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CHAPTER 21

NAVIGATING THE PANDEMIC:
CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES IN TEACHING
SPANISH TO ELEMENTARY STUDENTS IN SERBIA

Abstract: In this paper, we conduct qualitative research through six semi-struc-
tured interviews with elementary school teachers in Serbia who specialize in teach-
ing Spanish as a foreign language. Our objective is to offer a firsthand perspective
on the integration of technology and digital media in the contemporary Spanish
language instruction, emphasizing its relevance to the digital pedagogy and digital
competencies of educators. Based on the gathered experiences, teachers demon-
strated adaptability and creativity in overcoming technical and digital challenges,
maintaining contact with students and consistently delivering educational materials.
The results also indicate that after the pandemic, respondents continued to employ
virtual classrooms and integrate digital media into their teaching approaches.

Keywords: teachers of Spanish as a foreign language, digital competence of edu-
cators, digital pedagogy, pandemic, interview.

INTRODUCTION

When addressing education during the COVID-19 pandemic, we can cate-
gorize this period into three waves according to Kovacova Svecové & Basarabovd
(2022: 12): the first wave corresponds to the second semester of the 2019/2020
school year; the second wave encompasses the entire school year 2020/2021, while
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the third wave covers the school year 2021/2022. The first wave is characterized
by distance learning, where students followed 30-minute recorded lessons from
home, through the programs of Radio-Television of Serbia (RTS) and its platform
RTS Planeta (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia 30/2020). During the sec-
ond wave, the combined teaching model was implemented, along with the use of
learning management systems — LMS (Ministry of Education, Science, and Tech-
nological Development of the Republic of Serbia 2021). Google Classroom and
the Google Meet application for telecommunication was introduced, significantly
facilitating the conduct of classes in pandemic conditions. In the third wave, there
was a consolidation in the education system, and some routine was already familiar
and followed, including the application of LMS.

Spanish has been taught in elementary schools in Serbia since the academic
year 2003/2004 when the first curriculum for teaching and learning this language
was introduced (Filipovi¢ et al. 2007: 234). Nowadays, it is taught as an elective
program and primarily as the second foreign language. This subject has a smaller
number of class hours compared to the first foreign language, which is usually
English. Additionally, if there are not enough students enrolled to attend this sub-
ject, it is likely not to be implemented. Therefore, Spanish is in a rather challenging
position, unrelated to the pandemic, and this issue becomes even more prominent
during the pandemic. In the first wave, there was a lack of institutional support;
none of the second foreign languages, including Spanish, had a 30-minute time
slot on the national broadcaster to cover the planned curriculum.

The pandemic brought to the forefront what were previously considered flaws
in our regular educational setup. Extraordinary circumstances shed light on all
those shortcomings of our educational system that were ignored for a long time,
particularly emphasizing issues like the use of information and communication
technologies (ICT) and digital media in the teaching process, that is, the digital
competence of educators. Analyzing current strategic, legal, and institutional doc-
uments in the Republic of Serbia addressing the integration of ICT into education,
as well as the results of previous research on the digital maturity of Serbian schools,
Risti¢ (2017) concludes that ideas about digital teaching exist but that there is no
organized, planned, and regular use of ICT in schools. The implementation of dig-
ital technologies in educational institutions still relies on enthusiastic individuals
and the enthusiasm of local communities, especially when it comes to the supply
of digital devices (Risti¢ 2017: 320). Additionally, Risti¢ (2017: 328) concludes that
in the context of primary education, there is a need for support in implementing
digital pedagogy, along with the development and empowerment of teachers in this
area. The results of our previous study conducted during the third wave of the pan-
demic indicate that teachers of Spanish at an early age should focus exactly on the
development of digital pedagogy (Mastilo 2023). When examining the education
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of teachers specializing in Spanish as a foreign language, it becomes evident that
none of the curricula incorporates a mandatory subject specifically addressing the
cultivation of digital competencies of educators (Jovanovi¢ & Mastilo 2022: 84-85).

