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Background: The 2020–2021 school year shut down because of the COVID-19 
pandemic brought an unprecedented burden on parents, especially those with 
special needs children. Parents with children with special needs were left to assist 
their children with remote learning at home using technology for the first time. 
These students with special needs were used to face-to-face and one-to-one 
classroom learning by skilled educators but are now left to be educated by their 
parents.

Objective: This study explored parents’ experiences assisting their special needs 
children with remote learning for the first time, using technology at home during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method: A transcendental (descriptive) phenomenology was undertaken to 
explore the experiences of nine participants, recruited from two school divisions in 
Manitoba, Canada, on their child’s education and the challenges they experienced 
during remote learning from home. A purposive sampling technique was used, 
and data were collected through telephone interviews.

Results: Eight out of nine parents reported a negative experience with remote 
learning. Four major themes emerged after the data analysis: participants’ fear 
and anxiety during remote learning, difficulty maintaining routines during remote 
learning, students’ behavioral issues and mental health changes during remote 
learning, and lack of home support during remote learning. Furthermore, results 
indicated that integrating technology in remote learning for students with special 
needs was ineffective.

Conclusion: This study suggests poor communication between parents and 
teachers, and parents’ desire to be  involved in planning remote learning for 
students with special needs during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown was not 
met. This study also suggests that schools failed to meet students’ IEPs during 
remote learning. Furthermore, this study highlights that remote learning for 
special-needs students is inappropriate without educational assistance.
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Introduction

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, children with disabilities 
attended school and participated in in-person classroom learning. In 
Canada, students with disabilities are integrated into mainstream 
education with special support if needed (Education Profiles, 2020). 
Part of the educational policy in Canada is to include special needs 
students in regular classrooms (Education Profiles, 2020). Some 
schools provide special needs education where students cannot 
integrate into mainstream education (Education Profiles, 2020).

Traditionally, learning has been done face-to-face in classrooms, 
but the COVID-19 pandemic transformed the learning process into 
remote (online) learning for many students (Daniela et al., 2021). 
Daniela et al. (2021) stated that transferring classroom learning to 
remote learning because of the COVID-19 pandemic shocked the 
educational system, and parents became “homeschoolers within a few 
days without prior training” (p. 1). Research has shown that online 
learning may not suit all students and families, especially students 
with disabilities (Black et al., 2020). Using technology to help students 
connect with their classrooms from home was a significant concern 
for parents because of their lack of experience with remote learning 
[United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), 2020]. Parents taught their children remotely without 
training (Daniela et al., 2021). Some parents had to face the combined 
challenges of maintaining family life, work life, and teaching (Fisher 
et al., 2020). Additionally, some parents had to reduce their working 
hours or take unpaid time to help their children with remote learning 
(Kalil et  al., 2020). These lifestyle changes impacted their family’s 
financial condition, physical well-being, and mental health (Fisher 
et al., 2020; Kalil et al., 2020).

Parents who have displeasure with formal schooling make a 
conscious decision to educate their children at home (Yin et al., 2016). 
On the other hand, COVID-19-induced homeschooling was not a 
choice made by parents (Daniela et al., 2021). In this case, parents had 
no choice but to educate their children at home due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the shutdown of schools (Garbe et al., 2020; Hakkila 
et al., 2020; Widodo et al., 2020). English (2021) and Burke (2021), as 
cited in Daniela et  al. (2021) called these parents “accidental 
homeschoolers” (p.  1). Homeschooling is legal in Canada 
(Homeschool.Today, 2020), and parents do not need a college degree 
to homeschool their children (Heuer and Donovan, 2017). Moreover, 
parents have options for part-time homeschooling during 
contemporary homeschooling with a public school, and students can 
participate in school extracurricular activities, including athletics, 
depending on the district’s approval (Heuer and Donovan, 2017). This 
differs from the COVID-19 induced homeschooling, where all school 
activities were closed, and parents had to provide activities for their 
children [Bhamani et  al., 2020; Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2020].

The implementation of social isolation and distancing needed due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic added an unprecedented burden on 
individuals and families, especially those parents with special needs 
children (Rose et al., 2020). The closure of schools made it impossible 
for students to use the school environment to interact and socialize 
with friends (Bhamani et al., 2020; Goldschmidt, 2020). The home 
became their playground and learning environment where parents 
were left to teach and entertain their children [Bhamani et al., 2020; 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

2020]. Children with special needs have virtual learning challenges 
that children without special needs have (Villano, 2020). For example, 
a child with down syndrome may not be able to log into a computer 
and navigate some of these schools’ learning software platforms. In 
contrast, a child with no disability of the same age could log in easily 
without assistance. Villano (2020, p. 3) stated that “what works for 
some students may not work for those students with special needs”.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, parents with special needs 
children did not feel their children were fully included in distance 
learning planning (Duraku and Nagavci, 2020; Toquero, 2020). 
Consulting with parents and using their experiences could have 
helped educators plan virtual learning programs to meet students’ 
individual education plans (IEPs) (Villano, 2020).

This study was conducted because several studies recommended 
future research to explore parents’ experiences in assisting their 
children’s remote learning using technology (Burdette and Greer, 
2014; Bhamani et al., 2020; Duraku and Nagavci, 2020; Garbe et al., 
2020; Koskela et  al., 2020; Toquero, 2020). It was also unclear 
whether online remote learning suited all students and families, 
especially students with disabilities (Black et  al., 2020). School’s 
sudden closure and the resulting conversion of traditional classroom 
learning to distance learning did not allow parents to prepare for a 
teacher’s role (Letzel et al., 2020; Daniela et al., 2021). Parents lacked 
the necessary training to assist students in this new environment 
(Letzel et  al., 2020; Daniela et  al., 2021), which added an 
unprecedented burden on them, especially those with special needs 
children (Rose et al., 2020). Nevertheless, parents’ stories showed 
they used their self-efficacy to motivate themselves to assist their 
children with remote learning. Albert Bandura, a social psychologist, 
believed that people do what they do because they believe in 
themselves to complete a job. This is referred to as self-efficacy 
(Owens and Valesky, 2015). Cherry (2020) stated, “Self-efficacy is a 
person’s belief in their ability to succeed in a particular situation” 
(p. 1). Therefore, these beliefs determine how “people think, behave, 
and feel” (Cherry, 2020, p. 1).

Methodology

This study explored the challenges and rewards parents of children 
with special needs encountered while assisting their children with 
remote learning for the first time from home during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Knowing these parents’ challenges or rewards while 
helping their children with remote learning will provide school 
divisions, educators, and policy-makers an opportunity to plan and 
prepare parents better for future remote learning. Also, educators and 
parents would know whether remote learning is suitable for students 
with disabilities. This study received institutional review board 
approval from William Howard Taft University, Colorado, 
United States.

