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Abstract

The digital learning instituted in Hungary in the spring of 2020 to help halt the 
spread of the coronavirus arguably encountered stumbling blocks as regards dis-
advantaged students. However, we have no information about the details, and mit-
igating these disadvantages is therefore fraught. The aim of our research is to shed 
light on the experience of digital learning among disadvantaged students. 
We analysed responses to an online questionnaire completed by teachers at 48 of 
Hungary’s after-school programmes (ASPs) who were in contact with over 1000, 
mostly disadvantaged children. We  discussed the questionnaire-based analysis 
with ten ASP representatives in online workshops.
In addition to ICT devices and internet access, the lack of a learning space is also 
worth considering as a factor hindering the establishment of objective conditions 
for learning. When maintaining contact with parents, it is recommended that com-
munication habits that differ from those used with middle-class parents should be 
taken into account. Developing time management and other skills necessary for 
independent learning (e.g., reading comprehension, and digital literacy), as well 
as alleviating the psychological burden, represent central tasks in such situations. 
Our recommendations may be of use in the event of future school closures and in 
terms of facilitating digital learning among disadvantaged students.

Keywords: digital learning, disadvantaged students, after-school programme, 
Covid-19

1. Introduction

Hungary’s primary and secondary schools switched to digital learning on 16 March 2020 to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Students could not attend school, and teachers and stu-
dents could not meet. Teachers were permitted to use the school infrastructure, but they had 
to teach online (Governmental decree on the new working procedures in public and vocational 
education institutions, 2020). Digital learning remained in place until the end of the school 
year (15 June 2020). The switch to digital learning presumably heightened educational disad-
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vantages among the most vulnerable children. However, as we have no information about the 
details of this situation, it is difficult to develop options to mitigate the disadvantages.

The aim of our study is, first, to examine the consequences of school closures due to corona-
virus on students with low socio-economic status (low-SES students), and, second, to make rec-
ommendations concerning any challenges that are identified. After-school programmes (ASPs) 
that support disadvantaged students represent an important potential source of data in respect 
of how digital learning worked for the children of disadvantaged families. We used an online 
questionnaire for our analysis, which was completed by teachers at 48 ASPs who maintain con-
tact with over 1000 mostly disadvantaged children and their families. We also discussed the 
recommendations based on an analysis of the questionnaire with representatives from ten ASPs 
in two online workshops.

Based on our research, recommendations may be made concerning how to help disad-
vantaged students catch up in a similar emergency situation and how to organise distance 
learning for groups that fall behind. In addition, our study stresses some acute problems with 
which the Hungarian education system is struggling.

2. Theoretical background

2.1 Potential challenges of digital learning for disadvantaged students 

All students were forced to learn at home due to the school closures. At the same time, the 
consequences arguably differed significantly for students from varying socio-economic back-
grounds, in part because of their home environment and in part because of the divergent ser-
vices provided by their schools. In what follows, we outline the differences in these two areas 
and then identify some potential difficulties based on the literature.

2.1.1 Home environment
In international comparison, in terms of having at least one computer at home (93.6 per 

cent) and internet access (96.2 per cent), the situation of 15-year-old Hungarian students can 
be said to be good, and nor do students with varying family backgrounds exhibit striking 
differences (OECD, 2015). One study conducted among families with children likewise found 
a high level of internet use (98 per cent) and widespread ownership of computers at home (91 
per cent) (Ipsos, 2020). However, it is important to point out that the quality of devices and 
internet access can also influence the success of digital learning. 

These generally favourable data also demonstrate that a proportion of students do not 
have the infrastructure required for digital learning. Based on an analysis of the 2017 data 
from Hungary’s National Assessment of Basic Competencies, Hermann (2020) found that 12, 
10, and 7 per cent of students in the sixth, eighth and tenth grades, respectively, could not 
be reached at all due to the lack of internet or a computer. A  further 8, 6, and 5 per cent, 
respectively, could only be communicated with difficulty, since a single computer needed to 
be shared among three students. These figures total 20, 17, and 12 per cent of the grades under 
examination. These numbers conceal significant social differences: in the sixth and eighth 
grades, more than half of the children of mothers who have completed primary school at most 
cannot connect to online learning, or can, but only partly. In a non-representative study that 
addressed 425 teachers, a significant proportion of respondents (44 per cent) indicated that 
the lack of ICT devices and internet was among the main reasons for students being excluded 
from digital learning (Kende et al., 2021).
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A further difficulty for disadvantaged students lies in the fact that digital learning requires 
major parental help. International comparative studies show that a total of 50 per cent of the 
Hungarian population is in possession of basic digital skills, a figure which falls behind the 
European Union average (60 per cent). Among the Visegrád Four (the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, and Slovakia), with their many similarities, Hungary only exceeds Poland in this respect 
(46 per cent) (DESI, 2019). Seventy-five per cent of teachers of mostly disadvantaged students 
partly or fully agreed with the statement that learning was impossible without significant help 
from parents in the given situation; they also saw that students were unable to understand learn-
ing tasks and learning material independently as the greatest difficulty (with 68 per cent of them 
agreeing with this statement) (Kende et al., 2021). The survey noted above reinforced the neces-
sity of parental help among parents of school-age children: 78 per cent of the latter said that their 
child required some degree of parental help with regard to digital learning (Fodor et al., 2020). 
In all likelihood, parents with low educational attainment, for whom helping their children with 
their studies otherwise poses a problem, found themselves facing further obstacles due to their 
lack of experience with information and communication technologies (ICT).

