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ABSTRACT

Nigeria, just like all other countries of the world has been impacted by the global pandemic, COVID-19, leading to the
implementation of lockdown measures. The advent of virtual learning spaces are considered the best alternative learning platform
because of the need to save academic programme. This paper examines the position of virtual learning spaces in ensuring that
learners with intellectual disability are not excluded from instructional experiences due to the global crisis caused by the
transmission of COVID-19. In education, virtual learning space has been defined as a computer-simulated location or space where
learners with intellectual disabilities can learn and communicate without requiring physical contact. The use of virtual learning
spaces during the lockdown will most likely ensure that they are not excluded from learning activities. This would also contribute
to an expansion in learning opportunities so that more learners can have access to educational programmes, often beyond the
conventional learning environment, thus facilitating the advancement of knowledge and acquisition of skills required to work
efficiently in the modern world. In addition to highlighting the various ways in which virtual learning spaces could improve

learning, challenges that are likely to be confronted in their use were also identified.
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Introduction

Nigeria hopes to continue educating her citizens during the
period of a global pandemic may not feasible. This calls for
an urgent improvement in the quantity and quality of
instruction that will enable teachers to interact with learners
using alternative learning platform known as virtual learning
space. Budgetary allocation to primary education and
educational facilities in Nigeria since the beginning of the
4™ republic is significantly low with the repercussion on
smooth transition from the regular face-to-face classroom
interaction to virtual learning space in most parts of the
country due to COVID-19 lockdown. Investment in
infrastructural facilities such as the internet and virtual
learning solution was not adequately funded by successive
government in Nigerian at all levels which would have made
it a viable mode of teaching because of the need to
minimized the spread of COVID-19. The closure of schools
as a step towards preventing the rapid spread of COVID 19
has brought to light various social and economic issues,
including the readiness of the educational system is embrace
a virtual learning space for learning activities [1, 2] and
access to education, virtual learning and disability.
Interestingly, VLS will also enhances the motivation and
active participation of learners in the learning process (3, 4)
if properly implemented.

The ease with which virtual learning space can be used to
enhanced knowledge transfer and the global nature of our
society [5] for easy teaching of learners even in their remote
location during lockdown makes it a good approach. This

www.psychologyandeducation.net

method of teaching may not be easily adopted due to lot of
knowledge gaps still existing among teachers VLS
experiences (2). The implication is that transition from
conventional mode of teaching to VLS will likely not be
consistent across various groups of learners while the
expectations of what to teach learners with moderate
intellectual disability may not be realistic. However, prolong
school closure on learners with moderate intellectual
disability will be more severe if VLS were not adopted for
the purpose of engaging in learning activities because of
their exclusion from most activities in the community and
within the family.

The term intellectual Disability (ID) is used for describing a
condition that occurs during the developmental period
(before 18 years), the resultant consequence of the disorder
is a severe sub-average intellectual capacity that exists
simultaneously with deficits in two or more adaptive areas
such as conceptual, social and practical [6,7] with an 1Q
under 70. Learners with moderate intellectual disability may
not possess adequate knowledge of virtual learning space
needed to exploit the various platform that will be used for
teaching [8] which is the impact of poor adaptive skills.
This may be due, in part, to the incidence of a ‘digital
divide’ that is evident both geographically and socially.
Although, human society has over the years been
transformed into what is known as a global village due to
technological advancement both computer and internet
connectivity.

Such effect would have been felt in all aspects of human
endeavour socioeconomically, politically and to some extent
the educational sector [9] if virtual solution was properly
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deployed for teaching and learning of learners. This is true
because an integral part of human society is the virtual
learning space to information dissemination [10]. After all,
it usage is relevant to every aspect of human endeavour and
significant relationship with higher efficiency, productivity,
and achievement in academic tasks, “including the quality of
cognitive, creative and innovative thinking” [11]. The
implication is that virtual learning space is an imperative
response to achieving “education for all” since leaving any
learner behind due to the 'digital divide" will be
inappropriate for their development.

