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Opinion Review
Unlearning, Relearning, and Paradigm Shift to Online Tertiary Education during the COVID-19
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Abstract
The current coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has compelled to shut down all
levels of educational institutions worldwide for a particular time. The pandemic has forced
educators and institutions to rapidly switching from classroom teaching to online teaching.
The changes in teaching strategies have led both teachers and students into sudden multifaced
challenges. Consequently, Bangladesh has closed down all classroom teaching and adapted
online system education using different digital platforms. This opinion review has outlined
some challenges and opportunities of online in Bangladesh as a representative of developing
countries. This paper has further reviewed underlined vital factors in the university system
of developing countries that may contribute to paradigm shifts in the education system in the
modern competitive world.
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Introduction
The emergence of the novel coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) caused by the highly contagious
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus
2 (SARS-CoV-2) has remodeled the healthcare,
education, economic, and social systems worldwide
1-3
. Limited movements, restrictions to movements,
additional personal protection measures, social
distancing practices have been adopted as potential
means to reduce transmission of the virus to the mass
population 4. Certain levels of concerning society
have been shown to accept new technologies and
communication modalities rapidly 5-7. Adherence
to new modalities varied extensively from country
to country and community to community inside a
country, depending on national policy, populations’
perception, and resources availability. In the
meantime, COVID-19 became a pandemic 8, 9. The
World Health Organization (WHO) declared the
ongoing pandemic of COVID-19 as a global
public emergency 10. As of 27 July 2021, about
300 countries worldwide have reported more than
193 million confirmed cases, led to over 4100,000
deaths 11. COVID-19 was detected in Bangladesh
in the second week of March 2020. Soon after, the
Government of Bangladesh closed down all kinds of

classroom teaching education from elementary level
to university level. After few months, online system
education has been introduced using different digital
platforms for junior high school, senior high school,
and University levels. Therefore, the emergence of
COVID-19 in Bangladesh has heavily hindered all
levels of education, particularly in the area where
hands-on training is imperative. This opinion
review will elucidate how COVID-19 emergence
has disrupted traditional university education in
Bangladesh. It will further outline some challenges
and opportunities of online education in Bangladesh
as a representative of developing countries.
Administration of the Bangladeshi Education
System
Overall, Education in Bangladesh is monitored by
the Ministry of Education (MOE), Bangladesh.
It divides sector-wise overseeing responsibilities
on various agencies, including the Directorate of
Secondary and Higher Education that administer
comprehensive activities for secondary and higher
secondary level education. The University Grants
Commission (UGC) was formed as an autonomous
administration body for the country’s quality
assurance in higher education institutes (HEI),
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which are public universities 12. The Bangladeshi
UGC is modeled after the British University Grants
Committee. This British model was followed in other
South Asian countries, formerly part of British India
13
. On the other hand, the Bangladesh government’s
Primary and Mass Education Ministry solely oversees
elementary education and non-formal education
programs for children and adults.
Traditional Undergraduate and Master degree
Education in Bangladesh

affiliated colleges teach the full range of bachelor’s
or master’s degree programs, much smaller than
universities. The Bangladesh Open University
(BOU) offers diploma, bachelor’s, and master’s
programs via distance education. The colleges under
NU and BOU bear some low reputation of building
quality education compared with full universities.
Many colleges only offer upper-secondary (higher
secondary school certificate, HSC) level education
12, 13
.

UGC is an agency that disburses Bangladesh
government funds (grants) to public universities. In
addition, it coordinates and regulates both public and
private universities regarding their compliance to set
quality criteria. Undergraduate university education
in Bangladesh has been well structured as four years
of coursework, followed by some short internship
training related to primary subject’s working fields.
Usually, during the first two years, students learn the
fundamental of the significant subject and several
supportive extra-departmental associated courses.
Universities have adopted different curricula for
Bachelor’s (Honours) Degree that usually consist
of 140-168 credits. The total number of credits of
each bachelor program is distributed into theoretical,
practical at laboratory, field-work, internship/
industrial training courses, and in viva-voce
examination to assess a comprehensive knowledge
gain by the students. The whole undergraduate
program extends for eight consecutive semesters
under four academic years (exceptionally, some
departments require 10 semesters for five years)
divided into four interlinked parts. One academic
year is divided into two consecutive semesters, and
examinations are held at the end of each semester.
Public universities run their programs following
both years- and semester-systems. Most private
universities use semester systems, but trimester
systems are also standard at private universities. The
Master’s degree courses under most Bangladeshi
Universities remain over one academic year under
two consecutive semesters. The master’s degree
course is divided into two groups: general Group
and thesis Group. Students under the thesis group are
supposed to conduct some capstone research project
under a mentorship of a faculty from the respective
or related department.