Lack of an appropriate learning space at home is a general feature of families living in pov-
erty. In Kende et al.’s (2021) survey, the absence of a suitable learning space was reported in the 
largest proportions (71 per cent) by teachers of segregated school classes among the obstacles to 
digital learning. Stress is generally experienced to a higher degree among low-income families, 
which is considered a central factor that negatively influences children’s cognitive and social-af-
fective development (e.g., Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Limited leisure-time options outside of the 
home reinforced the sense of crowdedness, and thus increased stress as well. Added to this was 
the frequent contributing factor for such families of narrowing job opportunities due to coro-
navirus, and growing stress caused by a loss of income. It is a known fact that the coronavirus 
affected less skilled workers more intensely (e.g., Fana et al., 2020; Fodor et al., 2020).

2.1.2 Teachers
The Hungarian education system is extremely selective, with students from divergent 

family backgrounds separated from one another, typically attending school with peers from 
similar socioeconomic backgrounds. Schools with varied student compositions offer educa-
tion of significantly divergent quality. In schools in which the proportion of disadvantaged 
students is high due to an accumulation of learning problems, pre-existing family disadvan-
tages are heightened due to ever scarcer educational resources, the adverse selection of teach-
ers, more restricted financial capacity, and the development of unfavourable motivational pro-
cesses (Csapó et al., 2019; Kertesi & Kézdi, 2016). According to Kende et al.’s (2021) research, an 
average of 16 per cent of students could not connect to digital learning, but in institutions with 
majority disadvantaged students the share was 31 per cent. In the case of small communities, 
70 per cent of respondents said that paper-based teaching materials were common or present 
in their school. These figures suggest that teachers in institutions with a high proportion of 
disadvantaged students are considerably overburdened during periods of digital learning as 
well. After all, in addition to online instruction, further solutions for maintaining contact were 
called for among a significant proportion of students. The existence of overburdened teachers 
and paper-based learning tasks, designed to be completed without the help of teachers, both 
suggest a drop in educational quality. 
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2.1.3 Additional barriers
Home learning through digital education demands greater autonomy and self-discipline 

among students. At the same time, motivation and skills (e.g., reading comprehension and dig-
ital literacy) are typically less developed among low-SES students (e.g., Fejes, 2012; Heckman 
et al., 2011; OECD, 2018).

According to the results of the PISA assessment of digital reading comprehension (among 
other skills), Hungarian students’ achievement is among the weakest in Europe. In addition 
to this weak average achievement, it is also significant that the link between achievement in 
this area and socio-economic status is particularly strong in the case of Hungary – the second 
strongest among the 30 countries (and economies) participating in the assessment. The dif-
ference in digital literacy was especially large between those who had the opportunity to use 
a computer at home and those who did not (OECD, 2015). In other words, for the majority of 
disadvantaged students in Hungary, weak digital reading comprehension may be a fundamen-
tal barrier to digital learning.

Summer setback, or summer learning loss, is a well-known phenomenon among low-SES 
students. The shift to digital learning is comparable to this phenomenon, which is arguably 
reinforced by the fact that home learning coincided with the summer break. Although this 
phenomenon was not only identified with reading skills, disadvantaged students fell behind 
significantly in their reading performance, since the performance of students from higher-SES 
families typically improves during the summer break (Cooper et al., 1996). One reason for 
the increase in the difference can arguably be found in the difference in leisure-time reading 
habits. This weaker achievement driven by unequal leisure-time reading may have become 
apparent during the school year among disadvantaged students.

2.2 First experiences based on the international literature

In this section, we review the consequences of the switch to digital learning based on data 
taken from international literature with a focus on socio-economic status.

Grewenig et al. (2020) surveyed parents (n=1099) to collect time-use information on 
low-achieving and high-achieving primary and secondary school students in Germany. The 
authors found that low achievers reduced their daily learning time by about half, and replaced 
it with activities that were less beneficial for their development such as watching TV or play-
ing computer games. Although there was no difference in the reduction in learning time for 
children from parents with low educational attainment, due to the association between par-
ents’ level of education and students’ success at school, the results suggest that prevailing edu-
cational inequalities have intensified. Andrew et al. (2020) also surveyed parents (n=5582) to 
explore the consequences of school closures in England. They found differences in the changes 
of the use of time between children from poorer and better-off families, although these dif-
ferences were only revealed among primary school students. Furthermore, results suggest 
differences not only in the availability of ICT devices and internet access at home between 
families of different socio-economic status, but also in the availability of resources provided by 
schools. Poorer families were offered less learning support (such as online classes) by schools, 
but more passive solutions (such as assigned learning tasks without help).

Some studies have categorized households into income groups based on place of residence 
and examined the differences in the former’s learning-related online activity during school 
closures (e.g., Bacher-Hicks et al., 2020; Chetty et al., 2020). Not surprisingly, results show 
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greater online activity in higher income households, which suggests that these households 
were more successful at adapting to online learning.

McNulty and Baird (2020) analysed the literacy performance of 1.6 million students from 
grades 2–12 in the United States. They used real-time data from an annual literacy test, which 
enabled them to compare students’ results before and after school closures with the expected 
growth. The authors predicted an 18 per cent increase in the achievement gap between 
students from low- and high-income schools for those low-income students who were not 
actively learning during the school closures. According to their analysis, struggling readers 
(those scoring below the 25th percentile in reading) were less active at online learning, and 
the performance gap between struggling and advanced readers (those scoring above the 25th 
percentile) may grow by an additional 6 per cent due to the school closures.

