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Abstract: As educational systems begin to resume operations amid and after the Coronavirus Disease 

2019 (COVID-19) crisis, there is a complicated imagination of how learning will take place in what kind 

of space. Drawing ideas from the experiences of selected countries as well as relevant theory, this article 

attempts to reconceptualize learning space as schools reopen in this new age. The discussion shows 

that physical distancing measures and emergency remote teaching are the two powerful forces that 

reconceptualize the learning space. The theory of transactional distance, with its three factors of 

dialogue, structure, and autonomy, further provides a better understanding. This paper recommends 

that shared efforts among governments, educational systems, and researchers should be placed to fully 

realize the benefits of education in this new age as far as reconceptualized learning space is concerned. 
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Introduction 

On May 11, 2020, after over two months of lockdowns in the attempt to contain the spread of COVID-

19 infection, several countries were observed to have begun easing their restriction measures (Secon 

et al., 2020). This stage was followed by the expression of different governments around the world to 

reopen schools after months of enforced closures. However, such a move comes with careful placement 

of various measures to keep the learners safe amid the uncertainties about the end of the COVID-19 

crisis (World Economic Forum, 2020). 

 

As a response to the apprehensions to reopen schools, the UNESCO (2020a) posed three urgent 

questions relating to time, condition, and process to guide educational systems in their attempts to 

reopen schools. As each country differ in their situations, it urged educational systems to ponder on the 

following questions: When can schools reopen? What conditions should be addressed? How can states 

organize schools on a practical level? Contemplating on these questions, a concern that worries 

educators is how learning will take place in what kind of space. This concern poses to reconceptualize 

the notions of a learning space. 

 

Space, in the context of learning and education, is a broad concept. It is traditionally referred to as the 

physical spaces to which learning takes place (Cook, 2010). Within this definition, learning space 

includes formal such as classrooms and laboratories to informal spaces such as libraries and the 

campus as a whole (Painter et al., 2013). With the rapid technological development, learning space has 

been further defined as virtual spaces from which learning occurs (Wu, 2018). Within this 

reconsideration, learning space radically covers from fonts on the screen that resemble the printed 

volumes of learning materials to models of online classrooms (Warger et al., 2009). 

 

An emerging body of studies has been conducted to explore different learning spaces (Brand & Kinash, 

2010; Ellis & Goodyear, 2016; Greenhow & Belbas, 2007; Lee, 2017; Lievonen & Kinnunen, 2014; 

Kumar & Bhatt, 2014; McNeil & Borg, 2018; Petersen & Gorman, 2014; Talbert & Mor-Avi, 2019; 
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Warshauer & Matuchniak, 2010; Wilson & Randall, 2012; Zeivots & Schucks, 2018) mostly from the 

point of view before the COVID-19 global outbreak.  

 

However, with the new age amid and after the COVID-19 pandemic, learning space becomes a more 

complex idea. As several countries reopened schools, education scholars saw how physical distancing 

practices are inevitably redesigning physical learning spaces (Melnick, et al., 2020). Furthermore, there 

are current global discussions on a range of remote practices collectively termed as emergency remote 

education, suggesting the emergence of remote learning spaces (Bozkurt et al., 2020). These changes 

motivate the reconsideration of how learning will take place in what kind of space. Thus, there is a timely 

need to carefully think about the concept of learning space anew.  

 

Considering the background established, this article attempts to reconceptualize learning space as 

schools reopen amid and after the COVID-19 pandemic. It draws ideas from the emerging experiences 

of different countries around the world as well as relevant theory. 

A Reconceptualization of Learning Space amid and after COVID-19 Pandemic 

This paper tries to lead educators to doors that open transformative opportunities for how learning space 

in this new era can be reconceptualized. Through the review of current experiences of different 

countries, the discussion revolves around physical distancing measures and emergency remote 

teaching as two powerful forces. A grounding to the theory of transactional distance further supports 

how the reconceptualized learning spaces can be better understood. 

Minding the physical distancing measures 

With the changing time in the COVID-19 period, physical learning spaces have to be redefined through 

physical distancing required to prevent any possibility of virus transmission in schools. Studies of past 

disease outbreaks illustrate that enforced school closures can prevent disease transmission in the 

context of physical distancing measures (Viner et al., 2020). Physical distancing, also known as social 

distancing, has three dimensions: “stay at least six feet from other people”, “do not gather in groups”, 

and “stay out of crowded places” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Each country is 

adopting approaches to meet physical distancing in schools, significantly reshaping the physical learning 

space for learners. 

 

In China, where COVID-19 originated, schools reopened with a reduced number of learners in classes 

and shortened school days after months of attempts to contain the virus. For example, in Beijing and 

most cities, classes are limited to 20 students instead of the regular 30 students. The schools also close 

at 3:30 in the afternoon (Yang et al., 2020). A practice that is also changing the physical learning space 

for children is the wearing of creative winged hats that give children cues to keep a meter away from 

their peers (Katz, 2020). In the USA, which is now the global epicenter of the disease in terms of the 

number of cases, schools are advised to put physical partitions and guides, such as tape markers on 

floors and visual signs on the prominent areas (Dobrzyn & Iwasinski, 2020). 

