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Abstract 
This article has been created following a process of collaborative reflective dialogue 
and writing between members of the Kildare and Wicklow Education and Training 
Board Community Education Team. We reflected on the experience of providing 
community education during the COVID-19 pandemic and mapping the next steps 
as we navigated living with COVID-19. We explored the ways we supported and 
upskilled learners, tutors, and each other as a team, all while continuing to navigate 
our way forward in the reality of living with COVID-19 and the implications it 
might have for the future of community education.

Keywords: Community Education Pedagogy, Resilience, Collective Trauma, 
Group Work, ‘Capacitar’, Communities of Practice, Technology Enhanced 
Learning 

Introduction 
Modelling the values of community education, this article is the result of a 
process of navigation, reflection, and orientation by the Community Education 
(CE) team of Kildare and Wicklow Education and Training Board (KWETB) on 
a path through COVID-19 and towards the development of a post-COVID-19 
programme. The team consists of the community education facilitator, outreach 
worker and two key tutors. Our Administrator was on sick leave but otherwise 
would have been a participant. The process consisted of a dialogue on Zoom, 
recorded by the Otter app, forming the basis of subsequent dialogues and 
collaborative writing. Pseudonyms have been used to anonymise the discussion. 

Pre-COVID-19, we felt community education was best done in person; we did 
not have a Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) strategy and most of us had 
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not heard of Zoom. We develop educational responses to needs identified by 
community groups in Co. Kildare, complemented by a smaller number of our 
own initiatives. Falling under the remit of SOLAS, we operate within the CE 
guidelines and targets. Areas of tension within the work include balancing a 
group centred pedagogy with the administrative needs of the ETB/SOLAS, 
management of a small staff team with high ambitions, and increasing 
community demand. In addition, the precarious nature of the working 
conditions of CE tutors means there is a high turnover of staff (Fitzsimons, 
2017; O’Neill and Cullinane, 2017).

We experienced the pandemic as a ‘disorienting dilemma’ (Eschenbacher 
and Fleming, 2020, p.4). Themes emerging include maintaining contact with 
learners, tutors, and each other; learning online in a crisis, taking CE pedagogy 
online, returning to in-person learning, and living with COVID-19.

Maintaining Contact
Team 

Although expected, when the country went into lockdown, it was still a shock:

It was a very intense and surreal moment when the Taoiseach made that 
announcement and we all started that mental calculus around, okay, so what 
now and evaluating the risks and the unknown situation that we were going 
into. And the pace of things was moving very fast and trying to think, okay, 
how do we start supporting our learners? What can we do? We can’t just cut 
them loose and let go (Isolde).

Team support was the priority, so we could then support others. We had regular 
meetings online, check-ins and when restrictions allowed, a socially distanced 
outdoor lunch. 

How we were able to support each other in our team. And kind of encourage 
each other through this process of learning in very, very fast pace, supporting 
each other, and then trying to support the tutors, and then trying to support 
the learners, and how all of that worked out in such a good way. We had 
a such, I suppose, a humanistic approach, but also a team approach to 
everything (Maria).

Many including AONTAS and Bríd Connolly have written about the importance 
of personal relationships as core to CE, so maintaining contact with ourselves, 
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tutors and groups/learners was intrinsic to our response (AONTAS, 2020, p.8; 
Connolly, 2008, p.74).

Tutors 
Once the Team was working remotely, we turned our attention to tutors. ‘In 
order to secure our learners, we need to secure our tutors, because how can 
our tutors hold a space for learners if they’re not feeling grounded themselves’ 
(Patrick). We offered workshops on ‘Using Zoom’ and ‘Tutoring in a Time of 
Uncertainty’, to bring tutors together and upskill them, highlighting the person-
centred aspect of our approach as outlined by Bríd Conolly (Connolly, 2008, 
p.31). Later we offered ‘Capacitar’, Practical Self-Care Practices (Capacitar 
International, 2020). One of our tutors had experience of working in crisis 
situations and we learned a lot from her:

Capacitar, a program developed in response to traumatic experiences 
in places of conflict. And as a learning community together, we had the 
opportunity to be in this safe space, where we could share our responses to 
COVID-19, how we experienced it, how our families experienced it and the 
practices that were facilitated with us by amazing facilitators Patty Abozaglo 
and Stefanie Larkin. It was just so deep and so new because it’s not like, let’s 
say maybe yoga, something that you experience on your own, it’s communal, 
you’re sharing as well as practicing, and it was really an empowering process 
for all of us (Maria).