2.3 ‘Tanoda’ – Hungary’s ASP for disadvantaged students

The first tanoda programmes for disadvantaged students in Hungary appeared in the mid-
1990s. They were primarily maintained through private donations. In the early 2000s, Europe-
an-Union-funded grants were announced every one to three years to finance them, which were 
tied to an increasingly larger financial envelope. As a result of the availability of grant money, 
the number of programmes run by civil society and faith-based organisations grew steadily, 
and Hungary’s ASP movement began. ASPs have been funded through the Hungarian state 
budget since 2018, with approximately 180 programmes operating through this source and 
a further 20 civil society organisations maintaining programmes from other sources (Szűcs & 
Fejes, 2021).

The assumption that conventional schools fail to accommodate to the particular needs of 
disadvantaged and Roma students and that the activities of an institution with a divergent 
perspective is thus required to offset this has played a fundamental role in the formation of 
the ASPs. 

In addition to compulsory schoolwork, ASPs also operate in the afternoon and/or week-
ends with the voluntary participation of their mentees. A  mode of operation that flexibly 
adapts to the features of the target group and a  complex teaching approach that makes it 
possible to exploit numerous opportunities can be seen as significant features of ASP activ-
ities which differ from those of formal schooling and are impossible or far more difficult 
to implement within the framework of formal education. Examples include leisure-time and 
community-building events, the use of innovative teaching methods, activities that reinforce 
the identity of the Roma students, teacher-student relationships that diverge from the norm, 
and a  large proportion of volunteer helpers (Fejes et al., 2016). In  sum, with regard to the 
duties undertaken by ASPs, it is clear that they provide the kinds of services to disadvantaged 
students that their middle-class peers routinely receive from their families and schools.

A state-funded ASP must meet statutory requirements (Ministry for Human Resources 
decree on the professional tasks involved in social mobility services for children and the con-
ditions for their operation, 2018), including attending to every mentee in the ASP for no fewer 
than four hours a week, in addition to keeping its doors open no fewer than four days a week. 
The headcount in an ASP varies between 20 and 30. In 2019, a total of 5296 students (1689 
lower-school students, 3063 upper-school students, and 544 high school students) participated 
in state-funded ASPs (KSH, 2019). The law that regulates the running of these programmes 
(Ministry for Human Resources decree on the professional tasks involved in social mobility 
services for children and the conditions for their operation, 2018) contains criteria for assess-
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ing the needs of those receiving support, so that funding is used in line with its aims. It sets 
out that 70 per cent of the participating children must be beneficiaries of regular child pro-
tection benefit (the basis for which is monthly income per family member1) and that 50 per 
cent of those students must be classified as having a disadvantaged or multiply disadvantaged 
status (the basis for which is parents’ low educational attainment, unemployment, and the 
living environment). 

An additional significant feature of ASPs from the perspective of the current study is that 
they maintain contact with families more actively than schools do. State-funded ASPs must 
pay visits to the families of their mentees twice a year, set out the details of their cooperation 
in a contract, and organise an event at the ASP that families may also join at least four times 
a year.

3. Aims and research questions

The aim of our explanatory research was to survey the results of Hungary’s school closures 
due to the coronavirus on children from low-SES families based on the experience of ASP staff, 
and to collect and develop recommendations for any, primarily educational, challenges that 
arise. We believe our results could be of use in the event of future school closures, as well as 
in terms of facilitating digital learning among disadvantaged students. Our research questions 
were as follows:

• What challenges have ASP teachers identified in relation to the transition to digital 
learning during their work of supporting disadvantaged students and their families?

• What potential solutions have they come up with to tackle or mitigate these chal-
lenges?

Since the target group for the ASPs consists of disadvantaged children, the data collected 
from those programmes is not suitable for painting a general picture of digital learning. At the 
same time, the former can be expressly helpful for illustrating the situation of those children 
from the poorest families, and for assisting in the development of recommendations for those 
who are arguably most disadvantaged by digital learning. A further benefit of using the expe-
rience of ASP staff is that, owing to the complex approach used by these programmes, they 
have insight into a number of areas that influence the effectiveness of digital learning, includ-
ing the functioning of the families and the assigning of learning tasks.

We consider that exploring the perceptions of ASP teachers is especially valuable in rela-
tion to describing the teaching practices of schools during the school closures. One of the 
priorities of ASP teachers is to support their mentees in their efforts to meet the expectations 
of their schools. Thus, ASP teachers are in regular contact with students, and often with par-
ents and school teachers as well, hence they have accurate information about the educational 
practices at their mentees’ schools. Moreover, due to their qualifications and experience, ASP 
teachers are well aware of the circumstances at schools. Looking at digital learning from the 
perspective of any of the interested parties naturally provides us with a distorted picture – 
however, for the reasons mentioned above, we consider understanding the perspective of ASP 
teachers to be of crucial importance.

Based on the literature, we predict that the transition to digital learning was especially unfa-
vourable for low-SES students. We assumed there would be problems in the following areas tied 
to school learning: availability of ICT devices and internet access; reading comprehension and 

1 The threshold value at the time of the study was equal to 110 euros.
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digital competencies among students and their parents; and contact maintained between student 
and school (communication, help with learning, and assigning learning tasks). We also collected 
information tied to the ASPs in these areas – first, to obtain a more detailed understanding of the 
situation of ASP mentees, and second, to provide points of reference concerning the operation of 
the schools. In addition, we asked about assistance requested of ASP teachers by families, adap-
tation to the changed situation, and potential solutions to challenges that arose. 

4. Data collection and analysis

The source of the data we analysed was an online questionnaire,2 which teachers in ASPs that 
constitute the TanodaPlatform network3 received by email. The questionnaire was completed 
by 48 ASP staff members, with the questionnaire being completed in the second half of April 
2020; that is, with the respondents having had experience with the shift to digital learning.  