Participants

Participants for this study were recruited from two school 
divisions in Manitoba. One school division is in an urban area, while 
the other is rural. The schools involved have students with special 
needs who participated in remote learning during the COVID-19 
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pandemic lockdown, which qualified their parents or guardians to 
participate in this study. This researcher dropped off the envelopes 
containing the study invitation to teachers for distribution. Teachers 
identified children with special needs who participated in remote 
learning with their parents during the COVID-19 pandemic and gave 
them invitation envelopes to give to their parents. Parents willing to 
participate in the study contacted the researcher via phone and 
emailed their consent forms. The child’s disability was confirmed with 
each participant before conducting the interviews. Eight participants 
identified as parents and one as a guardian. Participants identified as 
working class, with some holding more than one job. Participants 
included eight females and one male of different races and ethnicities 
(Table 1).

Sample

In this study, purposive sampling was used to recruit willing 
participants to inform the study (Speziale Streubert and Carpenter, 
2010). The strength of purposive sampling is selecting information-
rich participants who can inform the study (Isaac, 2006). Purposive 
sampling also helped the researcher learn a great deal about the issues 
that affect the participants and those central to the research’s purpose 
(Isaac, 2006). Data collected from purposive sampling are rich in the 
participants’ experiences and viewpoints on the investigated subject 
(Isaac, 2006).

Selection process

Parents and guardians of school-going children with special needs 
educated at home through distance learning during the COVID-19 
pandemic were selected for this study. Parents and guardians younger 
than 18 years were excluded because they were ethically considered 
minors and would have needed an adult to sign the consent on their 
behalf. Thus, parents’ and guardians’ confidentiality and privacy in 
this age group could not be  assured because a third party would 
be involved. Parents and guardians who could not speak English were 
excluded, as the interviews were conducted in English, and the cost of 
employing a translator would have been prohibitive. This researcher 
used a sample size that was large enough to “allow the unfolding of a 
new and richly textured understanding of the phenomenon under 
study, but small enough so that the deep, case-oriented analyses of 
qualitative data is not precluded” (Sandelowski, 1995, as cited in 
Vasileiou et al., 2018, p. 2).

Researcher positionality

This researcher has a teenage son with a disability who took part 
in remote learning for the first time during the COVID-19 pandemic 
school closure. Although this researcher did not participate in this 
research, they brought plenty of knowledge regarding understanding 
participants’ stories in educating a special needs child online using 
technology for the first time. This researcher’s son’s school used 
Microsoft teams to connect with students; this researcher’s son could 
not log into Microsoft teams and needed help. Once connected to 
Microsoft teams, keeping him focused on the screen, staying focused 
in front of the camera and communicating with his peers and teachers 
was challenging. This researcher used their knowledge and experience 
of educating a child with special needs remotely during the data 
collection process. This was an advantage for this researcher because 
of their personal experience educating a child with special needs from 
home for the first time.

Data collection

A semi-structured, individual interview was this study’s chosen 
data collection method. This was because “semi-structured interviews 
are those in-depth interviews where the respondents have to answer 
preset open-ended questions” (Jamshed, 2014, p.  1). With semi-
structured interviews, there was more flexibility in the interview 
process (Jamshed, 2014). Although an interview schedule was used, it 
allowed for “unanticipated responses and issues to emerge through the 
use of open-ended questioning” (Todd, 2006, as cited in Ryan et al., 
2009, p.  310). Parents were asked questions such as: how would 
you  describe your position as a novice parent-teacher? How did 
you feel when you were told schools were closed and your child would 
have to learn from home, knowing you are now responsible for your 
child’s education? How did you handle that shock, if any? No pilot 
study was conducted because the researcher used open-ended 
questions from a schedule guide. These questions are unique and 
changed during the interview process. Instead of conducting a pilot 
study, the interview schedule and tentative open-ended questions were 
reviewed by an expert panel and through member-checking.

TABLE 1 Characteristics of participants.

Characteristics n %

Gender

  Male 1 11.1

  Female 8 88.8

Education

  Diploma 6 66.6

  Graduate degree 3 33.3

Marital status

  Married 8 88.8

  Single 1 11.1

  Other children at home 5 55.5

  No other children at home 4 44.4

  Employed full-time 6 66.6

  Employed part-time 3 33.3

  Worked from home 4 44.4

  Worked outside the home 5 55.5

  Unemployed 0 0.0

Partners

  Employed 8 88.8

  Worked from home 1 11.1

  Worked outside the home 7 77.7

  Unemployed 0 0.0

N = 9 (18%).
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The interviews were conducted one-to-one via phone, which 
helped overcome misunderstandings or misinterpretations of certain 
words by the participants. Unlike other data collection methods for 
qualitative studies, such as questionnaires or surveys, with telephone 
interviews, the researcher could ask participants to clarify words or 
explain further what they were trying to convey. Such actions helped 
clear any doubts the researcher may have about the data provided by 
participants. The researcher asked predefined questions and tried to 
leave more freedom for the interviewee to talk. Through the interview 
process, the lived experiences of the interviewee were identified and 
discussed. The semi-structured interviews lasted between 30 min and 
40 min. The interviews were carried out in September and October 
2021. Data were collected from participants who declared that they 
had at least one special needs child who attended traditional classroom 

learning and changed to remote learning due to the school lockdown. 
See Table 2 for characteristics of participants’ children with disabilities. 
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. A follow-up 
phone call was made to participants after transcribing the interviews 
to ensure accuracy. Participants were offered a summary of the 
interview but declined. This researcher could not perform face-to-face 
interviews as initially planned because of the spread of the COVID-19 
Delta variant. During the interviews, Manitoba had restrictions where 
people should stay 2 meters apart, wear masks, and avoid 
social gatherings.

Data analysis

This researcher utilized the process described by Colaizzi (1978), 
as cited in Wojnar and Swanson (2007) to identify the themes. 
Reviewing and rewriting themes helped decide whether a theme 
applied equally to all participants. Colaizzi developed seven steps for 
analyzing descriptive phenomenological data. These steps include 
reading and rereading the data collected and extracting statements 
related to the topic. Afterward, the researcher categorized meanings 
into themes and integrated the “findings into an exhaustive description 
of the phenomenon being studied” (Colaizzi, 1978, as cited in Wojnar 
and Swanson, 2007, p. 176). The final step was to validate the findings 
and “incorporate any changes offered by the participants into the final 
description of the essence of the phenomenon” (Colaizzi, 1978, as 
cited in Wojnar and Swanson, 2007, p. 176). This researcher asked five 
of the nine participants to validate the findings, and changes offered 
by participants were incorporated into the final results to fulfil the 
analytic process’s final step as described by Colaizzi (1978), as cited in 
Wojnar and Swanson (2007). In the final analysis, the formulated 
meanings became clusters of themes that are common to 
all participants.

