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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digital transformation process, significantly
changing how educational organisations communicate. These changes brought numerous chal-
lenges that required the development of suitable communication strategies within the context of
the pandemic crisis. In light of this situation, the objective of this article is to investigate how an
educational organisation in Portugal adjusted its communication strategies during three distinct
periods in 2020: before the pandemic (January-March), during the pandemic and lockdown peri-
od (March-June), and the back-to-school phase (September-December). Furthermore, this study
aims to identify and analyse the challenges faced by the educational organisation during these
periods and explore the communication strategies implemented. A case study was conducted
within the educational organisation to accomplish these objectives. Data were collected through
a questionnaire survey to parents and semi-structured interviews with heads and directors of
the organisation. The findings suggest that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis context
significantly increased digital communication, particularly through various digital platforms such
as blogs, Instagram, and YouTube channels. This shift amplified the importance of communica-
tion within the educational organisation under study and resulted in profound changes in com-
munication dynamics between the teachers/educational organisation and parents. Therefore, it
is deemed crucial to establish strategic plans for crisis communication in educational organisa-
tions. Additionally, it is important to ensure the continued implementation and use of new tech-
nologies and digital communication tools. Moreover, hybrid systems that enhance flexibility and
facilitate face-to-face and remote communication interfaces should be studied.
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DESAFIOS E ESTRATEGIAS DE COMUNICACAO DIGITAL
NumA ORGANIZACAO EDUCATIVA EM PORTUGAL,
No PEriopo Panbpimico COVID-19

ReEsumo

A transformac3do digital, acelerada pela pandemia COVID-19, transformou a forma de co-
municar das organizag¢des educativas e suscitou um conjunto de desafios que compeliram a
definicdo de estratégias de comunicac¢do adequadas ao contexto de crise pandémica. Face a
esta realidade o presente artigo tem como objetivo compreender como uma organizagio edu-
cativa em Portugal adaptou a sua comunicagio, em 2020, ao longo de trés perfodos distintos:
antes da pandemia (janeiro—margo), no decorrer da pandemia/confinamento (margo—junho) e
no regresso as aulas (setembro—dezembro). Para além disso, procura identificar e refletir sobre
os desafios e estratégias de comunica¢do adotadas nestes periodos. Para atingir os objetivos
supracitados, foi realizado um estudo de caso numa organizagdo educativa cujos dados foram
recolhidos por via de um inquérito por questiondrio aplicado aos encarregados de educacdo e de
entrevistas semiestruturadas a responsaveis e dirigentes. Os resultados indicam que o contexto
de crise vivenciado no periodo de pandemia COVID-19 impulsionou o uso da comunicagio digi-
tal, nomeadamente através de ferramentas digitais (blogue, Instagram, canal YouTube), reforgou
o papel da comunicagdo na organizagdo educativa em estudo e alterou profundamente a forma
de comunicar entre os docentes/organizacdo educativa e os/as encarregados/as de educagio.
Deste modo, considera-se pertinente a defini¢do de planos estratégicos de comunicacdo de crise
nas organizacdes de ensino, a continuidade em relag3o a implementacao e utilizagdo de novas
tecnologias e ferramentas digitais de comunicagdo e o estudo de sistemas hibridos que visem
aumentar a agilidade e interface presencial/distancia.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

organizagdes educativas, desafios, COVID-19, comunicacdo digital

1. INTRODUCTION

Digital transformation and the use of technology are ingrained in our modern life-
styles (Orekhov, 2020) and even our education systems (Oliveira & Moura, 2015). That
said, authors such as Navaridas-Nalda et al. (2020) state that true digital transformation
has never been achieved in education. In fact, before the pandemic, several studies (e.g.,
Dwivedi et al., 2020; Simdes et al., 2014; Vuorikari et al., 2020) pointed out that although
schools have not been immune to the changes faced in society, they have also failed to
keep up with the increased usage of digital technologies in their communication prac-
tices. However, the crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic presented educational
establishments with an opportunity to harness the use of communication technologies
to explore new methods of communication and improve the parentOteacher relationship
by providing easy, efficient, and effective methods of transferring information (Zieger
& Tan, 2012). This unexpected transition to the virtual world, which differs significantly
from classic teaching and communication models, has brought with it both new chal-
lenges and opportunities.
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In the wake of these developments, this paper seeks to determine how an educa-
tional establishment in Portugal adapted its communication practices to the crisis trig-
gered by the COVID-19 pandemic. The case study employed describes the communication
practices undertaken throughout 2020, before the lockdown (January—March), during
the lockdown (March—June), and when schools reopened (September—December), as
well as the challenges and communication strategies adopted throughout this period. In
terms of the methodology used, a questionnaire was sent out to the parents/guardians
of students, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with managers and direc-
tors of the educational establishment in question.