COVID-19 Pandemic, eWork, Online Education,
and Distant learning

Bangladesh’s higher education system has affiliated
smaller teaching institutions called colleges under
Bangladesh’s National University (NU) to provide
tertiary-level education. However, not all NU-

Challenges of Online Education Modalities
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COVID-19 was first identified in Wuhan, China,
in December 2019. By 27th July 2021, there were
193.7 million cases and over 4154,600 deaths
worldwide, with an aggressive case fatality ratio
(CFR) among confirmed cases 11. The first reported
cases for COVID-19 in Bangladesh were detected
in early March 14, 15, and by 6th August 2021, there
were over 1,335,260 confirmed cases with 22,150
deaths giving a CFR of 1.65% 16. However, there are
possibilities of underreporting COVID-19 cases in
Bangladesh due to resources, healthcare personnel,
and facilities 17. As WHO forecasted SARS-CoV2 as
a highly contagious virus, countries all over the world
imposed different levels of movement restrictions in
the name of complete or partial lockdowns, social
distancing regulations, and state of emergency 4, 10.
Along with many countries, the Bangladesh
government declared to shut down places, including
educational institutions, to reduce human COVID-19
transmission 18. More than 1.5 billion enrolled
students of all ages worldwide got interruption of
education 19, 20. All levels of Bangladeshi students
have experienced the interruption of education
for a long time. School closure associated with
COVID-19 is longer and more uncertain than other
sporadic instances like natural calamity, civil unrest,
war, and strikes. Hence, policymakers and educators
had to think of some emergency methods to ensure
the continuity of education. In the social distancing
situation, healthcare and education institutions in
many countries started shifting to electronic work
(eWork) policy 21-23. Consequently, online distant
teaching-learning education practice has been
adopted in different delivery modes to substitute
conventional classroom education.
The electronic educational practices during the
COVID-19 pandemic are called at different names
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in different countries, notably distance education,
e-learning, online education, and school from home.
The sudden transition to electronic communication
for distant teaching-learning modalities has made
the previously established class-teaching approach
obsolete. The whole teaching community, including
learners, teachers, and parents, is experiencing a
great deal of anxiety for shifting from face-to-face
to online teaching with limited or no prior exposure
in some cases. Other restrictions like self-isolation,
lockdown, chances of COVID-19 infection,
decreasing family income, job insecurity have
impacted a multiple added burden to all the teachinglearning stakeholders. With the uncertainty of human
existence in this pandemic, deficiency of technology
know-how and its appropriate resources have
resulted in anxiety and trauma to students, teachers,
and guardians. It has put some bottle-neck pressure
on all the concerned allies, especially in resource
lagging countries, including Bangladesh.
UGC of Bangladesh has recognized the necessity of
online education during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The authority has endorsed guidelines to all public
and private universities to transit from face-to-face
to online teaching. However, most Bangladeshi
students and faculty members had no fundamental
training and resources to accept the challenges of
e-teaching-learning in most university settings. As
rarely our teachers and students earned prior exposure
to conducting online education. We recognized some
inherent barriers of online education at university:
weak technical skills, poor infrastructure (scarcity
of computers/smartphones for students, poor
internet speed, interruption of electricity), unstable
institutional strategies, and high internet cost 24. A
typical negative attitude of both teachers and students
acts as a barrier to shifting e-education methods.
Lack of insufficient technical skills was the first
challenge identified in online teaching for university
students and faculty. An insufficient computer using
and writing skills have provoked a negative attitude,
particularly from teachers towards embracing the
new e-education system. The lack of technical skills
generates confidence that negatively impacts online
learning delivery 25. The students who find difficulty
adopting the technical know-how of online education
systems may negatively impact their mental health
26
. Online teaching makes students into less-engaged,
unattended passive learners. The unengaged students
can collect the requisite lecture notes, lecture
recordings, study content from the online repository.

E-learning minimizes the possibility of building an
excellent mentoring relationship between faculty
and students as well. Notably, online education has
a severe flaw for subjects where hands-on training
and demonstration are imperative. Hands-on training
builds students’ competence in their professional
subjects by increasing the breadth and depth of their
learning. One of the challenges of online classes we
recognize is the interruption of internet connection
either at teachers’ or students’ end, voice quality we
compromise very frequently in our online teaching
system. The e-learning system engages students and
teachers for a long time in front of the computer
screen and upsets social interaction, reducing reallife verbal and nonverbal communication, which are
reasonable means of passive learning 27.
Opportunities of Online Education System
Besides many challenges, online pedagogy has
brought several opportunities to tertiary education
systems in developing countries. Online education
favors the flexibility of teachers and students for
setting lesson plans. Teaching is a lifetime learning
process. Online education brings new opportunities
for instructors and students to be acquainted with
different digital platforms for teaching-learning.
The development of electronic communications
for university education will be a great addition
to the existing conventional systems. The shifting
of electronic communication channels develops
students’ and teachers’ instructional skills, learning
skills, administrative services, and educational
facilities. Adopted digital technology in university
education helps to engage all students from suitable
remote locations. The system allows teachers to
regularly check in with students for feedback on course
materials and assignments more conveniently with
digital forms and drives. Technology can automate
some tedious assessment tasks of instructors, such
as keeping track of student attendance, performance,
and grading for quizzes. Therefore, integrating
technology in the classroom can reduce the amount
of time spent on minor tedious tasks.
Technology is an essential life skill for both teachers
and students in the current digital world. Being
digitally literate is in no way inferior to obtaining
isolated technological skills for students’ careerism.
Creative presentations, learning to search necessary
information from reliable internet sources, and
maintaining online communication with proper
etiquette are vital skills students can learn from their
classroom. Real-time e-communication skills from
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mobile technology are a must-have requirement
for students for almost any potential career today.
Investment for shifting to technology-based
education in the universities of developing countries
will boost students’ achievement for a better return
28
. COVID-19 pandemic provides a paradoxical
opportunity to developing world’s education systems
to cope with the generation Z teaching-learning
system of the developed world 29.