Results

A total of four categories of themes were extracted from 
participants’ statements that pertain to the phenomenon under 
investigation. The themes include participants’ fear and anxiety during 
remote learning, difficulty maintaining routines during remote 
learning, students’ behavioral issues and mental health changes during 
remote learning, and lack of home support during remote learning. 
The findings focused on these four themes and how they relate to 
parents’ and guardians’ experiences in assisting their special needs 
children with remote learning from home. Participants’ verbatim 
accounts accompany most of the descriptions.

Theme one: Participants’ fear and anxiety 
during remote learning

Participants reported that this sudden change of becoming 
teachers overnight caused fear and anxiety, as they were left with no 
option but to become parent teachers. The theme of fear and anxiety 
was equally shared among eight out of nine participants. When 
participants were asked about their experience of becoming a parent-
teacher, one said, “I felt absolutely sick to my stomach. I was full of 

TABLE 2 Characteristics of participant’s children with disabilities.

Characteristics n %

Age (years)

  5–10 2 22.2

  11–15 3 33.3

  16–20 3 33.3

  21–25 1 11.1

Gender

  Male 8 88.8

  Female 1 11.1

School grade

  Kindergarten 1 11.1

  1 0 0.0

  2 1 11.1

  3 0 0.0

  4 0 0.0

  5 0 0.0

  6 1 11.1

  7 0 0.0

  8 1 11.1

  9 0 0.0

  10 1 11.1

  11–12 0 0.0

  Life skills program 4 44.4

Children’s disabilities

  ASD and ADD 1 11.1

  ASD 4 44.4

  ASD and OD 1 11.1

  ASD and anxiety 1 11.1

  ADHD and GDD 1 11.1

  Down syndrome 1 11.1

Total students with special needs in 

both schools

50 0.48

N = 9 (18%). ASD, autism spectrum disorder; ADD, attention deficit disorder; ADHD, 
attention deficit hyperactive disorder; GDD, global development delay; OD, opposition 
deficiency.
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dread…I did not know how I was going to be able to manage that.” 
When asked about how they felt in their new role as parent-teachers, 
this participant said, “I was pretty worried about it, and I was scared 
because I  did not know…how I  was going to juggle…my work 
responsibilities.” Another participant stated, “there was a little bit of 
concern and fear, wondering how long this was going to last.” This 
other participant said:

I felt good that the kids were being pulled out of school because 
we felt really unsafe with the unknown of the CoVid virus. But I’ll 
be honest; I was a little bit panicked…because I had to work from 
home as well, and I was working two jobs at the time.

The research revealed that participants were anxious about their 
new role as novice teachers from participants’ stories. All nine 
participants reported doing homeschooling for the first time with no 
prior knowledge and preparation for homeschooling. Participants also 
said that they received no training or directions from their schools on 
educating their special needs children at home. Six out of nine 
participants received materials from their schools but with little 
guidance. Participants said they received reading books, picture 
books, games, puzzles, project-building materials, worksheets on 
math concepts, and matching activities. Participants stated they used 
their own materials that they felt comfortable with to teach their 
children. Participants also said they tried to reach out to schools, but 
there was poor communication by some of the teachers.

After trying to reach some teachers with no success, one 
participant said, “Teachers could have touched base a little bit more 
directly with me. As I said, I had one exceptional teacher, and the 
others are just terrible.” Another participant, when asked if they 
reached out to schools for guidance, stated that they sympathized with 
teachers because they had a lot of students to deal with at the time. 
Another participant shared a similar sentiment and stated they 
understood because everyone, including teachers, struggled at the 
start of the pandemic. This is what another participant said when 
asked about reaching out to teachers for help and guidance 
with schoolwork:

I found I will ask for things… but they will just send me more of the 
same that we were not using. It’s very hard to…know what you need 
to ask for when you are turned into the teacher, so you are like 
deciding all these decisions.

In terms of participants’ fear and anxiety with remote learning, 
one participant shared the following:

Well, I handled it with…a lot of dread…because, being a public 
health nurse, I knew that I was going to be very, very, very busy…
and so my time was going to be very limited to help him. So…I was 
pretty worried about it, and I was scared.

Participants continually noted their concerns about being a 
parent-teacher for longer than expected and gave accounts of how 
they were filled with fear. Although all of the nine participants said 
they welcomed the initial lockdown, they said they were not expecting 
to be in their teaching role for a more extended period. They reported 
that they hoped that the lockdown was temporary and schools would 
reopen in a few weeks. This participant stated, “I thought we’d be home 

for a week, and then everything would go back to normal.” Another 
participant said, “I was absolutely devasted…I cried. I  was sad, 
anxious, angry.”

Two participants reported fewer struggles in assisting students 
with special needs at home with remote learning, while seven 
reported challenges. The seven participants stated they did not 
believe they had the skills to teach children with special needs at 
home. One participant recalled how the school never sent homework 
with their child because of the difficulties teaching their child at 
home. This participant said:

In the past, in terms of assisting him with homework, we were never 
able to do that. So, the school never sent homework home because it 
will turn, you  know, it will turn explosive. So, going from that 
experience to all of a sudden to now, I was going to be required to 
assist him with daily learning… I  was overwhelmed with how 
am I going to do that if I could not even get him to do, you know, 
simple activities in terms of homework in the past.

Seven out of the nine participants told similar stories, indicating 
how they were overwhelmed with fear and anxiety when they heard 
the news that their children would have to do remote learning from 
home. When asked about their experience, this participant said, “I will 
say terrified and frustrated.” This researcher noted that fear and 
anxiety were still evident in participants’ voices when describing their 
experiences during the interviews. Some participants said they are still 
trying to heal from their experiences even after a year. This participant 
stated: “It was a life-changing experience…and we are still recovering 
from some of that.”

Theme two: Difficulty maintaining routines 
during remote learning

Difficulty in maintaining routines was another theme echoed 
throughout eight participants’ stories, saying that the lockdown of 
schools disrupted their routines and severely disrupted students’ 
routines. Eight out of the nine participants confirmed the idea that 
children with special needs thrive on routines. Participants stated that 
schools provide a good learning structure for students with special 
needs, which they said they could not provide at home. Participants 
said closing down schools and changing to remote learning at home 
removed that structural learning part of their routines. This is how one 
participant noted their experience when asked about maintaining 
routines during remote learning:

For him, he doesn’t necessarily understand…following the same 
routine or structure in a different environment. And having that 
structure of school and focusing on academics in a home was just 
not something that he could wrap his head around.