The questionnaire consisted mainly of closed-ended (62) and some open-ended (11) ques-
tions. The majority of the former were Likert-type questions. The questions can be grouped 
into the following topic areas: features of the ASPs at which the respondents teach; their 
perceptions of the contact maintained between ASP mentees and the school (communication, 
help with learning and assigning learning tasks); contact maintained between ASP mentees 
and their ASP (communication, help with learning and assigning learning tasks); barriers 
to digital learning and potential solutions; and families’ needs as regards the ASP and the 
operation of the ASP during the digital learning period. Responses to open-ended questions 
were thematized. This categorization was carried out by two encoders. In the first phase of 
data analysis, one of the encoders reviewed 30 per cent of the responses, and suggested cate-
gories with examples. Then, both encoders reviewed all the responses, and encoded them in 
accordance with the protocol. When there was a mismatch in the categorization of a response 
between the encoders, they discussed it and agreed on a category for it.

We discussed recommendations based on an analysis of the questionnaire in two online 
workshops with ten ASP representatives in the last week of the school year in June 2020. 
We  asked the five teachers at each of the approximately one-and-a-half-hour workshops 
to validate the problems that had been identified based on the questionnaire and to outline 
potential solutions. Five of the ten ASP representatives had not completed the questionnaire 
previously. The workshops were audio recorded, then transcribed. During the text analysis, 
we identified the common challenges and the actual practices that were followed by the vari-
ous ASPs to tackle these challenges. We have integrated the results from the workshops into 
the Conclusion and recommendations section below.

5. Specific features of respondents’ ASPs

The online questionnaire was completed by representatives from 48 ASPs, which represented 
about one-quarter of the ASPs that were operating at the time of data collection in Hungary 
(see KSH, 2019; Szűcs & Fejes, 2021). Every respondent reported the number of children in 

2 The questionnaire was discussed by staff at the Motivation Educational Association, the Rosa Parks Founda-
tion, and the Partners Hungary Foundation. The main focus of all these three non-governmental organizations 
is to support disadvantaged students and their families as regards education.

3 Coordinated by the Motivation Association, TanodaPlatform is a professional community that has been in 
operation since 2013 and organises innovative ASPs into a network, asserts their interests, and develops meth-
odology (see Fejes et al., 2016).
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their ASP. Based on their responses, the programmes of the teachers surveyed served 1177 
children. Of  these ASPs, 41 are currently state-funded, in which case, as noted above, it is 
a statutory requirement to verify family need. The majority of these terms also presumably 
apply to ASPs that are not funded by the state. In other words, the majority of the children on 
the respondents’ radars are certainly low-SES. 

A significant number of the children who are served are of Roma descent; nearly half of 
the respondents (48 per cent) reported that the proportion of Roma mentees in their ASPs 
ranges between 76 and 100 per cent, while a further third (29 per cent) of respondents pro-
vided an estimate of between 50 and 75 per cent. As for age groups, the latter reported serving 
mostly primary school students, mostly in the upper grades (fifth to eighth grades). The num-
ber of secondary school students served by the participating ASPs was low. Eleven ASPs did 
not have any secondary school mentees, 11 ASPs reported that the proportion of secondary 
school mentees was no more than 20 per cent, and only one ASP reported to serving mostly 
secondary school students.

As regards type of locality, the sample can be seen as heterogeneous, with staff respond-
ing to our survey from four ASPs in Budapest, 25 from other cities and towns, and 19 from 
villages. Thirty-nine of the 48 responding ASPs specified the exact name of the location where 
they were operating. The geographical distribution of respondents is shown in Figure 1. It is 
important to note that the geographical distribution of ASPs is not balanced in Hungary – 
their share is greater in those regions of the country where the proportion of the Roma minor-
ity is larger. This geographical representation is represented in our sample as well, but the 
South Transdanubian region was underrepresented (see Pénzes et al., 2019).

Thirty-one of the responding ASPs are maintained by independent civil society organisa-
tions, seven by church-affiliated and two by school-affiliated ones, while six of them are main-
tained by a church and a further two by other entities. As regards duration of operation, the 
responding ASPs can be seen as heterogeneous (mean=7.1 year; SD=4.9; min.= 1; max.=27).

Figure 1: The geographical distribution of the responding ASPs 
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6. Results

6.1 Maintaining contact with the school and the ASP

Respondents estimated that 66 per cent of their mentees were able to join in digital learning 
organised by their school. They reported that 87 per cent of their mentees had access to the 
digital activities set up by their ASPs. 

The participants evaluated the frequency of contact between mentees and their school 
and between mentees and the participants’ own ASP as taking place through the following 
channels: telephone, email, and chat platforms. They also had the choice of ‘Don’t know’ as 
regards school practice in this regard. Respondents were naturally only able to share their 
general perceptions about their local school. That is, the data on the ASPs were more reliable. 
At the same time, absent other sources of information, it is perhaps these ASP teachers who 
can paint the most objective picture of how the school’s teachers reached disadvantaged stu-
dents, and with what success. Further, we wish to point out that a total of only one or two 
ASP teachers reported that they were unfamiliar with the school’s practice as regards use of 
a particular channel of contact. 

The frequency of use of the various channels varies between the schools and ASPs (see 
Figure 2 for a clear illustration of these divergent practices). According to our data, the schools 
primarily reach students on chat platforms rather than by email or telephone. Chat platforms 
are also the primary channel of contact among the ASPs, but far more significantly than 
among schools. ASP staff use email less frequently, but phone their students more often than 
school’ teachers do.