 

Denmark has a similar experience as the first country in Europe to reopen its schools. Its guidelines 

show how physical spaces are modified. Aside from reduced class sizes, schools have maximized 

spaces like playgrounds and gyms (Kingsley, 2020; Hunter & Jaber, 2020). With most school buildings 

shut down, teachers are bringing learners in the lower grades outside and on the playground instead of 

the blackboard (Chiacu, 2020). Learners in the higher grades would stay in their homerooms as teachers 

exchange, except in science classes, which would remain to be conducted in laboratories (Melnick et 

al., 2020).  
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Taiwan, in contrast, has not set specific class sizes. Schools keep students in a homeroom class with 

an advisory teacher. On the other hand, teachers of specific subjects move between the classes. 

Empirical research works indicate that, during the H1N1 outbreak, this strategy to physical distancing, 

combined with classroom suspension, contained the spread of disease and reduced social disruption 

(Yen et al., 2020) Aside from sustaining stable homerooms, desks are also spaced out and sometimes 

guarded by dividers (Melnick et al., 2020).  

 

Moreover, in Singapore, changed physical spaces limit the movement of the learners. Typical class 

sizes remained at about 30 students, but classrooms are big, allowing learners to be spaced one to two 

meters apart. In early grade levels, learners are seated together in permanent groups. In intermediate 

grade levels, learners are seated in rows usually observed when taking tests (Peng & Ling, 2020). 

However, this may appear to be a problem in countries like the Philippines where stakeholders have 

expressed concerns about overcrowded schools with 40 to 50 students in a small classroom (Quismorio 

& Luci-Atienza, 2020). 

 

On the other hand, in some territories in Australia, the time element plays a role in the new physical 

learning spaces. Classes were reopened but only allowing students to attend one day a week on a 

staggered basis (Chiacu, 2020). Austria also adopted a related stagger student attendance. In a sample 

model, one group of students will attend from Monday to Tuesday in a week, then on Wednesday to 

Friday the next week (Melnick et al., 2020). Similarly, in Hongkong, the education ministry has expressed 

that if schools reopen, students will be attending only half a day of classes. It will further be implemented 

in periods, with learners at the higher grades initially going back to schools (Ho-Him, 2020). 

Shifting to emergency remote teaching 

Another discussion offering solution as schools reopen amid the COVID-19 pandemic is the migration 

of classes to a range of educational practices collectively called emergency remote teaching. However, 

unlike distance education, home education, and online education which are anchored on theoretical and 

practical assumptions, it is about “surviving in a time of crisis with all resources available, including 

offline and online” (Bozkurt et al., 2020, p. 2). As elaborated, it “is rather a temporary solution” (Bozkurt 

& Sharma, 2020) and “being delivered in these pressing circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020) formally 

called emergency remote teaching. This emerging practice opens alternative learning spaces typically 

not in the physical classrooms nor in distance education, home education, or online education which 

are different. These spaces range from complete virtual learning spaces to blended learning spaces. 

 

Before the schools reopened in China, it was reported that as enforced closures of classes were 

implemented, an emergency remote teaching was adopted through complete virtual learning space 

using high technologies. It was done through a variety of online courses and electronic textbooks 

(Patrinos & Shmis, 2020). Such a space is also seen to be most likely adopted in places with developed 

online learning systems but is currently devastated by high COVID-19 infections. In some large districts 

in the USA, authorities have already indicated that they may not be able to open schools and 

instructional implementation may have to continue exclusively virtual and mostly online learning space 

(Domenech, 2020). 

 

While it is generally thought that emergency remote teaching will likely redesign a complete virtual 

learning space using high technologies in countries with high capabilities, the experience of Germany is 

different. Kerres (2020) reported that while the country is a world leader in the production of high 

technologies, the COVID-19 crisis revealed technological gaps in its educational systems. As many 

teachers have quickly turned to emergency remote teaching amid the COVID-19 crisis, there is a high 

propensity towards going back to largely physical learning space considering the strong preference of 

the nation to traditional classroom instruction. Echoing the contemplations of Jandric (2020), the 

adoption of online education will likely motivate numerous research after the crisis. 
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On the other hand, with contrastingly limited resources in countries like Bhutan, schools are trying hard 

to use emergency remote teaching, bringing learners to a combined online and offline virtual learning 

space. A major source for internet access in the country is through cellular phones. Some schools have 

employed online tools such as Google classrooms and social media applications such as WeChat or 

WhatsApp to augment education from home. Teachers also give book chapters that may be read offline 

in this approach (Drukpa, 2020). A similar form of combined online and offline virtual learning space but 

using low technologies is being observed in Afghanistan. Omar (2020) reported that students learn 

lessons via radio and television. Its education ministry said it is adopting the approach to ensure 

continuity of education for students while they study at home. For example, math subjects are delivered 

on television and language subjects via radio. 