Furthermore, another participant described a similar experience 
by saying, “It’s definitely different, but we tried to follow a routine so 
that it will be like also in school… we tried to follow it, but it was 
difficult for sure.” Participants were asked to describe how school 
authorities can maintain routines for special needs students during a 
pandemic. One participant said that school authorities should “try and 
keep everything the same as much as possible for those kids with 
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special needs. If it is into their own classroom again as needed, then 
try and keep things the same.” Another participant said:

Initially, we were told…it would just be two weeks…and in addition 
to spring break, that was kind of combined, and so three weeks in 
total, the children will be home…so, at that point, it was, you know, 
ok, like it was ok, you know, we can get through 3 weeks of this, that’s 
ok…but then in the midst of that, the announcement came that it 
was going to be like prolong, probably until the end of the school 
year, last year, and…you know I was absolutely devastated that, that 
was going to happen, that my son was going to be home and not in 
school, not in that structured setting…for that amount of time.

On the one hand, I want them to be safe, but on the other hand…he 
needed the structure and stability that the school environment offers, 
and I could not provide that at home to him…allow the children 
that have these learning challenges to remain in the school setting.

Participants talked about school routines that they were unaware 
of that the children were doing in school. Therefore, when they tried 
to implement their routines at home, it caused friction between 
parents and students. This participant said:

I was not aware of certain pieces of the puzzle that they may have 
been started before and how they did things at school and because 
he is so much a routine person, I could not change it up for it to 
make more sense for him because he would say no the teacher tells 
us to do it this way.

This researcher followed up by asking why participants were 
unaware of their children’s routines in school. Participants stated that 
not knowing their children’s school routines was due to poor 
communication with the teachers. Participants said teachers failed to 
explain to them these school routines so they could use them during 
remote learning. One participant said, “I think that we do know our 
kids best as parents, and I think that the school should have tried to 
involve us a little more in the process, as they always should.” 
Furthermore, another participant echoed the same idea by saying:

I was just overwhelmed by different things that he knew at school 
that I wasn’t sure of…I just got really frustrated with not knowing 
the rules of the activities, and then I  was trying to figure out 
the rules.

Participants said they reached out to teachers, but that 
communication was poor, and parents did not know what to ask for. 
Participants believed removing students with special needs from a 
structured school environment with routines could have affected their 
behaviors, as one participant described it this way:

He became really socially isolated, which I think was compounded 
by the school closure… now, he no longer had access to his peers, and 
he struggles with social isolation to begin with, so to remove him 
from the school environment just exacerbated that.

Participants also described how the lack of a school structure 
affected students’ learning at home. This participant said, “Just 

convincing him that now we have to do school at home was a bit of a 
challenge; getting him to like, understand that concept was hard.” 
Another participant expressed their experience by saying:

The lack of structure at home, not that we are not structured, but 
you know, the school is set up differently, they have different support 
there…they have a different schedule, so those things were lacking 
in the home environment. You can’t really replicate that at home.

Participants gave details of how their children with special needs 
thrive on routines, and their accounts showed that routines could 
be age-specific. Their accounts showed that the older the child, the 
more they rely on routines than younger children. Furthermore, 
participants expressed that their routines were more affected if 
working full time. According to participants’ stories, parents working 
part-time and homestay parents had less disruption to their routines 
than parents with full-time jobs. This participant said, “Luckily, I’m 
just part-time, so him staying at home did not affect our routine that 
much.” Participants were asked if they would like to homeschool their 
special needs children after experiencing homeschooling for the first 
time during the COVID-19 pandemic. All nine participants stated 
they would not be able to homeschool their children. The main reason 
reported by participants is work and lack of skills. Six out of the nine 
participants have full-time jobs, and the remaining three have part-
time jobs (see Table 1 for characteristics of participants). Participants 
with full-time jobs reported having more problems maintaining 
routines than those with part-time or working from home.

Out of the nine participants, four were working from home. One 
of the four participants working from home had two more jobs. 
Another participant said that homeschooling was not possible because 
their child takes directions from other people better than them. 
Another participant said, “I do not have time because I work a full-
time job.” When asked about the possibility of homeschooling, this 
was echoed among participants, and one participant said, “not really 
because I think it is still important to socialize with other kids…being 
in school.”

Theme three: Students’ behavioral issues 
and mental health changes during remote 
learning

Participants described their concerns with remote learning for 
children with special needs. All nine participants said they do not 
believe remote learning benefits children with special needs. 
Participants described how they noticed their children with special 
needs became more aggressive, disobedient, and uncooperative with 
learning. Parents stated these behavioral changes only surfaced since 
they started remote learning with their children. Participants said they 
were worried about their mental health and their children because of 
their children’s behaviors. This is how one participant described their 
child’s behavior:

My personal safety was at risk because…he often gets violent 
towards me…whenever expectations are asked of him…it increases 
the safety risk, and actually, things really erupted, you know, when 
we try to have him sit down with any mask or anything like that. 
I  even had a respite worker who was a teaching student at the 
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time…come in, and she would sit down with the kids every day to 
try and do work with them. He had a pretty massive violent incident 
that resulted in having to call the RCMP [Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police]. Because of his absolute refusal to do the work.

The parents said the child’s pattern of behavior was not new but 
was exacerbated by remote learning because of the new expectations 
with learning from their parents. One guardian said that schools’ 
lockdown and subsequent change to remote learning affected the 
child’s behavior so much that the child would become aggressive, and 
sometimes “he would smash the computer or throw the keyboard.” 
These parents also reported that their child’s behavior was exacerbated 
during remote learning because of the demands from parents when 
teaching or assisting their child in remote learning. Eight out of nine 
participants stated they noticed their children’s behaviors worsen 
during remote learning, which was upsetting. Participants expressed 
that safety became an issue because of the behavioral changes they 
believed were brought on by remote learning. One parent stated they 
had to stop assisting their child with remote learning, and this is their 
account when asked if remote learning at home was a good choice:

For my personal sanity and for the health of our relationship going 
forward, no. I am not a teacher; if that were my calling in life, it 
would be  different, but I  am  not a teacher…his aggression and 
violence were quite paramount during that time…it was not worth 
our mental health and our physical safety to continue to push him 
on it so, unfortunately…the schooling ended for him…really early 
on in that shutdown.

Another parent, when asked the same question if keeping students 
at home was the right choice, stated:

Knowing what I know now about the virus, I think we would have 
felt better sending him. I think all of us would have been better off 
with our mental health, sending him, and I think he would have 
made some greater strides throughout the last year with 
his development.