A key support to tutors was that they continued to be paid for the work that was 
interrupted due to lockdown. ‘Tutors got paid. The whole sector is so uncertain 
anyway, at the best of times, that I thought that was massive, actually, and it 
gave us sort of a foundation and allowed people to think about other things 
and reflect’ (Julia). We expected learners would have difficulties around IT 
equipment or skills, but it was surprising tutors did too, as highlighted by the 
European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA) (EAEA, 2020, p.1). 
They do not work many hours with us; they did not have a laptop or maybe 
there was one for the household. As we paid attention to the emerging needs of 
the community by ‘creating spaces in which new practices and novel forms of 
knowledge and understanding can emerge’ (Finnegan, 2016, p.55), there was a 
feeling of community solidarity being fostered within our practice. We set up 
‘communities of practice’ for tutors and the team as well as a network space for 
group leaders to solidify and embed this into our practice (Wenger, 2015, p.1).
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Groups/Learners
Groups responded in different ways; we did not know how long it would last but 
doing nothing was not an option:

It’s the disability service users or the Down Syndrome Association that’s just 
that bit closer to health service delivery in its outlook, or, you know, they’re 
the people who can straight away, click in, okay, we have a problem here, 
we need to do something, what are we going to do? Whereas, you know, a 
community group that might be dealing with isolation or a social piece, that 
just goes on and on, and people wait for a magic light bulb to go off (Julia).

Initial contact was by phone, groups supporting each other on WhatsApp, 
through online video messages of support, mail-outs to groups and posting of 
packs of materials so that groups could continue their work. These methods 
were used throughout Europe as recorded by the EAEA (EAEA, 2020. p.1). We 
were trying to get the balance between: 

They’re telling us shut down, isolate, cocoon guidelines, the language around 
that and then we’re about community connection and staying connected and 
stemming isolation. So, it’s kind of, how we can do both. And so that’s where 
technology stepped in and I saw it with my own group, the mixed media 
group. From meeting in the centre on the Wednesday mornings, my class 
was kind of reframed into an art journaling course on WhatsApp (Isolde).

Participants described the experience of receiving their art materials in the post 
as an offering of hope, connection, and creativity. One participant created a 
postcard for her grandchild every week, while cocooning, an intimate dialogue 
that can be described as a ‘creative prayer’ (McNiff, 1992, p.3.) Those small 
things we cannot quantify are very powerful. However, an ongoing concern is 
for groups that have not engaged at all:

I get the sense that, um, there is a bit of a Zoom fatigue with a few groups that 
I’ve met. So, rather than even come on Zoom, they are not going to engage 
at all. Those groups have kind of fallen apart because they’ve lost that space 
to meet weekly and they don’t have the capacity to stay together in any other 
way. I’d be worried about those groups (Isolde).

To respond to disconnected groups, we are carrying out a listening survey, to 
connect with the groups and assess their needs so we can best support their 
reconnection.
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Learning Online 
We were unprepared for a pandemic. We had not developed a pedagogy for 
community education in a blended format let alone completely online. We 
are delivering emergency learning online, developing it as we go, with mixed 
results. As highlighted by the Mitigating Educational Disadvantage (including 
community education issues) Working Group (MED), chaired by AONTAS;

It is not business as usual. Many disadvantaged learners do not have access 
to IT equipment, WIFI, academic support within the home or digital skills 
to engage in their course. Learners are removed from their programmes, 
isolated from their learning community and experiencing a health 
pandemic. In addition, some learners may be living in overcrowded and 
unsafe conditions. This may cause short, medium and perhaps long-term 
damage (2020, pp.2-3).

We set up a Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) Community of Practice 
for IT tutors and developed a model to support engaging with online learning. 
In response to digital poverty, we loaned devices and gave support with Wi-Fi 
issues. The model recognised four levels of learner need depending on their 
starting point.  

Step 4 Internet Access Possible and Access to Computer 

Step 3 Internet Access Possible and Smartphone only 

Step 2
No Internet Access and Access to Smartphone or Temporary 
Access to Computer

Step 1 No Internet Access and Basic Phone or No Technology

Crucially, an IT tutor supported learners and project tutors for the first two 
sessions of online classes. Where needed, one-to-one phone support in advance 
was also provided, since, as raised by the Learning and Work Institute, those 
who might benefit most are least likely to take part (2020, p.1). For a significant 
number of learners, personal help is needed to support the initial transition to 
online learning:

They’re not going to be able to log into something, unless they have someone 
there who can be at the other end of the phone, who can talk them through. 
That has lots of knock-on effects in terms of the way you think about learning 
for people, but also in terms of respecting the other people in the group. 
People are at different levels, you know so something about respecting that 
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difference, and acknowledging it and adapting to it. And while we’ve made 
a pretty good fist of it, it’s still a struggle for us, I feel because we’re trying 
to adapt to constructs around teaching in classes and things like that, that 
doesn’t lend itself very well to being flexible and adaptable in that way (Julia).