 

Furthermore, in other countries like Morocco, Spain, and South Africa, where there are limited or no 

educational television programs, a broadcast of recorded lessons in simulated classrooms takes an 

efficient approach, making way for emergency remote teaching and creating a combined online and 

offline virtual learning space using low technologies. Supplementary materials like text messages and 

print materials like workbooks, written homework, or newspaper activities are also encouraged (Zacharia 

& Twinomugisha, 2020). Other countries like Estonia, Romania, and Serbia are also pursuing a 

combination of television broadcasts with on-demand video lessons. In these learning spaces, lessons 

are broadcast live to reach those pupils who have limited or no internet access with supplementary free 

digital versions (Dordevic, 2020). 

 

Lastly, with its advanced technologies and decreased COVID-19 cases, Korea is shifting from 

emergency remote education to a new normal practice called blended learning. It is an approach that 

combines physical learning space and virtual learning space. As of the moment, classes are held both 

online and offline for most schools to reduce the number of students in physical classrooms. Depending 

on grade and class, it is recommended that about a third of the student population of a school go to 

modified physical learning space in schools while the remaining cohort learns from home through 

various remote modalities (Hyun-Ju, 2020). 

 

Towards understanding a reconceptualized learning space 

 

The reconceptualized learning space, whether physical or virtual, as a result of the various responses 

to the COVID-19 crisis, can be further understood through the theory of transactional distance of Moore 

(1997). Though framed in formal distance education, the theory posits three important factors: dialogue, 

structure, and autonomy. These factors should be considered in further gaining insights from the 

reconceptualization of learning space and the nature of interactions that transpire between the teachers 

and learners in such a learning space. 

 

The dialogue factor accounts for all types of interactions between the teachers and learners within the 

context of instructional implementation and outcome evaluation (Giossos et al., 2009). Within the current 

COVID-19 context of changed physical learning space and virtual learning space, the dialogue may be 

hindered by the physical distance measures, thus challenging the quality of both instruction and outcome 

of such instruction. It is cogently important then to advise that instead of frequency of dialogue, the 

quality within the reshaped learning spaces should be primarily considered. 

 

On the other hand, the structure factor covers comprehensive components of instruction as far as 

objectives, topics, strategies, and assessments are concerned. It also includes the ability of the 

instruction to address the individual needs of the learners (Zhang, 2003). Considering the current 

modified physical learning space and virtual learning space characterized by staggered and decreased 

time as a response to prevent COVID-19 infection, there is a propensity among educators to simplify or 

reduce components of the scope of instruction. There is a caveat that when doing so, the principles of 

significance, relevance, and utility should be highly noted. 
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Last but not the least, the autonomy factor refers to the sense of independence and interconnection 

experienced by the learners as they participate in the educational process (Falloon, 2011). It is evident 

in the emerging physical learning space and virtual learning space amid the COVID-19 crisis that 

autonomy is largely reshaped as interactions are confined within restricted spaces. This situation 

demands careful arrangement of physical learning space and virtual learning space to consider how the 

sense of direction, autonomy, and community may be promoted among the learners while accounting 

for their safety at the same time. 

Conclusion 

The unique context of the COVID-19 crisis and the obligation for learner safety are continually 

reconceptualizing the learning space as schools begin to reopen worldwide. Through the review of 

global experiences, it is revealed that physical distancing measures and emergency remote teaching 

are the two powerful forces in the reconceptualization of learning space. It is further shown that the 

theory of transactional distance, with its three factors of dialogue, structure, and autonomy, provides a 

better understanding of the reconceptualized learning space.  

 

Such conclusions present several significant implications in education. For one, the learning space, 

whether physical or virtual, is specifically taking more spaces. The physical spaces such as playgrounds 

becoming classrooms, which is only exalted in progressive discussions in the past, are now becoming 

a reality. The results of emergency remote teaching have also created virtual spaces that range from 

complete to blended, from online to offline. Another is the learning space, both physical and virtual, 

conveys hidden messages of individualism, compliance, and inequality. For instance, there are 

criticisms as to how virtual modalities leave behind disadvantaged students, revealing gaps in education. 

Teaching approaches that require close interactions may not also be encouraged particularly in physical 

learning space while these approaches are being replicated in the virtual learning space. These 

implications have an impact on the overall instruction and learner outcomes as a result of such 

instruction. 

 

Given these implications, time calls for concerted efforts among governments, educational systems, and 

researchers. It is suggested that the governments should address key issues such as class size and 

internet connectivity which are essential elements of the reconceptualized learning space. Furthermore, 

there is an imperative for educational systems to train their teachers and learners, as well as parents, 

in the new modalities of instruction to fully realize the benefits of the reconceptualized learning space. 

This historical moment also challenges researchers, thus poses for the need to conduct studies that 

explore educational directions as far as reconceptualized learning space is concerned. 
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