This paper explores the challenges faced by Spanish language teachers in Ser-
bia during the three waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. It begins by introducing
the unique characteristics of each pandemic wave and delving into the specific
challenges encountered by teachers of Spanish as a foreign language. The focus then
shifts to the crucial aspect of digital competence, particularly within the domain of
digital pedagogy. The methodology involves qualitative research methods, and the
results and discussion section provide nuanced insights into teachers” experiences.
The paper concludes by synthesizing findings and suggesting potential solutions for
the issues confronted by Spanish language teachers in Serbia during the pandemic.

DIGITAL COMPETENCE OF EDUCATORS
AND DIGITAL PEDAGOGY

Digital competence of educators is a critical aspect of modern education, shap-
ing the way teachers integrate technology into their teaching practices. It involves
the ability to use digital tools and resources to enhance teaching and learning. In
the last decade, independently of the pandemic, different frameworks of digital
competences for educators have developed simultaneously in various environments
(v. Chilean Ministry of Education 2011; UNESCO 2011; National Ministry of Ed-
ucation of Colombia 2013; Rgkenes & Krumsvik 2016; Crompton 2017; Ministry
of Education, Science, and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia
2017; Redecker 2017; INTEF 2017; ETF 2019; ZUOV et al. 2019). What is common
to these frameworks are two dimensions: a) technological, which relates to the
technical knowledge and skills necessary for the use of ICT; b) pedagogical, which
involves planning and managing teaching in a digital environment, as well as devel-
oping digital competencies in students (Cabero-Almenara & Palacios-Rodriguez
2020). DigCompEdu (Redecker 2017) is the closest to our educational context,
as it served as inspiration for the formation of the domestic framework of digital
teaching competencies. Therefore, we will continue to rely on it in our work.

DigCompEdu — European Framework for the Digital Competence of Educators
(Redecker 2017) is a document which serves as a diagnostic tool for assessing edu-
cators’ digital competence and at the same time provides guidance for professional
development. It is divided into two parts. The first part thoroughly presents 22 com-
petencies divided into six thematic units: Professional Engagement, Digital Resources,
Teaching and Learning, Assessment, Empowering Learners, and Facilitating Learners’
Digital Competence. Professional Engagement entails using technology for improved
organizational communication, collaborative innovation, reflective practice, and
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continuous professional development. Digital Resources involve selecting, creating,
and managing educational materials with consideration for objectives, context, and
learner needs. Teaching and Learning encompasses planning and implementing
digital tools, managing interventions effectively, experimenting with instructional
methods, utilizing technology for interactive engagement and guidance, fostering
collaborative and self-regulated learning. Assessment competence includes using dig-
ital technologies for diverse assessments, analyzing evidence, and providing targeted
feedback. Empowering learners involves ensuring accessibility, addressing diverse
needs, fostering engagement, and facilitating active involvement. Facilitating learners’
digital competence encompasses information and media literacy, digital communi-
cation, collaboration, digital content creation, responsible technology use, and digital
problem-solving skills. The second part offers a progression model through each of
the competencies. The developmental continuum of digital competence, compris-
ing Newcomer, Explorer, Integrator, Expert, Leader, and Pioneer stages, illustrates a
progression from basic awareness to advanced proficiency with digital technologies
in the educational domain. Each stage represents a distinct level of familiarity and
utilization of digital tools, with individuals evolving from basic tasks to creative in-
tegration and, ultimately, becoming leaders and innovators in the field.

The aim of the DigCompEdu is to “allow educators at all levels of education
to comprehensively assess and develop their pedagogical digital competence”, i.e.,
digital pedagogy (Redecker 2017: 13). Digital pedagogy is the central part of the
DigCompEdu framework, which refers to the use of digital technologies and re-
sources in the practice of teaching and learning (Redecker 2017: 16). It involves
integrating digital tools, such as computers, tablets, software applications, and
online resources, into educational strategies to enhance the overall teaching and
learning experience (Giannikas 2020: 2). Digital pedagogy goes beyond simply
incorporating technology; it encompasses the thoughtful and effective use of dig-
ital tools to support and enrich educational goals. This approach emphasizes the
development of both educators’ and students’ digital literacy, fostering critical
thinking, collaboration, and creativity in the digital realm (Giannikas 2020; Howell
& McMaster 2022; Redecker 2017). Digital pedagogy is dynamic, evolving with
technological advancements, and aims to prepare students for the challenges and
opportunities of the digital age (Howell & McMaster 2022).