The conventional method of face-to-face teaching has
significantly been challenged due to the need for social
distancing to contract the Corona Virus. The use of an
alternative teaching model should put learners with
intellectual disability into consideration so as not to exclude
them such as virtual learning space. In the learning situation
that virtual learning space is used quality of education
quality, "learning opportunities" and access to education can
improve [8]. Curriculum mapping (breaking curricula into
simple teaching and evaluation sections), student progress
monitoring, online instructor and student support, digital
communication (e-mail, shared conversations, chat,
blogging) and Internet connections to external curriculum
tools are key components of the virtual learning
environment. It is important to note that knowledge
components associated with Information and
communication technology (ICT)-literacy are part of the
basic foundation for professional development in
knowledge-driven societies for efficient teaching of learners
with intellectual disability. The devastation occasioned by
the spread of COVID 19 has led to a shift from physical to
virtual learning spacing for learners in an attempt to
minimise the impact of the virus on the populace. Globally
rapid changes have been experienced due to the
pervasiveness of ICT leading to a significant transformation
in technology, social, political, and economic [8].

However, there has not been a positive impact on education
in Nigeria and most developing countries as a result of the
penetrating influence of virtual learning space. There is no
dispute about the benefits of virtual learning space on the
availability and reliability of learning, teaching and research
[8]. Moreover, virtual learning space will provide
opportunities for effective communication among learners,
teachers and non-teaching staff when teaching and learning
either in a formal or informal setting [9]. According to [10]
the use of VLS in the dissemination of information to
learners should not be seen as one size fits all but should be
based on the content of the curriculum to be taught and
available technology at the time of teaching. The implication
is that other factors should be considered before the
incorporation of technology in the provision of instruction
such as teaching pedagogy and construction of learning
experiences.

Concept of Virtual Learning
A virtual learning environment is an online approach that
can be adopted for teaching learners in their remote location

[11] which in turn eliminates face-to-face contact.
Instructional content for virtual learning environments will
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have to be tailored to the mental age of learners with
intellectual disability due to their inability to think logically
and learn abstractly which may be one major characteristic
of virtual learning. [12] reported that some studies revealed
that the “use of Computer system or web-based system can
assist in providing certain interactive educational games” to
learners with intellectual disability that will enable learners
to easily identify or differentiate shapes and score them at
the same time or at the end of the learning activity in
process enhancing knowledge acquisition for them. It should
be noted that virtual teaching should be done in a 'friendly
learning environment' while the teacher minimize teaching
in abstraction because of the difficulty learners with
intellectual disability has in remembering abstract
information and following social rules. The teacher can
achieve this by assisting learners to listen to stories using
images and videos known as Expressive, Creative and
Aesthetic Development (ECAD) using a web-based or
computer system.

The development of the literacy skills of learners with
intellectual disability is no doubt important because it will
help them have a better view of their community and
contribute meaningfully to society. A vital consideration,
therefore, of the importance of education in national
development and the need to ensure that learners, regardless
of their intellectual impairment, are not excluded from
learning [8] makes it imperative for teachers to develop
instructional content for virtual learning space to suit the
deficits in adaptive behaviour of learners with intellectual
disability. Therefore issues such as proper course structure,
efficient time management, content modification, self-
assessment, professional development, blended learning,
task-oriented exercises, and efficient communication
between participants (teacher and learners) will enhance
teaching learners with intellectual disability using virtual
learning space.

The goal of using a virtual learning environment is to
provide an interactive gateway for learners to access
information and explore the world at the same time. Equal
opportunity is provided for learners with intellectual
disability regardless of location through access to the
internet to stimulate learning and interact with the teacher
[11]. For instance, the iPod (and the iPhone) is designed to
perform numerous but complex educational activities, most
of which are required to be done to achieve different
educational goals, especially in the area of literacy skills
[13]. Virtual learning space makes the use of technological
devices that provide a simple pushbutton-type of interface
for users to accesses information on the internet [11]. This
has led to multiple emerging mobile applications becoming
increasingly acceptable as educationally relevant teaching
tools for the development of spoken and written expertise
among individuals with intellectual disability [13].