A further question inquired into whether individual assistance was available by tele-
phone or online at the school and at the ASP should the need arise. The only difference in the 
responses in this regard was that the ASP teachers had the option of responding with ‘Don’t 
know’ in respect of the school. Ten per cent of the respondents chose this option, a fact which 
we did not take into consideration in our analysis so that we could compare the practices of 
the two institutions (see Figure 3). According to the perceptions of half of the ASP teachers, 
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assistance by telephone or online from the school was virtually unavailable to students, while 
the majority of respondents (83 per cent) reported that such aid was common or very common 
for the ASP.

One open-ended question each focused on how the relationship between the ASP teachers 
and the students and parents had changed since the shift to digital learning (‘Please share in 
a few sentences how your relationship has changed with students/parents due to digital learn-
ing’). Forty-six out of the 48 surveyed responded to both questions (see selected responses 
below). Some ASPs reported that there were mentees that they could not reach because they 
did not respond, but the majority of ASPs maintained even closer and more regular contact 
with students and their families than before, typically every day. They noted that the primary 
channel of contact was Messenger. The need for ASP assistance on the part of both the stu-
dents and their parents had clearly grown as regards alleviating the psychological burden and 
helping with school assignments.

‘It [our relationship] with both the parents and children has become closer. They depend on us 
more. They need our help more than before.’

‘We spend more time with them than at the ASP. They (can) reach us from morning to evening. 
We talk about all kinds of things. We get a glimpse into their everyday life, where they do their 
homework, what they eat and drink, and the way they talk in the family.’

‘We maintain contact more intensively with a lot of parents, mainly in families where the social 
situation has grown much worse due to the coronavirus.’

Even though the majority of the students enjoy maintaining contact online, it was also 
reported that it was often difficult to get students to do other tasks after an entire day of school 
learning in front of the computer screen. Aside from device availability, one barrier that was 
often mentioned was the lack of personal contact, which was of fundamental importance 
in maintaining learning motivation, according to the ASP teachers’ opinions. Some teach-
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ers reported that it was also more difficult to bring in volunteers due to the lack of personal 
contact, while teachers at other ASPs actually reported the opposite, via the use of online 
mentoring. 

‘The most important strength of this mode of operation is pushed into the background: personal 
contact and the strength of the community. That makes work more difficult and produces a greater 
mental and psychological burden for the children.’

‘Our students have a particular need for personal contact. It’s especially difficult to compensate 
for the lack of personal interaction. We try to start as many discussions as possible with those we 
can somehow reach online, not just as regards learning, but also their general well-being and daily 
activities. We ‘go crazy’ then too, and send funny images or emoticons and gifs.’

Another closed-ended question, for which we received 45 responses, covered changes 
in contact with teachers (‘Please share in a  few sentences how your relationship with the 
teachers at the school has changed due to digital learning’). An extraordinarily heterogeneous 
picture was formed in this regard. Some of the ASP teachers reported that the situation had 
made the school-ASP relationship worse, since consultations primarily occurred in person as 
they had not managed to move this activity online, or the teachers at the school had become 
overloaded. However, another common experience was that they had managed to shift the 
communication with the school teachers online and via the telephone. A number of ASPs 
reported that the relationship with the schools had improved, with the situation forcing the 
teachers at the school and the ASP to join forces. 

‘The relationship has been greatly reduced. After all, contact was built on in-person meetings, 
which can’t be replaced online. The two institutions currently operate in parallel.’

‘Cooperation has greatly increased in this situation. I would say we’re in contact weekly, almost 
daily. After all, we’re far more dependent on one another.’

6.2 Learning and learning support

In the view of the ASP teachers, the schools’ practice of conveying the learning material is 
extraordinarily varied in terms of frequency. A third (35 per cent) of the respondents reported 
that schools assign learning tasks one to two times a  week, a  fifth of them (21 per cent) 
said this occurred three to four times a week, and the majority of them (38 per cent) said it 
occurred daily.

As regards the learning tasks assigned by the school and the platforms used, the ASP 
teachers communicated similar views, while they had the chance to report on their own prac-
tices in another block of questions focused on the same aspects. The only difference between 
the two questions was that the ASP teachers had the option of responding ‘Don’t know’. 
We did not display responses from respondents who chose this option so that we could com-
pare the ASPs’ and schools’ practices of assigning learning tasks more easily (see Table 1). 
Two to eight per cent of the respondents selected this option for particular statements.

According to the ASP teachers’ responses, innovative learning tasks (e.g., internet quizzes, 
questions for solving on the internet, and videos about particular topics) were used at both 
types of institution. With regard to the schools, few said this was very common. At the same 
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time, the views of the ASP teachers paint a varied picture, with around the same proportions, 
approximately one-third of participants, each saying it was not common, somewhat common, 
and common. The picture is also heterogeneous in the case of the ASPs. At the same time, they 
believe that innovative learning tasks are more common among these programmes.

Conventional learning tasks are assigned on digital platforms (e.g., downloadable work-
sheets and texts with tasks available on the internet) in a  similar way in the two types of 
institutions, although, according to the ASP teachers, this practice is more common in schools. 
Taking all the different options into account, this is one of the most frequent ways of assign-
ing learning tasks: 75 per cent of the respondents indicated this as being common or very 
common.

Nearly half of the teachers that were surveyed said that marking learning tasks in course 
books and workbooks is not common at their ASP. However, this occurred at varying fre-
quency with the other half of the ASPs. In contrast, this practice is significant among schools, 
with 80 per cent of respondents indicating that they think this is common or very common 
in school.