Presenting the results from the International Study on Teaching and Learning,
the Spanish TALIS 2018 report, issued in 2019 by the Spanish Ministry of Educa-
tion and Vocational Training, and the Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027)
released by the European Commission in 2020, Asenjo Gomez & Asenjo Gomez
(2021) conclude that among European teachers, digital literacy and proficiency
in handling digital devices and applications are continually developing. However,
they observe a lack of sufficient attention to the development of digital pedagogy,
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specifically in terms of planning and effectively implementing digital technologies
in teaching and learning, arguing that digital didactics should hold a central place
in teacher education plans and programs (Asenjo Gémez & Asenjo Gémez 2021).
A similar conclusion has been made in a local context, where teachers of Spanish as
a foreign language at an early age demonstrated a lack of strategic planning of ICT
use, especially for the management and coordination of the learning management
systems (Mastilo 2023).

METHODOLOGY

The aim of the research presented in this paper is to give an immediate insight
into the use of technology and digital media in contemporary Spanish teaching,
that relates to the digital competence of educators. For that, we focus on the digital
pedagogical competence, which according to the DigCompEdu (Redecker 2017)
includes: Digital Resources, Teaching and Learning, Assessment, Empowering
Learners. It was this domain that was shown as the least developed in our previous
research, presented at the 3™ National Meeting of Hispanists of Serbia, in April
2022 in Novi Sad (see Mastilo 2023). Additionally, the results of a survey conducted
before the pandemic show that the pedagogical and collaborative competencies of
Spanish teachers in Serbia are less developed (Jovanovi¢ & Mastilo 2022). Therefore,
we will answer the following questions:

« What difficulties did the interviewees encounter while adapting to the crisis
situation, with a specific emphasis on the digital teaching competencies?

« In which area of digital pedagogy is there a particular need for improvement?

» What type of assistance or support would be most suitable in facilitating
this development?

A qualitative research methodology was employed to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the experiences and perspectives of educators. The research fo-
cused on conducting semi-structured interviews divided into thematic units, en-
compassing various aspects of the teaching landscape during the pandemic. These
thematic units included:

» Teaching during the pandemic
« Organization of the virtual classroom
« Use of digital resources in teaching

« The condition of digital device availability in school classrooms to support
teaching and learning

« (De)motivation to work
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All interviews were conducted through the Zoom app, allowing for remote
interactions with the participants, and the interviews were conducted in the Ser-
bian language. The data collection took place during the period from April to May
2022, involving six respondents in total. The cumulative duration of all interviews
amounted to 4 hours, 12 minutes, and 41 seconds, resulting in a transcription con-
taining 35,951 words. This approach facilitated a deep exploration of the challenges
and strategies employed by educators in adapting to the changing educational
landscape brought about by the pandemic.

The technique of interpretative phenomenological data analysis (IPA) was
used to analyze the interviews. IPAs phenomenological framework is centered
on exploring the nuanced aspects of personal encounters, prioritizing an under-
standing of how individuals perceive and construct meaning around particular
phenomena in their socio-historical milieu, with a deliberate emphasis on subjective
experiences over the structural nature of the phenomena (Eatough & Smith 2017:
194). Therefore, it gives us an opportunity to get to know real people’s problems,
constructing knowledge about Spanish teaching and Spanish teachers during the
pandemic from their point of view.

Interviewees

The research participants consist of a varied group of educators, each contrib-
uting unique insights. Each of the six participants themselves selected pseudonyms
to represent their responses in the research paper. Female participants include La
Tia, Ana, Mar, and Max, while Diego and Flaco represent the male contingent. La
Tia, an in-service teacher with a decade of experience, works in a rural area, while
Ana, with 12 years of teaching experience, contributes from an urban setting. Flaco,
an in-service teacher with 14 years of experience, and Max, with 17 years of teach-
ing background, both operate in urban areas. The pre-service teachers, Mar and
Diego, each with 6 months of experience, are situated in urban environments. All
participants, except Max, are affiliated with public schools, adding diversity to the
research cohort. Their motivation for participating is primarily intrinsic, driven by
a genuine interest in the topic, collegiality, a desire for their voices to be heard, the
exchange of experiences, and a commitment to contributing to the development
of research in this area in Serbia and the enhancement of Spanish teaching. Table
1 displays a general profile of the interviewees.