One parent said, “It was stressful…to the point that I wanted to 
send him back to school…and he  is probably better with others.” 
Another participant stated that they noticed behavioral changes in 
their child and said, “He has some behavioral issues come up with his 
routine.” Describing their experience with their child’s behavioral 
changes after seeing a physician, this participant said:

He developed what’s called Cyclic Vomiting Syndrome from anxiety 
and stress. So, he spent probably three months…throwing up three 
to four times a day at least.…He lost an insane amount of weight, 
like so much weight.… They had him on a medication that they give 
to people undergoing chemo…that helps them keep food down in a 
desperate attempt…for him to eat and digest food.

Another participant described their child’s behavior by saying, “In 
the beginning; yes, his… behaviour was affected and…it changed the 
way he does things.” The narration of participants’ experiences showed 
a common theme regarding the change in their children’s behavior. 
Another participant, when asked about their child’s behavior, said, “It 
was definitely harder…it’s hard for her to focus more.” One participant 

talked about their child’s behavior and said, “It was hard…I learned 
strategies to try and mitigate what his violent behaviour will be.” This 
participant was further asked what strategies they utilized to mitigate 
their child’s behavior and said:

At times, I  would have another person come into the house to 
be there with me while I was telling him…the mall has been closed 
and…we won’t be able to go to the mall. Just so that when he would 
get violent, there would be someone to help me calm him down…
until he…would have gone past his need to hit or break things.… It 
was incredibly stressful…my anxiety went crazy…and at times, it 
definitely felt like I was trapped in my house cause we couldn’t go 
anywhere together.

Participants echoed this concern as they kept telling the same 
story about the change in their children’s behavior during remote 
learning. Eight out of nine participants said they were overwhelmed 
with fear and anxiety because of these changes in their children’s 
behaviors, which affected their relationships during the remote 
learning period. They describe their experiences and the support 
needed during that difficult time.

Theme four: Lack of home support during 
remote learning

Nine out of nine participants saw supporting children with special 
needs at home with remote learning as fundamental in achieving 
remote learning and students’ individual education plans (IEPs). One 
participant talked about the support they received from the school 
and said:

Some of it was really, really excellent, and some of it was really, really 
poor. It was teacher-dependent, I found…The one teacher was very 
good, and the other teacher was terrible. She was not very organized, 
so I couldn’t get him organized ahead of time.

Another participant said, “They tried. I feel like they tried, but I do 
not think they were prepared to support all of these kids, certainly 
trying to learn from home. This participant described the experiences 
by saying:

I know in other provinces, they did open schools up to special needs 
students, and I think we would have felt safe doing that…even with 
the virus, if they wear a mask and take the proper protocols and it 
would have been a huge weight lifted off our shoulders because 
ultimately, we felt responsible for him not succeeding last year in his 
academics, right? But we weren’t just able to keep up with it; it’s 
too hard.

Participants narrated examples of how many things can 
be achieved with students with special needs with remote learning. 
Participants said some teachers provided good support to students; for 
example, one participant said:

He had a gym teacher that obviously was not very busy because she 
was not teaching gym…she would…log on, on teams with him 
almost every day, and do gym activities with him every day. She was 
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absolutely amazing…they would both get on the treadmill, or once 
the weather got nice, she would come over and socially distance walk 
with him; it was amazing.

Participants were asked about the kind of home support they 
believed they needed to help their children with remote learning, and 
one participant said, “It would have been nice to have more support 
from the other people who worked with him at school.” Another 
participant said:

I feel like having in-home support with an EA [educational 
assistance] possibly; I think all other parents will say that. You know, 
even if it was just…for certain kids, maybe they need it every day, 
but for mine maybe, he could use it for half a day or something like 
that…he would not need somebody every day of the week, absolutely. 
But I just find that even when his gym teacher would log in and do 
stuff with him online, I think she usually did it about two to three 
times a week, for almost an hour. He was just so much more engaged 
in the process; even though she was not teaching him math or 
anything else, she was kind of his lifeline to school. And so, even 
though that was a virtual kind of incident, I  can imagine how 
beneficial in person would be, even if it was with a mask and PPE.

This researcher found that home support was vital for participants 
to ensure their children get some education at home during remote 
learning. Parents stated their children have EAs on their IEPs in 
school, but this option was not provided at home during remote 
learning. In Canada, the individual education plan (IEP) is “an 
individual education plan designed for a student that includes one or 
more of the following: learning outcomes that are different from, or in 
addition to, expected learning outcomes set out in the applicable 
educational program guide; a list of support services; a list of adapted 
materials, instruction or assessment methods” (British Columbia, 
2016, p. 2). Schools in Canada must develop an IEP for students with 
special needs, a process that involves including input from the child’s 
parents (British Columbia, 2016).

Outliers

According to Garbe et al. (2020), “Outliers is defined as a response 
not captured by other themes, but yet noteworthy enough to code” 
(p. 55). These outliers are not recurring experiences throughout most 
of the participants. One response that falls within the outliers was 
when one out of nine participants stated they had no struggles with 
remote learning. This participant said, “Luckily, I’m just part-time, so 
him staying home did not affect our routine that much.…he is not 
social…I do not think he missed that interaction with other kids as 
much as others do.” Another participant responded similarly by 
saying, “my son…did not have homework…so…I did not have to deal 
with that. I had to deal with him being here, but I did not have to deal 
with…teaching him.” Although participants described their struggles 
with remote learning, two out of nine reported fewer struggles. 
Participants stated that their children with special needs thrive on 
routines, but one participant said, “My son can actually have a change 
without being upset.”

This researcher noted that eight out of nine participants had 
functioning computers at home, which their children used for remote 

learning. In contrast, one participant reported using their cell phone 
because there was no computer in their home. A follow-up question 
on how their child could participate in remote learning resulted in the 
participant saying, “We do not have a computer at home. So, at the 
time, he could only do that when I was home, and he would use 
my phone.”

Discussions and recommendations

Results of this study showed no difference between urban and 
rural participants’ experiences. The four themes that emerged from 
the study’s findings are participants’ fear and anxiety during remote 
learning, difficulty maintaining routines during remote learning, 
students’ behavioral issues and mental health changes during remote 
learning, and lack of home support during remote learning. Each 
theme will be discussed in this section.

Participants’ fear and anxiety during 
remote learning

Participants stated they had fear and anxiety while assisting their 
children with remote learning because of their children’s behaviors. 
Parents stated that they were not teachers, and changing their roles 
from parents to teachers caused friction between them and their 
children to the point where the children hated their parents. Accounts 
of participants’ experiences showed that parents’ relationships with 
students deteriorated during the remote learning period. Fear and 
anxiety expressed by parents in this study were also reported by 
Bhamani et  al. (2020) when they said parents found the sudden 
closure of schools “extremely disturbing” (p. 15). The uncertainty of 
the end of the COVID-19 pandemic naturally manifested fear in 
people (Daniel, 2020). A recent study by Averett (2021) also confirmed 
that parents struggled with fear and anxiety during the remote 
learning period.