The main purpose of using virtual learning space in learning
according to [14] is to ensure that knowledge is
disseminated in such a way that it be applied to solving
simple problems. In effect VLS are seen as tools "for post-
industrial age and the foundations for knowledge economy"
due to the ease with which it can be used in facilitating
knowledge transfer and acquisition [15]. Virtual learning in
recent times has become a common means of providing
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instruction to learners particularly due to the need for social
distancing to contain the spread of coronavirus.

The virtual learning environment provides opportunities
teachers a different way of presenting instruction other than
the face-to-face interaction, However, evaluation activities
are often restricted, both in the scope and form in which
they are performed in a virtual community [16,17]. Group
presentations conducted via the conventional face-to-face
approach of knowledge dissemination may not be feasible
using virtual learning space [18-20] but additional
opportunities “for summative assessment will be possible”
[16,17,21,22], which may not be obtainable through face-
face contact.

Social Distancing and Learners with Intellectual
Disability

The difficulty that learners with intellectual disability may
experience due to isolation and social distancing will
particularly be noticed in mutual classroom instruction
through group practice, symposium and evaluations [22-24].
Personal challenges likely to be confronted include anxiety
when a teacher uses virtual learning space for the first time
because they do not feel comfortable with the use or lack the
skills required to effectively manage it to teach; (viewpoint)
inconsistency in evaluation, particularly in "cohort™ tasks;
and (inherent) weakness or difficulty in relationships with
peers, especially in teaching strategies.

Despite the best intentions of educators to provide learning
experiences that unbiased and fair-handed to learners
irrespective of the teaching platform, most teachers appear
anxious and inadequately prepared to teach via wholly (or
mostly) online especially when such a platform are
unknown to them [21, 25-28]. This will result in the
exclusion of learners with intellectual from the learning
situation due to their levels of competency and proficiency
in using various types of virtual learning tools.

A main characteristic of learners with intellectual disability
that would somehow preclude them from engaging in the
relevant learning experience through a range of Learning
Management Systems (LMS) [17] are significant
deficiencies both in mental capacity and social competencies
as demonstrated through lack of logical, social and
functional coping skills required for daily living.

Traditional teaching approaches generally take on group
activities, which are a key element in the education sector
that promotes the development of appropriate interpersonal
and accessible employable skills. Moreover, barriers that
can prevent successful use of VLS for teaching learners with
moderate intellectual disability apart from those typically
linked to group assignment would generally segregate
learners from participating in learning task, This is due to
their inability to access learning material and get connected
to learning interface. This set of additional factors helps to
further prevent learners with intellectual disabilities who
would have built up the skills needed for multitasking when
faced with various challenges to excellence.

It is therefore important to discuss the targeted inclusion of
such communities and approaches to make it easier for them
to participate [29]. In addition to the development of social
relationships by improving learners' experience through
virtual space, the different variables that can potentially play
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a critical role in the achievement of learners with intellectual
disabilities in the digital environment include learning
capacity and intrinsic motivation. As noted [30], it is crucial
for teachers using virtual learning space to use teaching
strategies to ensure that learners are adequately challenged
when compared to their higher-level cognitive abilities,
rather than simply transferring content to them. Based on the
benefits and flexibility that can be derived from virtual
learning space because various opportunities for assessment
is provided which can adopt different types of technologies
when compared to the technological limitation associated
with traditional, face-to-face class interaction and teaching
methods [20, 31-33]

Impact of ICT or web-based system on Education of
Learners with Intellectual Disability

Some of the likely impacts of virtual learning classroom
include:

. Mobile devices are assumed to provide consistency
across different learning situations, allowing learners to
make correlations about what they experience, capture,
access, and think about overtime, location, and people [34].
. The level of motivation of learners with
intellectual disability will increase when virtual learning
tools is used for teaching them which in turn will contribute
to cognitive and social development [35]. The use of virtual
learning tools will enhance self-concept and attitudes
towards the learning of learners with intellectual disability.