Paper-based learning tasks (e.g., photocopies) are virtually never assigned in half of the 
ASPs, while this practice occurs in both types of institution, but is far more frequent in schools.

Table 1. Types of learning tasks in school and the ASP based on ASP teachers’ perceptions (%)

Modality of learning task Institution
Options

Not  
common

Less  
common Common Very  

common

Innovative learning tasks sent via a digital platform 
(e.g., internet quiz, tasks to be completed on the 
internet and videos on a particular topic)

School 29.5 29.5 36.4 4.5

ASP 6.3 25.0 35.4 33.3

Conventional learning tasks sent via a digital 
platform (e.g., downloadable worksheets and texts 
available on the internet supplemented with tasks 
by the teacher)

School 10.9 13.0 54.3 21.7

ASP 16.7 31.3 41.7 10.4

Course book or workbook tasks, which the teacher 
assigns through various channels (e.g., telephone, 
email and Messenger)

School 8.9 13.3 40.0 37.8

ASP 45.8 18.8 16.7 18.8

Learning tasks sent to students on separate sheets 
or photocopies or fetched from school by students

School 12.8 48.9 23.4 14.9

ASP 43.8 29.2 8.3 18.8

6.3 Difficulties associated with digital education

We asked questions about what had caused the greatest difficulty for the ASPs in shifting 
to digital learning. Beyond evaluating the weight of five likely problems (device availability, 
internet access, digital competency, learning methodology, and use of space), we encouraged 
respondents to comment on their responses and name other problems as well (see Figure 4 for 
the frequency of the problems listed).

Learners not having an appropriate learning space proved to be the most widespread 
problem. Half of the respondents said this was very common among their mentees, and a fur-
ther 21 per cent found it common. Barely one-eighth of them (13 per cent) saw this as posing 
no significant difficulty for students.
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‘One of the most common reasons for this is lack of space. [Students] don’t have a spot away from 
the rest of the family … and [they suffer from] psychological overload from social and family crisis 
situations due to the coronavirus.’

‘The children are not generally alone during their activities. The parents or other family members 
are in the same room.’

It is not only the absence of an independent space to study. A significant proportion of 
ASP students lack the knowhow as well. According to two-thirds of respondents, it is common 
(21 per cent) or very common (44 per cent) for ASP students not to understand learning tasks 
and material independently. Fewer than one-tenth of them report that they are essentially 
unaffected by this difficulty. 

According to the respondents, it is common (31 per cent) or very common (31 per cent) for 
two-thirds of the families not to have appropriate devices for participating in digital learning. 
However, the problem is not significant for a total of one-tenth of them. In addition to the 
lack of devices, the lack or insufficiency of internet access also proved to be a serious setback, 
although ASP teachers judged the weight of this problem to be smaller. Forty-four per cent 
believed that the lack of internet was common or very common among ASP mentees’ families, 
while 23 per cent said they have internet access.

‘There’s not even one device available. There are no laptops, … desktop computers. A lot of tasks 
can’t be completed on a smartphone. If a child has a phone, there’s no internet. There’s Wi-Fi at 
school only (for which the child has a password), but they can’t go there.’

‘A significant proportion of the families have restricted access to the internet, which is mostly 
through the parents’ telephone. It’s not available to the children in a lot of cases, even in the current 
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situation. We know families where the father has the net on his phone, but he doesn’t give it to his 
children.… internet access is not available for the majority.’

A quarter of respondents noted the lack of digital competencies as being among the most 
important challenges. The topic was raised in part in relation to the children and in part in 
relation to their parents, but in some cases the ASP teachers spoke self-critically of their own 
deficiencies in that area. In that regard, maintaining contact digitally was completely new for 
a portion of the ASP teachers, while it had been part of others’ daily routines – although they 
had mainly used such platforms for communication prior to the pandemic restrictions, not for 
learning support.

‘It takes a great deal of effort to facilitate an online activity. It won’t work without printed materials 
because the students can’t use their device. Without any help, they can’t find their way around 
a particular website. If they can open the link, they don’t know what to do next. Often understand-
ing the task causes a problem. So how would they be able to complete it?’

A significant proportion (one-fifth) of the ASPs reported to suffering notably from the lack 
of personal contact: ‘personal contact, the essence of an ASP, doesn’t occur.’ Combining this 
with the problem of student motivation, we are faced with difficulties that are as significant 
as in the areas noted above. 

‘We can’t get them motivated. We even announced an award if they completed the learning tasks 
we sent them, but it didn’t work out. There were only a few kids who cooperated. Keeping up is the 
biggest problem, as well as motivation.’

School and parental support, environmental difficulties and methodological deficiencies 
were also noted, although less frequently than the main problems discussed above. As regards 
school learning, many mentioned students being overloaded and school teacher insensitivity. 

‘The school is incapable of compromise. Neither families nor teachers are prepared for digital learn-
ing, and the children with the weakest skills fall behind peers who both have a device and are 
capable of progressing independently.’

‘Unfortunately, we find the amount of learning material assigned to the students a bit too much. 
The kids usually can’t get through it alone. There are a lot of learning tasks even in the skills sub-
jects that are not in line with the available resources – e.g., a lack of supplies, lack of time, and the 
amount of work.’

Our exploration of the problems of digital learning was rounded out by another open-
ended question (‘Are there other barriers connected to digital learning among disadvantaged 
and/or Roma students?’), which 37 ASP teachers answered. A number of them highlighted 
that learning time had significantly increased due to the lack of personal contact and that, not 
independent of this, it was much more difficult to maintain motivation online. These factors 
are similarly tied to the fact that students with low self-confidence feel that the assigned learn-
ing tasks are endless and that they have no chance of completing them by the deadlines. This 
further reinforces their lack of motivation; indeed, some students experience anxiety as well.