especially in developing countries 37, 38. Besides
many inherent challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic
has administered profound opportunities to the
educational institutions of developing countries to
change or revise some of their traditional teaching
practices by adopting the current information and
communication technologies.

Unlearning, Relearning, and Life-long learning in
Education

Education is no longer defined by what a teacher
will instruct but rather what a student will learn,
understand, and demonstrate. These are transitions
from an instruction paradigm to a learning paradigm,
in which a teacher’s role is that of a coach. The
shifting from teacher-centered to student-centered
teaching began years back in the developed world
via innovative online education programs 39, 40.
The COVID-19 pandemic has allowed developing
countries to upgrade their teaching-learning styles
from teacher-centered to student-centered learning
for the modern millennial generation 41, 42.

Modern teaching methodologies suggest teachers and
students in a continuous process of learning, promoting
student engagement, understanding, and supporting
life-long learning (LLL) 30, 31. LLL is defined as
intentional learning that people engage in throughout
their lives for personal and professional fulfilment to
improve their life quality 32. It has been recognized
as a critical and comprehensive educational goal in
the ever-changing societal and professional demands
33
. In recent years, LLL has emerged as a significant
wing of education policy around the globe 31, 32. It
enhances the development of a lifelong learning
attitude in the students and teachers that would help
them adapt and learn throughout their lives in a broad
range of situations and from many divergent sources.
During the shutdown of all universities and higher
education institutions in the COVID-19 pandemic,
the authority needs to develop different sustainable
education delivery modalities to fulfill the purposes
of education in this contemporary world. Shifting
the education paradigm requires reconfiguring
the institutions, particularly setting a technology
framework and training teaching staff with a newly
adopted system. It is recognized that learning new
things is always tricky for any aged professionals.
However, attitudes of unlearning peoples from
their existing mindsets, behavior, and methods are
challenging for setting new modalities in higher
education 34, 35. COVID-19 pandemic has brought
the academic world into a time for ‘unlearning’ old
teaching habits and systems that have been useful
in the past but may not be a good fit for the present
and future. Thus, teachers and other academic staff
should embrace the ‘cycle of unlearning’ timely in
the world of uncertainty like COVID-19 to earn more
impactful, value-adding pedagogy for their students
36
. When teachers’ motivation to learn to unlearn
and then relearn is set, then teachers’ education to
new digital technologies in education has become
challenging during the COVID-19 pandemic,
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Key factors that influence these paradigm shifts
are restructuring curricular framework, school
leadership and organization, modes of instructional
design, international partnership in teaching and
learning, and international Exchange programs that
enhance students’ global mobility, employability,
and competitiveness 43. Technology integration into
instruction methods of education systems is the single
most vital driver to represents a paradigm shift in
education systems 43, 44. Effective use of technology in
the classroom for the paradigm shift from “teaching”
to “learning” requires adequate training to teach staff
for technology utilization. Thus, for universities to
remain competitive in the new millennium, they
must provide adequate technical support and develop
cohesive training programs that will assist faculty in
integrating technology into instruction.
Conclusion and Recommendations
The COVID-19 pandemic is an unavoidable
disruption; paradoxically, it has brought the
opportunity of developing countries to upgrade
technology in education to transform online teaching
and learning, thus making it a positive learning curve
for the global community. University authorities
of developing countries should take sufficient
initiatives to improve the attitudes and mindsets of
their teaching staff to become lifelong learners to
adopt any unforeseen situation like the COVID-19
pandemic and uphold their educations to the higher
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high direction. Policymakers and the university
authorities should develop the skills and competency
of students and teachers in basic skills of digital
technologies to prepare for a constantly changing
world of work. Education and health are intrinsically
linked. Quality education can improve health at
individual and societal levels. Developed countries
earn multifold and diversified more significant returns
of investments from education. The government of
developing countries should increase investment in
competence development of science, technology,

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education
to ensure health, economy, and well-being for the
present and future generations.
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