310



Chapter 21: Mastilo

Table 1: General profile of the interviewees

Number of interviewees 6

Occupation o 4 in-service teachers
» 2 pre-service teachers

Education « 3 master’s degree

« 1 bachelor’s degree
» 2 undergraduate students

Gender « 4 female participants
« 2 male participants

Interviewees average age 34.83

Average working experience |9 years

School environment o 5 urban areas
o 1 rural area

Teaching environment » 2 lower grades of elementary school (Spanish
at Alas)

« 4 upper grades of elementary school

The interviewees in this study represent a diverse group in terms of gender, with
4 females and 2 males participating. Their average age is approximately 34.83 years,
with ages ranging from 21 to 45, indicating a varied range of life experiences and
perspectives. When it comes to professional experience, the interviewees exhibit an
average of 9 years, ranging from 6 months to 17 years, indicating a mix of seasoned
educators and those relatively new to the field. Their school environments also offer
diversity, with 5 of them working in urban areas and 1 in a rural setting. In terms
of the grade levels they instruct, 2 of the interviewees teach in the lower grades of
elementary school (Mar and Diego), 4 teach in the upper grades, and one interviewee
teach both in the upper grades of elementary school and in a high school (Max),
which provides a comprehensive spectrum of experiences for this study.

At the time of the interview, four individuals are experienced in-service teach-
ers — three of them with master’s degrees and one of them with foundational academ-
ic qualification from the Faculty of Philology, while the remaining two participants
are pre-service teachers enrolled in bachelor studies and attending the Applied Lin-
guistics and Spanish Teaching course. They are also actively involved in the Spanish
at Alas project,> where they instruct students from the 1* to the 4™ grade at Mihailo
Petrovi¢ Alas Elementary School. Regardless of the fact that they hold classes on
an optional basis, we decided to include the responses of these students, who are
future teachers, since this decision allows us to gain insights into the challenges faced
by novice teachers as they step into the classroom for the first time, and offers an
opportunity to proactively address these challenges in the future.

* For more about the project, see in: Jovanovi¢ 2023a; Jovanovic¢ 2023b.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This paper directs its attention to the exploration of the adaptation process
within the exigencies precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic within the domain
of teaching Spanish as a foreign language at the elementary school level. It places
particular emphasis on two critical aspects: the utilization of digital resources and
the evaluation of student advancement.

Adapting to a new teaching context

The research findings indicate that experienced teachers encountered chal-
lenges when adapting to the virtual and hybrid classroom settings during the in-
itial two waves of the pandemic. In contrast, pre-service teachers faced no such
issues as they exclusively conducted their classes in physical classrooms. At the
outset, the primary concern revolved around the absence of technical equipment
in classrooms, particularly in rural regions and areas outside of the capital. The
financial disparities among students further compounded the situation, particu-
larly exacerbated by the onset of the pandemic (Zukovi¢ & Slijepcevi¢ 2022: 46),
as La Tia mentions:

“There were children who didn’t have the conditions to follow the lessons and
it was very difficult: either they didn’t have internet or they didn’t have a phone or
they were simply digitally illiterate.”

Besides the technical and financial constraints of schools and students to
follow online classes, as an additional difficulty in the first wave of the pandemic,
the same interviewee mentions the unserious attitude of students and their fami-
lies toward the concept of online education, as there were incidents of YouTubers
intruding into classes, which the interviewee describes as a “traumatic experience”

“There were cases when children didn’t take it very seriously, so they either
didn’t show up, and then you have various cover-ups by parents, so you have, I don’t
know, the aunt, mom, or someone else checking in for the student instead. So, in the
beginning, they really didn't take it seriously, so it was quite a significant problem,
and there was no regulation that could help persuade or compel them to attend class”

The interviewee thus believes that institutional support was lacking since
there was no regulation governing online teaching and no regulations obligating
students to attend classes through a designated digital platform. Another interview-
ee, Ana, notes that online teaching, including the use of virtual classrooms, was
only established in 2021, during the second wave of the pandemic, when schools
began implementing Google Classroom and Google Meet. Each teacher and student
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received an institutional email, the only email through which they could join the
virtual classroom. This hopefully halted the intrusion of uninvited guests into the
classes. From the other hand, Max didn’t face similar problems, since her school
was already using learning management system and digital technologies.