. Recent findings on the impact of iPad applications
on critical thinking and general educational outcomes
among learners grouped at-risk have revealed that practical
significance was reported for adopting iPad applications to
assist in teaching skills related to “alphabet knowledge and
number concept” [36]. Levels of spoken communication and
cooperation of learners with intellectual disability will likely
improve as a result of using a web-based or computer
system for teaching because complex speech and the
development of fluency will be encouraged through this
mode of teaching.

. Various learning processes such as cognitive,
sensorial, or mobility domains will be improved as a result
of developing applications that are both appropriate and
adaptable [37] for a virtual learning experience. Learners
with intellectual disability with the use of a web-based
system can interact more frequently with their peers by
participating turn-taking that is a learner with responding to
questions or perform a task while others wait for their turn.

. Learners with intellectual disability can be taught
how to narrate they are using a web-based computer system
as they draw and colour pictures or move objects and
characters around the screen. The time spent on learning
should be a maximum of 10 — 20 minutes if the teaching on
a web-based computer system or technology is to have a
positive impact on them to minimize boredom.

o Other impacts of the VLS include the potential of
both teachers and peers to provide "real-time" assistants, the
adaptation of the teaching strategy to meet the individual
needs of the learner, and the acquisition of skills required by
learners to play a more participatory role in designing of the
learning environment, each of which contributes to justify
the inclusion strategies of learning online in education [38]
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and by doing this the teacher have been able to provide the
necessary support to learners with intellectual disability who
would have been secluded from learning due to the social
distancing that comes with pandemic like COVID 19.

Problems Associated with Virtual Learning Classroom

Various reasons can be attributed to teachers' resistance to
using virtual learning equipment to provide instruction to
learners with intellectual disability. Such resistance could be
natural due to the tendency to want to avoid new ways of
doing things. The reason for teachers resistance of adopting
virtual learning space according to [39], can be associated
with internal factors such as competencies skills possessed
by the teachers to manipulate the equipment satisfactorily
and attitude of teachers towards the integration of virtual
technology in lesson delivery while external factors include
in-service training on the use of the tools, appropriate
hardware and software are not readily available and
inadequate teaching equipment. Submissions based on
research findings identified teachers' confidence in using
some of the devices, beliefs about the value of technology
and the ability of learners to comprehend the instructional
content were internal factors serving as barriers to teachers’
utilization of virtual equipment [40].

Moreover, [42] noted that the negative attitude of teachers is
responsible for the slow adoption of innovative technologies
in providing instruction to learners with intellectual
disability, especially in developing countries such as Nigeria
which is supported by [38] who argued that lack of interest
in online teaching resources and the complexity of pre-
service skills development for teachers are factors associated
with refusal of teachers to use ICT tools for educational
purposes. Furthermore, the successful use of VLS cannot be
ensured without the availability of ICT resources (social
media, Internet, e-mail, computer or cell phone that are
internet-enabled, etc.) and the energy needed to power the
devices. The power supply in most urban areas is epileptic
or inconsistent while most areas in the rural areas in Nigeria
are not connected yet to the national grid for the supply of
electricity. Challenge will be confronted inefficient
incorporation of most technological devices in providing
virtual learning programme because alternative sources of
power supply in Nigeria is not visible among most Nigerian
due to the poverty level of the people. Most Nigerians in
rural areas do not have access to constant mobile service and
telecommunications facilities just like electricity. Even,
network services in urban centres for mobile lines are not
adequate to serve the growing population. An individual that
have access to services complain of epileptic supply and will
therefore make the integration of a virtual classroom
learning environment for learners with intellectual disability
difficult.

