by parents who called it a discipline-related issue that could only be kept in order in a real a classroom context. However, these teachers unanimously accepted that certain students have genuinely been unable to log in when electronic devices have been inaccessible when the parents have carried them along due to occupational obligations. They suggested that parents could try to be flexible in their working hours accommodating the children’s educational needs. Yet, again, this flexibility totally depends on the parents’ working conditions.

Another challenge common to all was the inability to gauge how well the more reserved students have grasped a concept as they are reluctant to respond. Habitually, such students answer in the affirmative when queried on their comprehension on something taught and several teachers assumed that it so happens due to their fear of being humiliated if stated otherwise and also it is a convenient way in evading being foregrounded. As a result, these teachers asserted that momentarily, they have no other alternative other than to accept their affirmation until they recommence face-to-face sessions. Contrarily, certain students stated that being extroverts, still they are reluctant at times to divulge answers as they feel less confident without the physical presence of the teacher. This was a challenge for which both parties could not recommend a practical solution. 

Monotony was another issue that both teachers and students were facing mainly because of having to follow the same schedule every week day. Some complained of their enthusiasm to work at a stretch being dampened by having no physical social interaction with their colleagues and peers. In particular, the students seemed more affected since they missed the extra-curricular activities done at school. This too seemed an inevitable issue with school premises being inaccessible. It could be assumed that the tendency to interact through texting during online sessions among their friends is one of the results of the physical distancing. 

There was a considerable number of challenges that were specific for each sector of participants. For instance, the local (government) teachers stated that a certain segment of their students have never logged into any of their online sessions due to reasons such as having no access to necessary equipment, lacking the means to pay for data or even a suitable learning environment free of disturbances. Basically, as Gunasekara (2020) declares, economic and social disparities have clearly marginalized a specific segment of the school student population allowing only a certain percentage to benefit from the inevitable introduction of temporary online education to the school system. It was also informed that there were many teachers in the community who were facing similar situations thus barring them from conducting online teaching. Though concessional data packages have been introduced by various mobile and telecommunication companies, there are many who lack the means to utilize them either and the respondents collectively agreed that an allowance attached to their salary would make a considerable impact in this regard. On the other hand, the participants representing the international school sector affirmed that they receive an allowance from their employer releasing their burden of economic stress. Further, the latter also confirmed that there is 100% logging in of students in their teaching-learning context though the previously mentioned issues on non-response and absence at the station are intact. 

A special mention was made particularly by the local school teachers – mainly government and to a certain extent, private – about a few elderly teachers who vehemently refused to consider online teaching as an option for the current crisis prevailing worldwide. In spite of being technologically challenged, a majority of the teachers in the sample has boldly attempted this task amidst various challenges while the few who have refused are burdened with limited time to cover their syllabi. On the contrary, international schools, by paying an allowance for the extra usage of data, have not tolerated any staff member’s reluctance to teach online under any circumstance. All participants unanimously agreed that it would be immensely useful if a short course on online teaching could be offered by relevant authorities to all teachers once schools re-open to make them more conversant in the technique. 

It must be noted that compared to the local (government) schools, the private schools have had no issue related to the virtual attendance of their students. 

The parent participants too complained of their share of problems when queried. The ones with children attending primary school found it tiring to play the mediatory facilitator’s role while attending to domestic chores as well as working from home. They not only found sitting by their side and looking for information time consuming but also challenging to get their attention since they prefer receiving knowledge from their teacher rather than from a parent. Further, they mentioned on the consumption of extra data which was affecting them economically. Having limited equipment to be shared between the working parents and children – especially, if the number was more – has also affected the smooth continuation of work and education both. 

CONCLUSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS
In conclusion, among the sectors local (government and private) and international schools, the first seems to be the most affected by challenges with a considerable percentage of students being deprived of education due to lack of means to access necessary equipment and data and certain teachers’ reluctance to experiment in online teaching. However, there are many hindrances that are common to all three sectors such as non-adherence to strict discipline, inability to gauge the students’ level of comprehension and monotony. Students too are grieved by situations such as being unable to clarify their doubts without the physical presence of a teacher and missing the motivation generated by extra-curricular activities while parents have to deal with sharing electronic devices with their children, be mindful of the usage of data and balance their occupational work and household chores with facilitating their children in homeschooling.    

Evidently, online teaching is a novel experience for the teachers and students in schools which also seems an inevitable part of the teaching-learning process in the future. As a result, while being mindful of the above-mentioned challenges, it is also vital to discover ways to minimize them. As mentioned by teacher respondents, providing compulsory training for all teachers on online teaching seems a practical suggestion. Further, it would be useful to include online learning into the school curriculum so that the students too are familiar with it. 

This study was conducted by generally overviewing the challenges that have emerged during online teaching. However, this same study could be extended as a full paper by viewing issues related to specific subjects when taught in a virtual classroom so that when the need arises, the relevant teachers are better positioned in conducting more successful online lessons.      
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