During the first wave, the interviewees resorted to communication tools such
as Viber, Messenger, Zoom, Google Meet, and MS Teams to engage with their stu-
dents. They integrated applications such as Kahoot and Quizizz to engage students
in interactive and dynamic quizzes, promoting active participation and knowledge
retention. Additionally, Canva and Genial.ly were leveraged for content creation
and presentation, allowing for visually engaging materials. For a more immersive
learning experience, VideoELE and ProfeDeELE facilitated the incorporation of
multimedia elements. Furthermore, the incorporation of mini-projects helped
overcome the difficult conditions of isolation imposed by the pandemic, through
collaboration among colleagues and parents. Notably, Flaco created video clips
with fellow teachers in which they described another teacher using simple Spanish
words and phrases, sharing these videos with his students, while Max suggested to
her students that they actually prepare some Spanish dish and present it in Spanish:

“I gave them the task to prepare Spanish dishes at home. I mean, whatever they
see around or find on the internet, and it doesn’t have to be complicated. They had
to take a picture of each ingredient they used, write down the name of that ingredi-
ent, and finally, take a picture of what they made. (...) That moment where we tried,
despite being all separated, to do something together. We presented this in Canva,
and then, in the end, we tried to create a video with all their pictures and who made
what, even though we were all apart. (...) In that class, when they presented this,
they had to verbally tell me about it, list the ingredients, and describe what they had
made. (...) They really paid attention because it was, because it represented a personal
experience, so it wasn't just storytelling for the sake of it, but rather something that
was a personal experience.”

Both examples demonstrate an innovative and creative approach to teaching
in a highly challenging educational moment. However, it should be considered
that Max’s example is that of a teacher working in a private school, which even
before the pandemic had a distance learning platform, smart boards, projectors,
tablets, and other digital devices and programs necessary for integrating ICT into
the teaching process. It is also important to note that private schools are attended
by well-off students for whom newer digital devices and modern technologies are
more accessible. However, these students constitute a minority, as a significantly
larger number of children attend public schools. Max specifically cites finances as
the major problem in public schools, followed by the formalities allowed by the
school system. Therefore, it is crucial to conduct the class whether in a traditional
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or innovative manner, as the system does not make a distinction. Consequently,
Max believes that “there should be a systemic reform of everything”

When we talk about the second wave of the pandemic and the attempt to
conduct classes through a hybrid model (half of the students attend in person, and
half remotely), opinions are divided. Some interviewees found it challenging, as this
mode of work requires additional preparation and a lot of concentration. Others
saw it as an opportunity to make progress in this type of teaching.

Ana: “Honestly, I didn’t have, let’s say, any issues, and that mode of teaching
suited me somewhere, and I quite liked it. (...) The implementation of teaching has
been significantly improved for me because we could do much more, and those who
wanted to do more could, as it was always accessible. (...) The communication between
the teacher and the child became more open.”

Flaco: “I did that, but I think that the children didn’t have any benefit from it...
Because then I didn’t pay as much attention to the children in the classroom, and I
didn’t pay much attention to the children who [were at home] (...) And I think it’s
completely crazy, whoever came up with that idea came up with something crazy.
Um, they said it should be like that, but they did it essentially to make it seem like
the teaching was functioning properly, as if the children at home weren't losing out,
and those in school weren’t losing out either, but everyone was losing.”

Ana and Flaco have diametrically different views on the application of the
hybrid teaching model, but both agree that students need direct contact with the
teacher. They also concur on the importance of promoting the Spanish language
in schools and the local community, striving to improve its status within our ed-
ucational system.

Despite all the difficulties, the teachers employed creative problem-solving
strategies to enhance the educational experience during the pandemic, utilizing a
range of digital applications and innovative teaching methods. These multifaceted
tools and techniques contributed to a more adaptable and effective teaching envi-
ronment in response to the challenges posed by the pandemic. This is in line with
the results of our previous research, which shows that the highest-rated descriptor
belongs to the competency field of Digital Resources (Mastilo 2023).