Similar to other studies such as Brooks et al. (2020) and Rose et al. 
(2020), parents in this study reported experiencing more stress while 
trying to help their children with distance learning. Stress and mental 
issues are common phenomena documented by many studies that 
people felt during the pandemic and stay-home orders (Brooks et al., 
2020; Rose et al., 2020). This study showed that parents had stress and 
mental health issues because of the lockdown and subsequent remote 
learning duties. This result aligns with Garbe et  al. (2020) 
recommendation to investigate the long-term effects of remote 
learning on parents. Parents also confirmed that their children 
suffered stress and anxiety issues during the remote learning period. 
This confirms what other studies stated. Although little attention has 
been given to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children’s 
mental health, children with disabilities are more vulnerable to mental 
health problems than their counterparts without disabilities (Patel, 
2020; Aishworiya and Kang, 2021). A study by Smith et al. (2016) 
confirmed that parents felt frustrated, stressed, and anxious about the 
challenges of remote learning.

Additionally, findings from this study seem to correlate with 
similar studies from Bhamani et al. (2020) and Daniela et al. (2021), 
who stated that parents were concerned with their ability to keep their 
homes and jobs running smoothly without neglecting their children 
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during remote learning. Other studies have reported obstacles for 
students with disabilities during distance learning, such as the absence 
of necessary learning equipment, Internet access, and a lack of 
accessibility to school materials and support (United Nations, 2020a). 
A study by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) (2020) showed that parents expressed a lack 
of experience with online learning and access to technology as their 
primary concerns. This is contrary to what parents stated in this study. 
Parents in this study said they had access to technological equipment 
and no problems using them. Unlike results from United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO] (2020), 
parents’ primary concerns in this study were having to take time off 
work, reducing their working hours, not being able to assist other 
siblings with remote learning, and getting students to focus and 
participate in front of a computer screen.

Parents complained that one of the reasons for experiencing these 
difficulties was that schools consider all students intellectually equal 
by providing students with the same technological resources to 
connect with their teachers from home. This problem was confirmed 
by Villano (2020), who stated, “Individualization is hard when 
you  have a distance program trying to serve everybody” (p.  7). 
Findings from this study also correlated with that of Averett (2021), 
who stated that students with disabilities had “difficulties navigating 
technology and various learning apps and platforms, and difficulty 
with different teaching modalities than what students normally 
experience” (p.  5). Additionally, in this study, parents with other 
children doing remote learning reported a significant difference when 
helping their children with no disabilities. Parents said it was easier to 
assist their children with no disabilities than those with disabilities. 
Villano’s (2020) study results also stated similar findings where parents 
found it easier to help students with no disabilities with 
remote learning.

Parents reported a lack of communication between schools and 
parents regarding what the students already knew, what they were 
currently being taught, and how they were being taught. Garbe et al. 
(2020) also reported a lack of communication between schools and 
parents during remote learning. However, their study was done 
during the remote learning period and, therefore, did not capture 
the long-term experiences of parents, which they acknowledged in 
their report. In their study, Averett (2021) also stated that there was 
no clear communication between parents and teachers, which 
would have helped improve parents’ experiences. Students are back 
in school during this study after more than a year since the 
lockdown and remote learning. This researcher hoped that 
conducting this research after the COVID-19 lockdown would give 
parents more time to process the questions and clearly narrate 
their stories.

There have been concerns from other studies on whether online 
learning is suitable for students with disabilities (Black et al., 2020). In 
this study, eight out of nine parents felt online learning was 
inappropriate for special-needs students. Empirical research, such as 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) (2020), has shown that online learning does not suit all 
students and families, especially students with special needs. UNESCO 
further stated that using technology to help students connect with 
their classrooms from home was a significant concern for parents 
because they lacked experience with remote learning. Parents 
confirmed this concern in this study by saying that remote learning 

was not suitable for their children because they do not have teachers’ 
skills, time and patience to teach special needs students.

This researcher noted that parents’ self-efficacy motivated them to 
take up this new role to assist their children’s education because they 
did not want to see their children fall behind. Even though parents 
became teachers overnight, their accounts showed they were 
determined to assist their children with special needs with remote 
learning because they wanted to see them succeed. As described by 
Albert Bandura, their self-efficacy kept parents motivated to help their 
children’s remote learning. Results from this study confirm that of 
Villano (2020), who stated, “Students with special needs are just going 
to struggle with the shortcomings of virtual learning” because of their 
special needs (p. 6). Although other studies stated different concerns 
for parents with remote learning [Garbe et al., 2020; United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 2020], 
the main problems reported by parents in this study were maintaining 
routines for their children and the behavioral change of their children 
as a result of remote learning.

Difficulty maintaining routines during 
remote learning

Maintaining routines in the home was reported by parents as 
challenging. Parents said they struggled to keep any routine for their 
children. Parents expressed that their children found it difficult to 
understand that their homes are now their schools, making it harder 
for students to accept that they should maintain their school routines 
at home. Other studies also confirmed this problem for parents; for 
example, Bhamani et al. (2020) stated that parents had developed 
routines for their children during school times before the pandemic, 
and suddenly those structured routines were disrupted. Garbe et al. 
(2020) also stated, “School closures have unprecedentedly altered the 
daily lives of the student learners, their families, and their educators” 
(p. 45). This finding was also confirmed by Averett (2021), who stated 
that children’s routines were disrupted due to the school lockdown 
and subsequent remote learning.

Parents expressed frustration because it affected their routines 
and the amount of attention and help given to their other children 
doing remote learning. Five of the nine participants had other 
children at home to look after while assisting their special needs 
child with remote learning. Some parents who were essential 
workers who had to go to work said they relied on routines to get 
to work on time and ensure the children were organized and ready 
to connect with their teachers. Five participants worked outside 
the home, while four worked from home during the lockdown. 
One participant’s partner worked from home, while the rest 
worked outside the home. Parents with teenagers said they were 
less affected than those with younger children. Parents said it was 
easier to leave the teenagers at home and check on them regularly 
by phone.