2. DicrtAL COMMUNICATION IN EDUCATIONAL ESTABLISHMENTS

The digital transformation of communication in educational establishments, which
was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has led to a series of transformations and
challenges in communication models and practices (Brammer & Clark, 2020; Moreira et
al., 2020; Samartinho & Barradas, 2020). While before the COVID-19 pandemic, the lit-
erature produced viewed communication — particularly informal and face-to-face com-
munication — as a fundamental tool in use by educational establishments (Chiavenato,
2004), recent events have brought new possibilities to light, based on the opportunities
presented by the online world.

In fact, from one day to the next, the use of digital technologies became a kind of
“new world” for the education system (Bento, 2020). YouTube, Skype, Google Hangout,
Zoom, and other learning platforms, such as Moodle, Microsoft Teams, and Google
Classroom, are examples of digital tools used in education, specifically for distance learn-
ing (Moreira et al., 2020). Other examples include those used for group communication
between students, such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Messenger (Margaritoiu, 2020). In
the study by Michela et al. (2022), Twitter was pinpointed as a fundamental communica-
tion tool used by schools throughout the pandemic.

The change in communication models and practices — face-to-face communica-
tion being replaced by digitally mediated communication (Nobre et al., 2021) — led to
teachers and caregivers needing to communicate in new ways (Moreira et al., 2020).
Online communication between caregivers and teachers eventually became the new
“norm” and the only way to maintain any form of connection during the lockdown period
(Khan & Mikuska, 2021).

This change inevitably came as a challenge to educational establishments, stu-
dents, and parents/guardians, who all needed to adapt their communication practices as
a result (Serhan, 2020; Trindade et al., 2020). Though technologies are able to transmit
image and sound, they cannot replace physical presence or provide for all the senses,
specifically smell and touch. Schools have always been a place where people have come
together, and for face-to-face contact, and although digital means do not negate this,
they certainly reduce it (Martin & Bolliger, 2018).
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Extensive literature has been produced on the communication challenges faced
by universities (Andrade et al., 2020; Brammer & Clark, 2020; Charoensukmongkol &
Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Karalis, 2020; Maier et al., 2020; Piotrowski & King, 2020; Radu
et al., 2020). These challenges arise from a lack of adequate equipment for students, low-
er levels of interaction, reduced effectiveness of communication between teachers and
students, and a lack of socialisation, among other factors. The following positive aspects
are highlighted: closer working relationships between leadership and staff members, vir-
tual platforms via which questions can be asked, the use of innovative teaching and com-
munication practices, among others. Although these studies relate to universities, some
of the challenges and opportunities pinpointed also apply to other educational estab-
lishments. Though this is the case, the circumstances observed in years 1—4 of primary
schools proved to be more difficult due to the necessary involvement of family members
in students’ education. While the pandemic encouraged family members to participate
more actively in their youngsters’ education on the one hand, the circumstances faced
also produced psychological challenges and problems — as well as those relating to the
quality of education and inequality of opportunities — on the other (Fidan, 2021).

Other challenges highlighted include lacking the skills required to use the plat-
forms necessary (Piotrowski & King, 2020) and a difficulty ensuring clear, effective com-
munication between staff, students, teachers, and the educational community in general
(Radu et al., 2020). In addition, pre-pandemic literature highlighted parental resistance
to using technology to communicate with schools (Bordalba & Bochaca, 2019). This
resistance can be put down to factors such as access to technological tools, lacking the
necessary skills to use the technology, lacking willingness to use it, costs, and the time
spent by teachers, among others (Bordalba & Bochaca, 2019; Goodall, 2016).

Communication and organisations can be transformational, impacting society and
influencing individual perceptions and behaviours (Carareto et al., 2022). Several studies
highlight the role of communication in the context of crisis (Marsen, 2020; Ndela, 2019)
or uncertainty (Brammer & Clark, 2020; Rudo, 2020) and its use both in seeking answers
and promoting societal cooperation (Palttala & Vos, 2011). Rudo (2020) shares the belief
voiced by Brammer and Clark (2020) in the importance of communication being effec-
tive, clear, timely and complete so that it can be managed in the best way possible for the
circumstances faced. Those responsible for communications should carefully select the
information they wish to communicate with stakeholders and explain alternatives when
communicating with the public (Marsen, 2020).