It is worth mentioning that all in-service teachers continued to use digital
tools and platforms for distance learning even after the pandemic

Evaluating in a new teaching context

Evaluation itself is a complex process, but in an online environment, which
many were not prepared for, it becomes problematic. According to the experienced
teachers’ answers, it is the evaluation of student progress that was the greatest
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challenge during the pandemic. The problem was to make a realistic assessment of
students’ knowledge from a distance (Peri¢ 2022; Zukovi¢ & Slijepcevic¢ 2022: 45).

Flaco: “However, I think the biggest issue there was some form of grading,
monitoring, and so on. In all those situations, we had a problem with students not
regularly submitting their work, or they wanted to, but couldn’t do it regularly. The
influence of parents played a role — they were home alone, and you couldn’t really
exert pressure in that situation because it was unique.”

Max: “As for testing, it truly is a problem... I think there are plenty of oppor-
tunities for cheating, and while some may not take advantage of it, some students
certainly will. T was genuinely disappointed when I saw that someone was cheating,
and I knew they were because I could tell - they would send me work that wasn't in
their handwriting, so it started from there”

La Tia: “So, how do you realistically grade a student online? I know from ex-
perience that even in one-on-one sessions, or face-to-face as they say, we had cases
where mothers were prompting, whispering in the background, holding notebooks,
so you never really have a true assessment of whether the children actually know
something or are just reproducing what they hear in the background.”

These statements reveal concerns from the educators about challenges related
to grading, monitoring, and testing in the online learning environment. Flaco em-
phasizes difficulties with students submitting work regularly, attributing the issue
to various factors, including the influence of parents, who may not be available to
supervise their children consistently. Max expresses concern about testing integrity,
pointing out the potential for cheating and expressing disappointment in instances
where it was evident. La Tia raises questions about the reliability of online grading,
citing past experiences of external influences during face-to-face sessions, such
as mothers prompting or whispering in the background, which could impact the
accuracy of assessing students’ true understanding. Overall, the educators highlight
the complexities and potential shortcomings of evaluating students in the online
education setting. It can be concluded that evaluation was one of the main global
problems in schools across the country (Zukovi¢ & Slijepcevi¢ 2022: 45).

CONCLUSION

Considering the accumulated experiences, we have reached the conclusion
that teachers, regardless of the technical and digital constraints in their working
environments (urban or rural), exhibited resourcefulness in problem-solving. They
successfully maintained communication with students and consistently provided
educational materials and explanations through a creative approach. The main
challenges faced by the respondents included: 1) Technical limitations at the school
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and individual levels, particularly affecting children from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds; 2) Digital literacy issues among both students and teachers. 3) Chal-
lenges related to assessment, as well as maintaining motivation for work, as indi-
viduals tend to be more susceptible to burnout in crisis situations.

There are several imperative areas of concern that warrant attention:

« Systemic Support for Spanish Teachers: It is crucial to establish compre-
hensive systemic support for Spanish teachers through legislative regulations and
policies aimed at enhancing their professional standing, which has encountered
additional challenges in the wake of the pandemic. These educators diligently
tulfill their roles and advocate for the inclusion of Spanish language instruction in
schools, even in instances where minimal interest in the language exists.

« Institutional Support and Regulatory Framework: A well-defined institu-
tional framework should be instituted within educational establishments, outlining
the permissible resources and mandating the implementation of digital teaching
methods by all educators. Notably, a concern raised by the interviewees pertains
to the inactivity of certain colleagues who limited their contributions solely to
disseminating materials through platforms such as Viber. Furthermore, there is an
evident requirement for targeted training in digital pedagogy, given the continuous
evolution and advancements in technology.

« Collaborative Parental Involvement: Encouraging parental support and
fostering collaboration between parents and teachers is essential, as it underpins an
environment of understanding and the cultivation of positive educational values.

It is essential to acknowledge that the interviews conducted predominantly
involved highly motivated individuals, and that the number of interviewees was
limited. Therefore, it is plausible that other educators may encounter different
challenges and offer alternative solutions.
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