On the other hand, parents with younger children said they 
could not leave their children alone because of their ages. Therefore, 
these parents with younger children said they had to change their 
working hours to spend more time at home with their children. A 
similar study by Leonhardt (2020) described how parents panicked 
because of the lack of ideas on balancing work and remote learning 
for their children. Other studies have also shown similar results to 
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this study, as parents revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the lockdown of schools impacted children and parents’ daily 
routines and children’s learning (Bhamani et al., 2020; Fisher et al., 
2020; Daniela et al., 2021). Averett (2021) reported similar findings 
stating, “Parents of younger children tended to report that remote 
learning was more of a challenge than those whose child with a 
disability was older” (p. 9).

Students’ behavioral issues and mental 
health changes during remote learning

The theme that was a common thread among all nine 
participants was students’ behavioral changes. This theme made 
participants say they would never accept future remote learning for 
their children. Although one participant said they enjoyed remote 
learning, they still noticed behavioral changes and sent their child 
back to school when in-person classroom learning started. Some of 
the changes reported by parents were minor, while some were 
severe. Parents said they noticed changes in their children’s 
behaviors and attitudes to the extreme that their safety became a 
concern. Parents reported that they only saw these new behaviors 
since the lockdown and remote learning. When asked why they 
believed these changes happened, one parent said their child was 
training for the Special Olympics, which had to be canceled because 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Another parent said their child used 
to go to the mall and look around but had to stay indoors because 
the mall was closed. Another parent stated that their child, who 
loves swimming, could not go swimming because swimming pools 
were closed. Parents expressed that students became very aggressive 
and abusive, while some became physical with their parents. This 
researcher noted from parents’ accounts that things were so bad one 
parent needed a second person to be around the house at all times 
during remote learning, while another parent had to call the police 
on their child. As other studies have shown, parents believed that 
the lockdown did not help children with special needs because the 
closure of schools made it impossible for students to use the school 
environment to interact and socialize with friends (Bhamani et al., 
2020; Goldschmidt, 2020).

Parents told this researcher that the behavioral changes in 
their children with special needs caused by remote learning made 
them more worried about their children’s mental health than the 
virus. Other studies have reported similar mental health concerns 
from parents of children with disabilities (Di Marino et al., 2018; 
Patel, 2020; Rose et al., 2020; Thorell et al., 2020). Parents with 
teenagers reported more aggression and violence toward them 
than parents with younger children. There were six parents with 
teenagers in this study, ranging from 13 to 21 years. Smith et al. 
(2016) reported that conflicts between parents and children were 
common with remote learning. Averett (2021) stated similar 
findings to this study where one parent in that study said her child 
“flies into these horrible temper tantrums. And then I spend a lot 
of time kind of repairing both her and the house after the 
tantrums” (p.  7). Parents in this study expressed that remote 
learning was ineffective because of their teaching difficulties and 
their children’s behavioral changes. This result aligns with 
Toquero’s (2020) recommendations to investigate the effectiveness 
of remote learning.

Conclusion to strategies identified to 
help parents

This study suggests home support as one strategy identified by 
parents to help their children with remote learning in a home setting. 
All nine parents said they managed the technological aspect of remote 
learning, but teaching the students with their methods did not work. 
According to parents’ accounts, they believed that students were used 
to how their teachers taught them, which they said they could not 
replicate at home. As novice teachers, parents stated they struggled to 
understand why their children were not listening and accepting their 
teaching methods. Parents disclosed they were well educated and had 
the capabilities and knowledge to assist their children’s remote 
learning from home. The majority of parents had a diploma and a 
graduate degree. Unfortunately, they said the children were just 
unwilling to take teaching instructions from them. Parents stated they 
needed additional home support to assist their children’s 
remote learning.

Lack of home support during remote 
learning

School’s sudden closure and the resulting conversion of traditional 
classroom learning to distance learning did not allow parents to 
prepare for a teacher’s role (Letzel et al., 2020; Daniela et al., 2021). 
Therefore, parents desired additional home support to assist their 
children with remote learning. Duraku and Nagavci (2020) and 
Toquero (2020) suggested that parents with special needs children did 
not feel their children were fully included in distance learning 
planning during the COVID-19 pandemic, which too was echoed by 
parents in this study. For example, eight parents from this study stated 
they had no input on when their children would log on for remote 
learning. One parent said they were able to arrange a time with the 
teacher that works for them to ensure they were home to assist their 
child with remote learning. Results of this study also confirm what 
other studies have reported: that parents are vital sources to get rich 
information from to help plan distance learning programs for students 
with disabilities (Burdette and Greer, 2014; Bhamani et  al., 2020; 
Duraku and Nagavci, 2020; Garbe et al., 2020; Koskela et al., 2020; 
Toquero, 2020). Parents wanted good communication, education 
assistants (EAs), and other educators for in-person home support, 
education materials, and technical assistance.

Good communication between teachers 
and parents

Parents from this study said they know their children better and 
how their children behave at home. Therefore, they said good 
communication with the teachers would have helped identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of these children in a home setting. Parents 
said this would have given them more say in planning their children’s 
remote learning. This result is confirmed in Averett’s (2021) study, 
which stated that good communication was lacking between parents 
and teachers, which would have helped parents’ experiences. Averett 
also noted that parents should be  involved in planning students’ 
learning. However, United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1053590
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Sankoh et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1053590

Frontiers in Education 11 frontiersin.org

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2020) stated that placing such 
expectations on parents can cause extra burdens resulting from their 
little or no technical knowledge of remote learning. Manitoba 
educational authorities involved parents and guardians in their 
children’s remote learning by tasking them to monitor their children’s 
“engagement and completion of required independent work” during 
the remote learning period (Manitoba, 2021, p. 2). This study found 
that tasks given to children were challenging and needed parents to 
intervene. Daniela et al. (2021) reported similar findings whereby 
tasks assigned to students were too complex, and parents had to step 
in and help them complete the tasks.

Providing education assistants and other 
educators at home during remote learning

Parents in this study said they wanted home support, whereby a 
teacher or an Education Assistance (EA) would visit the child at home 
and provide them with some learning or activities. Two out of nine 
parents said individual teachers took it upon themselves to support 
their children at home. Six out of nine parents stated that sending a 
teacher or an EA, even for just a few hours a week, would have helped 
immensely with remote learning because their children have an EA in 
school and a one-to-one support system to assist with their learning. 
Parents said they wondered why this setup was not transferred to the 
homes during remote learning. According to parents’ accounts, 
teachers and EAs were asked to stay home during the school’s 
shutdown, while some EAs were let go from their jobs. Parents said 
taking up the teacher’s and EA’s roles brought significant tension 
between them and their students, causing students to refuse to learn 
from them.