74 József Balázs Fejes & Norbert Szűcs

INTERSECTIONS. EAST EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIETY AND POLITICS,  7(3): 60–79.

Another frequently noted factor is the lack of regularity and time management skills, 
which problems are strengthened by the cessation of daily routines. In addition, many ASP 
teachers noted the lack of an appropriate learning space in their responses, which in this sit-
uation the ASP cannot counterbalance. The family’s livelihood problems not only surface as 
stress factors, but the fact that some young people contribute to the family income reduces the 
energy that can be put into learning. 

‘With the end of the daily rhythm, children tend to fall apart. They are up till dawn and sleep till 
noon. Others feel stressed that they can’t hand in their homework for this or that reason.’

‘Typically, there are many living in one household. It’s difficult, if it’s possible at all, to create 
a  space necessary for learning. Children typically don’t have their own “area” and desk. Low-
er-school children are in particularly big trouble; they are barely able to learn anything during this 
period without help from their teacher.’

‘When there are a lot of small children in the family, you can’t expect them to be quiet for hours 
just because the big ones are doing their homework.’

‘They take advantage of the situation to augment their family’s income, and, if they can, they go 
find work on a daily basis.’

6.4 ASP teachers’ recommendations for increasing the success of digital education

At the end of the questionnaire, we asked the ASP representatives what recommendations 
they have to make digital learning successful among disadvantaged and/or Roma children. 
Naturally, most of the ASP staff mentioned dealing with the most obvious gaps – that is, pro-
viding appropriate digital devices and internet access. One-third of the respondents also noted 
the need to develop digital competencies as a condition of the shift to digital learning. How-
ever, opinions differed significantly about the target group for development (e.g., students, 
mentees, parents, or ASP staff), those responsible (e.g., the school or the ASP), and the ways 
of implementing it (e.g., mentoring, training, or regular lessons).

‘Every student should have their own smart device with internet access. Training should be pro-
vided for teachers at the local school, and the school should shift to using a type of secure plat-
form so that students won’t have to register on a million surfaces and send their learning tasks in 
a different format to every teacher. The school should organise one or two additional small-group 
activities for children who have trouble making individual progress.’

A portion of the respondents called for a deepening of parental responsibility and readi-
ness, while that is precisely what others objected to: the school shifting the responsibility of 
providing support for the forms of learning used in this extraordinary situation to the family 
– as one can predict that parents with low educational attainment will not be able to cope with 
such tasks. There were those who pointed out that it was a wrong-headed approach to focus 
exclusively on learning in this extraordinary situation, since the problems of impoverishment 
and, in some cases, hunger, intensified the general insecurity for ASP students’ families. 
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‘It’s more important that the families involved should survive the months ahead, that they should 
receive groceries and that they shouldn’t lose their housing until they can find work again. Hunger 
and fear for their very livelihoods represent an even more important problem for the families than 
the success of digital learning.’

7. Conclusion and recommendations

As we expected, ASP staff viewed the lack of ICT devices and internet access as the funda-
mental problem among disadvantaged families as regards the shift to digital learning, and 
the families also asked the ASPs for help in large proportions in this regard. We know from 
the online workshops that a portion of the ASPs actively sought solutions to the problem of 
providing ICT devices to students. For example, some joined a fundraising campaign, several 
ASPs organised their own fundraising efforts, and they attempted to remedy the problem with 
local institutions in some cases.

It is clear based on the online workshops that a significant proportion of the ASPs managed 
to supply a majority of their mentees with the devices required for digital learning within one 
to two weeks – although the condition of these varied. Some of the ASPs distributed their own 
devices. Two kinds of practice took shape. One solution was to donate to the families exclu-
sively lower-quality ICT devices which were still appropriate for use in learning. The ASP thus 
wished to ensure that they would also have appropriate devices to teach their mentees after 
the return to conventional learning, and thus avert the problem of those computers becoming 
unusable in the meantime. The other solution was to lend out devices, the main argument for 
which was that the families would not be able to use them in the long term anyway due to 
their low level of digital competency, and that the devices would require maintenance. The 
risk was that a portion of the better-quality devices would perhaps become unusable for ASP 
teaching, and thus put the students involved at a disadvantage in the long term after all.

On the positive side, the pandemic has also created a situation in which a small fraction 
of disadvantaged students have been supplied with ICT devices and the ICT competencies of 
some of them have been developed. At the same time, the lack of ICT devices and internet 
access has certainly not been resolved among the majority of disadvantaged students. The 
initiatives noted above have arguably not satisfied every need. After all, the ASPs only reach 
a small proportion of children in need.

In the experience of the ASP teachers, the lack of appropriate learning spaces is also 
a basic obstacle to digital learning, so children in low-SES families may also need to be pro-
vided a desk and headset for effective digital learning. Due to the frequent lack of desks, it 
is worth supplying families in need with laptops or tablets instead of conventional desktop 
computers.

The ASPs have clearly reached families living in extreme poverty more effectively than 
schools have, and families have also requested their help. Based on the high proportion of stu-
dents that the ASPs managed to reach, it is recommended that the use of chat platforms and 
telephone communication be strengthened at schools to reach students in extreme poverty. 
The differing patterns of maintaining contact can also be explained by the divergent nature 
of the two types of institutions, including the differences in the numbers of students. The 
schools have arguably targeted their strategies for maintaining contact mainly at the middle 
class, while the ASPs have focused on low-SES families. In addition, we wish to point out that 
the responses from the ASP teachers are arguably skewed towards framing their own work 
in a more positive light. At the same time, a comparison of the practices among ASPs and 
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schools may help with understanding how schools can reach students in similar situations 
more effectively. 