3. METHODOLOGY

This article seeks to establish the way in which an educational establishment struc-
tured its communications in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, an initial
question was posed: how did the educational establishment adapt its communications
during the pandemic?
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A quantitative methodological approach was employed by means of the data col-
lected via a questionnaire. The questionnaire was based on the study carried out by
Ramello (2020) in Brazil on the challenges of organisational communication, and the
study by Domingues (2017) on internal communication in a kindergarten in Portugal.
The questionnaire was divided into three parts and contained 33 closed-ended questions
and four open-ended questions. The first part (period before the pandemic — January to
March 2020) sought to identify the main parent/guardian interlocutors who communi-
cated with the educational establishment, the channels used by the various stakeholders
for such communications, the frequency of communication, reasons for communica-
tion, and to evaluate the effectiveness of communication during this period. During the
lockdown (March—June 2020), the previous questions were replicated, and questions
were added relating to the main changes in communication practices, new technolo-
gies used, and the respective positives and negatives aspects. When schools reopened
(September—December 2020), the questions from the first part of the questionnaire were
replicated once again, as well as those relating to the new technologies implemented,
and, finally, suggestions of changes that could be made following the COVID-19 crisis
period were requested. The questionnaire was sent to the parents/guardians of prima-
ry school students in years 1—4 during May 2021 via an email containing a link to the
Qualtrics platform. The responses were then analysed using the SPSS statistical software
suite. A descriptive statistical analysis was performed on the closed-ended questions,
while the answers given to the open-ended questions were grouped into themes.

In addition, three semi-structured interviews were conducted with the school man-
agement/directors, communications, and IT officers. Due to the pandemic, these were
held both in person and online during January 2021 and May 2021. The interview script
was divided into three parts: before lockdown, during lockdown, and when schools reo-
pened. Different versions were drafted and adapted to each interviewee. The interview
script was composed of: identifying the establishment, the role held in the educational
establishment, age, sex, and the number of years worked in the establishment. In addi-
tion to the aforementioned components, the content of the interview aimed to address
the way in which communication was carried out in the educational establishment, the
perception of the effectiveness of communication by stakeholders, the communication
channels used, and adaptations and changes made as a result of the pandemic. A partial
transcription was made from which the interviews could be analysed. The NVivo tool
was then used to structure, code, and analyse the information. A thematic analysis was
then carried out — a method employed to conduct a flexible, useful analysis of qualita-
tive data, contributing to representing the data in a way that is both rich and detailed
(Gongalves et al., 2021). The analysis was based on the following themes: communica-
tion channels, reasons and frequency of communication, challenges, and effectiveness.
These themes were divided into three time periods in 2020: before the pandemic (January
to March), during lockdown (March to June), and when schools reopened (September
to December).
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4. PRESENTATION AND DiscussioN OoF REsSULTS

During the data collection period, the staff of years 1—4 comprised 12 teachers (six
class teachers and six teaching assistants), 16 non-teachers, and 161 parents/guardians
(Table 1). Of the 161 parents/guardians, 86 agreed to participate in the study, of the 16
non-teachers, five participated, and of the 12 teachers, seven answered the questionnaire.

N RESPONSES
Teachers 12 7
Non-teaching staff 16 5
Parents/guardians 161 86

Table 1. Characterisation of the sample (number of respondents) and response rates for the school

4.1. CoOMMUNICATION WITH PARENTS/GUARDIANS BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER

LockpowN

In the studied educational establishment, teachers were central to communica-
tions between the school and parents/guardians. Before the lockdown, 66 (519%) parents/
guardians mainly communicated with the teacher — circumstances maintained during
the lockdown and when schools reopened (Table 2). These results reflect what can be
considered “traditional communication” (Vuorikari et al., 2020), that is, the teacher is
central to communications between the establishment and parents/guardians. As proof
of this finding, a parent/guardian provided the following quote as a reply to an open-
ended question: “everything | need to know is communicated to me by the teacher, and
it is with the teacher that | liaise” (parent/guardian, 2021).

BEFORE LOCKDOWN DURING LOCKDOWN

n % n %
Governing bodies 26 20 23 35
Class teacher 66 51 39 59
Communications Officer 2 2 1 2
Head of IT 1 1 o o
School Office 31 24 3 5
Other 2 2 o o
Total 128 100 66 100

Table 2. Main educational establishment interlocutor communicating with parents/guardians

Throughout the lockdown period, communication between parents/guardians and
teachers mostly took place via email and in informal meetings (Table 3, Table 4, and
Table s5). This information aligns with the studies conducted by Hoy and Miskel (2008)
and Luick (2006), in which they affirm that informal communication and dialogue are the
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most valued forms of communication in educational establishments. Although email
was maintained during the lockdown and once schools reopened, the pandemic trig-
gered the use of instant messaging. In practice, informal contact was maintained to
some extent, but employing technology.