In this study, occupational therapists, psychologists, and speech 
therapists were other in-person home support parents said could have 
been involved with remote learning. All nine parents reported that 
students had these services in school but were deprived of them 
during remote learning. Parents believed that involving these 
stakeholders in students’ remote learning at home would have helped 
control or mitigate the behavioral changes students had to endure. 
This study confirms what other studies have reported: that the quality 
of remote learning was poor and that parents received little support in 
assisting their children (Thorell et al., 2020; Averett, 2021).

A study by Averett (2021) stated similar findings that schools 
struggled to provide services and accommodations for students with 
individual education plans. Averett said parents reported disruptions 
to their children’s services during remote learning, such as “Speech 
and occupational therapy, one-on-one aids or para-professionals, or 
read-aloud services” (p. 6). Averett also stated in their report that 
some children’s services were stopped entirely. Parents in this study 
reported similar feedback about their children’s services.

Educational supplies for parents and 
remote learning outcome

In terms of materials, parents reported that, initially, during the 
first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, school support with 
educational materials was slow. However, they said they received more 
material support during the second and third pandemic waves. 

Parents acknowledged that the first wave took educators by surprise 
but stated that there was still a lack of preparedness for such events. 
This study suggested that remote learning was unsuccessful and 
unsuitable for children with special needs. Black et al. (2020) reported 
a similar outcome, and the United Nations (2020b) also echoed this 
finding by stating, “Children with disabilities are among those most 
dependent on face-to-face services…which have been suspended as 
part of social distancing and lockdown measures. They are least likely 
to benefit from distance learning solutions” (p. 12).

However, parents said that, even with school materials, they do 
not believe they have the teaching skills to teach their children with 
special needs. Parents thought they needed skills to teach children 
with special needs. Most of these children were in mainstream schools 
taking normal subjects that parents said were unfamiliar to them. The 
most challenging subject reported by parents was math. Parents 
reported that how they were taught math during their schooling 
differed from today’s teaching method. Therefore, they said they felt 
helpless because they could not help their children.

Eight out of nine parents in this study reported a negative 
experience with remote learning. This is in correlation with results 
from Thorell et al. (2020), who said, “Parents across Europe reported 
negative experiences for both themselves and their children” (p. 8). 
Averett (2021) also reported negative experiences by parents in their 
study. Nevertheless, one participant out of nine in this study reported 
a positive experience with remote learning. This finding is similar to 
that of Averett, who said some parents reported positive experiences.

The use of technology during remote 
learning

Parents in this study assisted their children’s remote learning 
because they said they had no choice with the COVID-19 induced 
homeschooling, a similar finding by other researchers such as Daniela 
et al. (2021), Garbe et al. (2020), Hakkila et al. (2020), and Widodo 
et al. (2020). Unlike reports from other studies that showed that most 
parents may have never used technology before and had no choice but 
to learn this skill in a short period to assist their children (Bubb and 
Jones, 2020; Letzel et al., 2020), this study showed that all participants 
were comfortable with the use of technology. The only concern 
reported by parents was uploading school materials or assignments to 
teachers using the school’s program. From parents’ accounts, this 
researcher noted that the lack of training and resources did not cause 
them frustration and stress, as reported in other studies such as 
Hakkila et al. (2020). Parents said they were fine once they knew how 
to operate the school’s program and upload assignments.

Implications

The implications of this study seem to suggest that there was poor 
communication between parents and teachers, and parents’ desire to 
be  involved in planning remote learning for students with special 
needs during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown was not met. 
Parents from this study said they know their children better and how 
their children behave at home. Therefore, they said good 
communication with the teachers would have helped identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of these children in a home setting. Parents 
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said this would have given them more say in planning their children’s 
remote learning.

A second implication suggests that schools failed to meet students’ 
IEPs during remote learning. Switching from face-to-face classroom 
education to online learning for students with IEPs caused inequities 
and a lack of proper access to education for these students. Students’ 
IEPs were created during face-to-face, in-person learning. The 
cancelation of face-to-face in-person learning forced schools to create 
specialized online education programs to meet students’ IEPs, which 
was unsuccessful.

Another implication of this study highlighted that remote learning 
for special-needs students is inappropriate without educational 
assistance. Parents said taking up the teacher’s and EA’s roles brought 
significant tension between them and their students, causing students 
to refuse to learn from them. Students have EAs in school to assist 
them with school activities, something they missed out on during 
remote learning from home. These implications also seem to follow 
recent research by Averett (2021) in the United States, which stated a 
lack of services and accommodations, disruptions to students’ IEPs, 
and serious challenges for students and parents during remote learning.

Recommendations

The findings of this study provide information through which 
school districts, teachers, and policy-makers could improve special 
needs students’ learning during a school lockdown. Given that parents 
struggled to assist their children with remote learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, this study suggests that parents desired 
modified in-person teaching methods other than remote learning for 
special needs students during a school lockdown in future pandemics. 
This study suggested that parents with special needs students receive 
some hours of in-person home support, for example, a teacher or an 
EA during a school lockdown. Other stakeholders, such as 
occupational therapists, speech therapists, and psychologists, are also 
desired by parents with special needs students to be involved with 
students’ remote learning during school lockdowns.

Parents stated they wanted to be  involved in their children’s 
remote learning planning process. In light of the findings, 
communication between teachers and parents was inadequate; parents 
desired improved communication with school authorities. Finally, 
parents wanted teachers to provide a teaching template of methods 
and styles used in school for parents to teach their students remotely 
at home in a future school lockdown. This study suggests changes to 
school policies to provide services and accommodations at home for 
students with IEPs in future remote learning.

Limitations of the study

Although this qualitative descriptive study was conducted with 
honesty and integrity, some limitations could have affected the 
results. Therefore, these limitations should be  considered when 
interpreting the study’s findings. Phenomenology research uses 
small sample sizes. Therefore, this methodology and the small 
sample size could limit this study. In addition, the sample for this 
study consisted of well-educated parents with access to technology 
and technological abilities. Using parents who are not well-educated 

and with little to no access to technological equipment and technical 
knowledge may have changed the results of this study. Also, using 
one research method and a single tool for data collection may have 
limited this study’s findings. Furthermore, this study only included 
parents who used remote learning for the first time. Including 
parents with prior knowledge of remote learning may have provided 
different results.

Recommendation for further research

Future research is recommended, given that the findings of this 
study cannot be generalized to other settings because of its sample 
size. Therefore, further research is recommended to further this 
qualitative descriptive study by addressing the limitations. Further 
research is needed using a different methodology and a larger sample 
size. The use of triangulation methods and different data collection 
methods, such as face-to-face interviews, is needed. Use different 
locations and larger school settings to ameliorate the limitations. 
Research should be  conducted in an area with a more diverse 
population in terms of education. Further research is needed in the 
area of schools fulfilling students’ IEPs.
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