Furthermore, the dial-up cost for most Nigerians is on the
high side due to the poor state of the mobile network. The
introduction of GSM in August, 2001 have not improved
access with the cost not affordable to most parents of
learners with intellectual disability who will be responsible
for ensuring their children can learn during this period. It
should be noted that Nigerians have been pauperised by the
poor state of the nation’s economy making it relatively
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difficult for most middle-income earners to afford basic
gadgets required for the virtual classroom experience. Thus,
devices needed for accessing virtual learning space among
most Nigerians might not be affordable because it is seen as
luxury goods by most families. The resulting impact is that
the integration of online resources such as e-mail,
newsgroups, world-wide-web, etc. to provide necessary
learning experiences to learners with intellectual disability
during the lockdown period in Nigeria may be difficult.

In some situations basic ICT infrastructures required for
functional and effective virtual learning environments are
inadequate. The results of research conducted in 2002 by
Nigerian who are American based Information Technology
Professionals have shown that it could take around 50 years
for Nigeria to close the gap with America based on the
current ICT penetration concerning the number of personal
computers (Pc) available per household. [9] because the cost
of PC is a challenge to most families. Finding a solution to
these problems is crucial and will go a long way to enhance
access to virtual learning space by learners with intellectual
disability at their convenient. Efforts should be made in both
rural and urban areas to intensify improvement of
“electricity, telecommunication and other communication
facilities” [43]

The issue of “one size fits all” mode is specifically
highlighted in collaborative learning activities (group work)
because it allows identifying individual differences between
and across groups. The reason may be due to the application
of generalised pedagogical assumption that is linked with
collaborative learning activities in virtual learning space
because the focus is not on delivery rather on task/content
[24]. Along these lines, the presumption that learners will
both know and have the option to participate in group tasks
irrespective of the mode of teaching prevails because if the
notion that one-size-fits-all should be adopted. Learners
with intellectual disability access and participation in virtual
learning space can be affected by personal factors [29].
Commitments such as caring for siblings or expectation to
perform various house chores can prevent parents from
giving required support to a learner with intellectual
disability to participate regularly in "scheduled tutorials/live
sessions” [17].

Moreover, the same way that virtual learning space provides
flexible and convenient learning experiences to learners it
can also result in distraction and inability to participate
effectively in scheduled learning tasks which may be due to
“personal factors that impede learners’ ability to participate
include [17]. Some of the software applications available are
not designed for the benefits of learners with intellectual
disability. The applications are rarely designed to solve
learning challenges [44] but as potential solutions to
business. It is neither trivial nor obvious to convert some of
the applications for virtual learning space because it will
require stakeholders in the educational sector to identify
affordability and difficulty that may likely be confronted so
that the application can be repurposed to meet specific
pedagogical goals of specific content areas. Focusing on
VLS alone can lead to the assumption that students are
taking technological related courses and impact on learning
rather than on the topic they are expected to study [45].
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Recommendations

1. Access to virtual learning space and internet should
be sufficiently made for students with intellectual disability
so that learning will be seamless/

2. The quality of digital content should be meaningful
and culturally based on efficiency.
3. It is important that teachers possess the required

knowledge and skills required to ensure that learners with
intellectual disability are assisted to learner using the virtual
learning space. Therefore focus should be placed on the
training and professional development of the teachers.

4. Crucial infrastructure should be invested because
the quality infrastructure will help enhance the interaction
between learners and teachers. The implication is that
investment should be wisely done to achieve set goals.

Conclusions

Nigeria is faced with the challenge of deploying information
and communication tools that could be used for the
implementation of virtual learning for learners with
intellectual disability based on some of the problems that
have been discussed above. Exploring some of the suggested
solutions so as to mitigate identified challenges associated
with sing VLS for teaching by government and stakeholders
is crucial. This will result in teachers of learners with
intellectual disability adoption of VLS for teaching not only
during a situation that requires social distancing, but as a
way of enhancing classroom instruction. Apart from socio-
economic difficulties that have impeded IT development,
the prevailing infrastructure on the ground is another factor
affecting IT development in the country. Moreover, it is
important that manpower development is embarked on
through regular workshops and training so that teachers are
conversant with virtual learning modes of teaching.
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