We loan devices for the duration of a project, offering learners a window of 
hope and connection. We face an ethical dilemma in taking those devices back 
so we can support others. We are exploring options in partnering with other 
organisations to be able to give low-cost devices to disadvantaged learners that 
they can keep, enabling ongoing progression. 

Initially, we envisaged online learning as a temporary measure in the event of 
further lockdowns. A year later most learning is online. Critically, there was a 
willingness to engage and take the opportunity. Whether it was an older person 
willing to try it, or a group feeling they had no alternative because people were 
cocooning: 

She was able to participate remotely, in a funeral of a family member from 
United States. And she was crying while she was sharing this with me, and it 
touched me so deeply that we were able to give her that connection that was 
so important to her. Then she shared a funny story that one of her younger 
family members came on Zoom to the funeral after having a shower with 
her head covered in a towel, and she said, we were calling her saying to her, 
switch off your camera, because we can see you got out of the shower! These 
stories of sadness, and the joy of life and laughter keep us going and give us 
this feeling that we bring meaningful education that is not only, you know, 
geared towards some type of learning outcome or some type of certificate, 
but it’s an education that is meaningful to people in their lives (Maria).

The other ones I think are inspiring are the Down Syndrome Association. 
They, unlike some of the other entities are all volunteers and the motivation 
and push to get things going again, despite all the hurdles, and the 
complications in the bureaucracy of trying to deliver something safely. It 
shows the importance of motivation (Julia).

Community Education Online 
A key concern has been maintaining the values and participatory nature 
of community education online. CE is an approach relevant to the needs of 
learners, participatory and dialogical in nature, prompting critical reflection 
and creating the potential for transforming the world through reflection and 
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action as outlined by Paulo Freire (Freire, 1996, p.48). We attended online 
training offered by other organisations further ahead of us in this practice: 

I came across this training by Global Ecovillages Network called Weaving 
Communities Together in the Time of Crisis. I thought that’s what we need, 
to weave the groups together. And it was my first experience of participating 
in something like that online and experiencing the possibilities that Zoom 
can offer, and how Zoom can support the values of community education, 
to make conversations participatory and to keep group work going at a 
time when we cannot see each other in face-to-face situations. I was really 
inspired by the quality of content of the workshop and by the way it was 
facilitated and learning about how collective traumatic experiences can 
be overcome when people come together and share their stories, and how 
through sharing these stories, they can support each other (Maria).

One of the good things that we did was trauma informed education, and 
we introduced those principles to the resilience groups. When you mention 
the word trauma people think of landslides or earthquake or refugee camps, 
and absolutely, that is trauma, but the smaller traumas of life, like living in 
poverty, domestic violence, and financial abuse, and you know, those small 
grinding things that affect people’s daily life are traumatising. Bad childhood 
experiences, bad education experiences, all those things. The trauma isn’t 
the act of trauma, it’s how we embody it and the emotions from the trauma 
(Isolde).

Before COVID-19 we were exploring ways of embedding CE pedagogy into 
tutor’s practice. By bringing tutors together for support and upskilling during 
COVID-19, we developed a series of ‘communities of practice’ in Resilience, 
TEL and Community Art and Creativity (Wenger, 2015, p.1):

We wanted it to be a space of listening, for the participants to share their 
experiences, so that we would know how to respond to the needs of the 
community going forward, what our community education program is 
going to look like in the autumn (Maria).

The exploration of different technologies (Zoom, breakout rooms, video 
tutorials, Jamboard, second cameras for creative work) and methodologies 
(working on individual art pieces while online with class group, activities away 
from the camera, movement) supported online participatory learning and 
development of best practice of community education online.
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Living with COVID-19
When restrictions eased there was hesitancy in going back to in-person 
learning. There was fear due to underlying health conditions, venues did not 
re-open or could not accommodate social distancing. Online seems an easier 
option while things are still uncertain:

It’s nearly easier now to organise something online. There’s a bit more 
certainty. We’re not trying to figure out is this venue compliant? The complete 
reverse of where things were. I think there’s a real value in modelling a safe 
way of people meeting, you know, and for groups especially. But you can’t 
impose that on people either (Julia).

We are concerned about learners and groups that have not engaged online. 
We are developing responses that would enable groups to try out online 
learning and have a safe social gathering, possibly outdoors, to maintain group 
connection and help groups develop a model:

A lot of the resilience stuff we talk about is about individual resilience, and 
wellbeing but, you know, if a community group falls apart, or it can’t figure 
its way, there’s a resilience problem. At one level, yes, you want to encourage 
people to meet but then if you’re encouraging people to meet, are you 
putting them at risk? If people aren’t meeting that’s not going to be good for 
them. While Zoom is good and opens a certain number of doors, it’s not a 
replacement for face-to-face contact. And, you know, if we’re talking about 
living with this, it really does involve finding a way that people can interact 
in a safe way and making that visible and making that real (Julia).

