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Can real learning happen when a student’s classroom is just a screen? For
millions of students in the Philippines, especially during the pandemic, digital learning
wasn’t a choice, it was the only option. Synchronous classes, online modules, and
endless video calls became the new normal almost overnight. But behind the image
of a student staring at a monitor was a different reality, it shows exhaustion, confusion,
and often, silence. While digital education opened new doors, it also exposed the
cracks that have long existed in our system. It became a lifeline for some, and a wall
for many others.

The unseen truth is that not every home is ready for online learning. In rural
areas and poor communities, one mobile phone is often shared among siblings. Wi-Fi
is a luxury, and mobile data eats up the family’s budget. Some students had to climb
rooftops or walk to the nearest barangay hall just to find a signal. Others logged in late
or left early because they had chores or needed to help earn money. These aren’t
excuses, these are lived realities. The screen became a barrier between students and
the education they deserved (Barrot et al., 2021).

Even those who had gadgets and stable internet struggled in ways that were
often invisible. Learning through a screen meant staring for hours without meaningful
interaction. Teachers rushed through lessons, while students disengaged. The human
side of learning is through laughter, group work, friendly debates, and shared struggles
which automatically disappear. It's hard to stay motivated when no one notices you,
and harder still to ask for help when you don’t know if anyone’s truly there (Dacillo et
al., 2022).

The rise of online platforms also demanded a level of digital readiness that
many lacked. In both public and private institutions, many educators and students
found themselves navigating unfamiliar tools without adequate training. Assessments
of e-learning readiness revealed disparities in digital competency and access that
affected the effectiveness of instruction (Lucero et al., 2022). Even where structured
online programs were implemented, concerns over learning outcomes remained. In
some cases, students enrolled in highly technical courses like programming felt that
online modes reduced their grasp of concepts. Despite well-designed modules, digital
fatigue and lack of personal guidance limited deeper understanding (Dela Rosa,
2022).

The proliferation of mobile technology provides not only myriads Of
opportunities to support teaching and learning, but also challenges or even stress to
the mobile device users in higher education. While smartphones and tablets allow for
flexible, on-the-go access to materials, their constant use can lead to technostress,
diminishing academic performance over time (Qi, 2019).
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more creative. Some students learned to be more mdependent Educational content
became more accessible to those who could reach it. The problem wasn’t the
technology, it was who had access, and who was left behind. That’s the double edge.
It gave opportunities to a few, but left many drowning in silence.

If we're serious about fixing education in the Philippines, we need to do more
than hand out tablets. Real change starts with access, reliable internet should not be
a privilege, but a basic requirement for every learner, whether they live in a city
apartment or a remote barangay. But access alone is not enough. Teachers also need
support, not just in learning how to use digital tools, but in rethinking how to engage
students through a screen without losing the human connection.
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