It is abundantly clear that schools use digital content and channels for assigning learning 
tasks and communicating much like ASPs do. Due to the low digital literacy of students and 
parents, it may be particularly important to employ carefully selected, well-coordinated and 
uniformly used digital platforms in assigning learning tasks. It is an important message for 
both ASPs and schools alike that self-regulation among disadvantaged students, including 
time management, is weaker than average (for a  review, see Palacios-Barrions & Hanson, 
2019), which will be a factor of key importance to take into account in a similar situation for 
maintaining motivation when assigning learning tasks. It is recommended, first, that teachers 
focus on this area as they help their students (e.g., with daily schedules and lists of things to 
do, as well as mutually planning time management) and, second, that they avoid an accumu-
lation of learning tasks in their planning. It is worth assigning learning tasks that require less 
time, more often (which, based on experience, can be steadily increased), regularly check-
ing that learning tasks have been completed, making obligations transparent, and striving to 
deliver a consistent workload to students. This last point calls for strong cooperation among 
the teachers of the various subjects. 

The lack of skills required for independent learning (e.g., reading comprehension, learning 
methodology, and digital literacy) represents a fundamental barrier to the success of digital 
learning, which is applicable to the extreme among disadvantaged students, since there is less 
likelihood that they will find help in their immediate social environment. Adequate reading 
skills are of crucial importance both for students and parents. After noting the absence of an 
appropriate learning space, ASP representatives listed difficulties in understanding the learn-
ing materials, and properly using ICT devices and the internet as the most significant obsta-
cles to digital learning. These results coincide with the results of Kende et al. (2021): teachers 
of mostly disadvantaged students noted the above-mentioned obstacles in the same order. 
Difficulties with reading and using ICT technologies and the internet for learning purposes 
are probably connected. The link between reading achievement and socio-economic status is 
well-established, and the strength of this relationship is especially strong in Hungary (OECD, 
2019a; 2019b). Thus, the pandemic situation has made it clear that it is of key importance to 
strengthen the skills required for independent learning, the development of which must be 
a priority goal in future. This is because, first, they represent the foundation for effective inde-
pendent learning, and, second, because such a strategy should halt the further growth in dif-
ferences (cf. Cooper et al., 1996). The time that has been lost in learning may lead to large dif-
ferences within individual school classes in students’ readiness, so it is particularly important 
to use teaching methods adjusted to students’ individual characteristics. The new knowledge 
acquired by teachers during digital learning may well form the basis for the application of 
individually tailored methods. Intervention programmes aimed at mitigating summer setback 
may serve as examples for ASPs undertaking to improve reading comprehension (e.g., Beach 
et al., 2018; Kim & Guryan, 2010). In addition, it is recommended that both schools and ASPs 
regularly use computer-based reading intervention programmes (e.g., Horne, 2017; Jamshidi-
farsani et al., 2019), as these programmes also support students’ digital literacy development.

According to our online workshops with ASP representatives, the majority of ASP teach-
ers found during their own online workshops with mentees that most students and their 
parents lacked experience in communicating via online platforms. Therefore, ASP teachers 
decided to use a chat platform, which had its limitations as an educational tool, but was well-
known by mentees, and the only difference compared to their normal use was switching on 
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the camera. A further obstacle at the start of the pandemic situation was that a considerable 
number of mentees and parents did not have email accounts, which greatly restricted the 
availability of online platforms that could be used for learning, group work, or leisure-time 
activities. In addition, a significant number of mentees did not have their own rooms at home, 
thus they were easily distracted by family members during online sessions. In such cases, ASP 
teachers were not sure whether mentees would re-join the on-going sessions. Quite often, 
other family members joined the online sessions as well. Therefore, some ASPs introduced 
certain rules and protocols to be followed by mentees during online workshops.

Disadvantaged students being confined to their homes not only places their participation 
in education at risk, but the latter arguably also have to struggle with a psychological burden 
that is heavier than the average due to the situation of their families’ livelihood, a crowded 
living space, and general uncertainty. This may naturally influence the efficacy of teaching. 
A family’s livelihood-related problems may not only represent stress factors, but the energy 
for learning is also curtailed by the fact that some of these young people join in the effort to 
earn an income. According to the online workshops, domestic violence often occurs among 
the ASP mentees’ families. Prevention calls for increased attention as well as points to the 
necessity of focusing on the family in its entirety in similar crisis situations in an effort to safe-
guard students’ mental health. For example, supplying families with developmental games, 
board games, and sports equipment as well as with online options that may aid in managing 
stress, creating a community experience, and providing enjoyable leisure-time activities may 
ease the psychological burden. A great example of this is the cooking club introduced by one 
of the ASPs during the pandemic, which involved parents as well. All participants followed 
the same recipe in preparing a meal, and then shared the images of the food they cooked with 
each other. Another example was a five-week challenge for mentees to help manage their 
emotions. Mentees were given tasks that were related to recognizing emotions and coping 
with stress.

This research is not representative, and was launched at an early stage of the transition to 
digital learning. Thus, favourable changes may have taken place as regards technological con-
ditions, ICT competencies, and educational practice following our period of data collection. 
In addition, the questionnaire was supposedly completed by mainly those ASP teachers that 
were better prepared and more motivated to engage in digital education, thus the results may 
paint a more favourable picture of the work of ASP teachers than the reality, further limiting 
the generalizability of our findings.
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