While the move to online learning happened suddenly, we expect the return 
to in-person learning will happen slowly. It gives us an opportunity to think 
about how we want things to be in the future. ‘It isn’t the case of, going back 
to normal, whatever normal was, and is that a place we want to go back to? 
What are the kind of sustainable ways community education [can] go forward? 
(Patrick). We see it as a three-phase process, first we responded, now we are 
going into a recovery phase, and finally there will be a need to rebuild what has 
been lost. We envisage recovery will involve an emphasis on human interaction 
and wellbeing, with a focus on trauma informed education:

I don’t think it’s the time to say yes, we have to get on with it. I think we 
have to start thinking, how to accept it, and how to recognise it first, how 
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can we recognise how this collective trauma impacted the whole society 
and individuals, because only by recognising and accepting we can move 
forward to building resilience (Maria). 

While online learning has been a valuable stopgap for many, we are keenly 
aware a permanent ‘shift to remote on-line learning will exacerbate inequalities, 
not only in the Global South but even in the most well-resourced corners of 
the planet’ (International Commission on the Futures of Education 2020, p.1). 
However, we expect blended learning will be a feature of all aspects of provision 
from now on:

But when you do it well, you can get that connection, which I mean, opens 
a whole lot of things for us in terms of learners, in terms of travel. Maybe 
we can make connections with other community education groups and do 
online exchanges (Patrick).

In parallel, we need to focus on critical digital media skills, we must ‘ensure 
digitalisation does not undermine privacy, free expression, informational 
self-determination or lead to abusive surveillance. It is an illusion to think 
that online learning is the way forward for all’ (International Commission on 
the Futures of Education 2020, p.1). ‘The proliferation of various conspiracy 
theories about where this all came from […] education has to take into account 
what’s going on in society. Because otherwise, you’re not going to break down 
those barriers (Julia).

There will be increased need for outreach to re-engage with groups. At a 
Group Leader workshop, participants talked about longing to see the faces and 
expressions of their group members:

A lot of the feedback from the workshops was how people got through 
COVID-19 while spending time in their garden and nature […] courses 
around nature, I think and then bringing into that, the awareness of our 
environment and climate change and the effect (Isolde).

COVID-19 has absorbed all our attention recently, but the issues of climate 
justice, poverty, racial oppression, and globalisation, to name a few, and their 
intersectionality are now more pressing than ever. We need to continue to 
engage learners in critical conversations around these issues as we contribute 
to civic society (Department of Education and Skills, 2012, p.1). Based on the 
results of our listening survey we will explore new ways of engaging learners 
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through outdoor education and developing good practice in the area of 
sustainability. We will continue to create spaces to listen to the voices of those 
who are not always heard, supporting them to bond around issues and become 
active agents. 

Conclusion
COVID-19 prompted creative ways of engagement and learning for our CE 
team, tutors, and learners. We made a conscious effort to prioritise contact and 
support, working together was the only way of navigating these uncertain times. 
Stories of positive experiences of community education that our learners share 
inspire us as a team to navigate the tensions we experience in our work. Despite 
working from a bottom-up approach in a hierarchical organisation, balancing 
workload versus capacity, precarious work conditions of tutors and increasing 
community demand, we try to keep our heads above water and look for creative 
solutions to the problems created by the neoliberal narrative. The pandemic 
perpetuated inequalities by revealing the wounds of marginalised communities 
to the world. Despite the ongoing support that we can offer, we struggle to 
support all the learners. Issues of disengagement due to lack of internet access 
and devices are very real. They existed way before the pandemic, and, despite 
the support we can offer, digital poverty is not going anywhere soon. 

Many courses and activities did not change during COVID-19, but the context 
and the environment through which they were delivered and experienced was 
radically different, making the essential work of community education even 
more critical. We developed communities of practice to bring and sustain 
community education pedagogy online. Our TEL (Technology Enhanced 
Learning) community of practice has supported over 130 learners and tutors. 
During 2020, we supported 59 groups reaching 378 learners. 

We believe that using a person-centred approach while fostering a participatory 
pedagogy of community education with groups of tutors, who in turn facilitated 
it with CE learners, helped us all become resilient during this time of crisis. We 
look to the future with the hope of reconnecting communities, wrapping them 
in our love and support, fostering resilience, creativity, and participation. We 
will not stop being true to our values, even though a pandemic was not in our 
plan.
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