BEFORE THE PANDEMIC (JANUARY-MARCH 2020)

Very regular Regular Not very regular
n % n % n %
Meetings/face-to-face meetings 7 1 1 2 27 90
Meetings/appointments via platforms 1 2 o o o o
Email 22 33 n 26 o o
Social networks o o o o o o
Phone 1 17 14 33 3 10
Instant messaging 1 17 10 23 o o
Informal meetings 14 21 7 16 o o
Total 66 100 43 100 30 100

Table 3. Communication channels before the pandemic

DURING THE PANDEMIC (MARCH-JUNE 2020)

Very regular Regular Not very regular
n % n % n %
Meetings/face-to-face meetings 2 3 o o o o
Meetings/appointments via platforms 6 8 5 26 16 94
Email 30 38 5 26 o o
Social networks o o o o o o
Phone 18 23 5 26 1 6
Instant messaging 24 30 4 21 o o
Informal meetings o o o o o o
Total 8o 100 19 100 17 100

Table 4. Communication channels during the pandemic

WHEN SCHOOLS REOPENED (SEPTEMBER—DECEMBER 2020)

Very regular Regular Not very regular
n % n % n %
Meetings/face-to-face meetings 2 4 1 3 8 29
Meetings/appointments via platforms 2 4 3 9 17 61
Email 22 41 8 24 1 4
Social networks o o 2 6 o o
Phone 7 13 8 24 1 4
Instant messaging 19 35 7 21 1 4
Informal meetings 2 4 4 12 o o
Total 54 100 33 100 28 100

Table 5. Communication channels once school reopened
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The use of communication channels varied according to the reason for the commu-
nication between parents/guardians and teachers (Table 6, Table 7, and Table 8). Before
the pandemic, emails were mostly used for questions relating to school operations,
events, and homework. As for informal meetings, these were called for various reasons.
During the lockdown, email was mainly used for matters relating to events and school
operations, and instant messages for matters relating to homework, class and school op-
erations. Even during the lockdown, significant numbers of meetings held via platforms
were noted, particularly for matters relating to assessments. When schools reopened,
the trend established in the previous period was maintained, though a slight increase
in face-to-face meetings was also registered for matters relating to tests. In short, email
is the preferred channel for matters considered informative (e.g., school operations and
events) and informal channels (e.g., informal meetings and instant messaging) for mat-
ters relating to daily life at school, specifically homework and class operations.

BEFORE LOCKDOWN (JANUARY-MARCH 2020)

Homework Assessments Class School Events Other
operations operations

n % n % n % n % n % n %
?:Ce‘:trl: fest/i ;agcse-to- 7 10 29 45 8 10 3 8 7 13 1 10
Meetings/
appointments o o (¢} o o o o o o o o o
via platforms
Email 24 34 15 23 23 29 15 38 21 38 1 10
Social networks o o o o o o o o o o o o
Phone 15 21 6 9 16 20 7 18 n 20 4 40
Instant messaging 15 21 5 8 17 22 8 20 9 16 1 10
Informal meetings 9 13 9 14 15 19 7 18 7 13 3 30
Total 70 100 64 100 79 100 40 100 55 100 10 100

Table 6. Reasons for contact between parents/guardians and teachers,
divided by communication channel, before lockdown



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 43, 2023

Challenges and Strategies of Digital Communication in an Educational Organization in Portugal - Inés Miguel & Mércia Silva

DURING LOCKDOWN (MARCH-JUNE 2020)

Homework Assessments Class School Events Other
operations operations

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Meetings/face-to-
. 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 1 7 1 20

face meetings
Meetings/
appointments 7 9 24 47 1 15 7 24 1 7 o o
via platforms
Email 29 38 12 24 28 39 12 4 8 57 1 20
Social networks o o o o o o o o o o o o
Phone 18 23 7 14 16 23 3 10 2 14 1 20
Instant messaging 22 29 7 14 15 21 6 21 2 14 2 40
Informal meetings o o o o o o o o o o o o
Total 77 100 51 100 71 100 29 100 14 100 5 100

Table 7. Reasons for contact between parents/guardians and teachers,
according to the communication channel, during lockdown

WHEN SCHOOLS REOPENED (SEPTEMBER—DECEMBER 2020)

Homework Assessments Class School Events Other
operations operations

n % n % n % n % n % n %
e T .
Meetings/
appointments 4 7 18 38 6 9 6 14 2 6 o o
via platforms
Email 25 4 9 19 22 32 17 40 16 47 1 17
Social networks o o o o o o 2 5 1 3 o o
Phone 10 16 3 12 17 3 7 3 9 3 50
Instant messaging 17 28 8 17 20 29 8 19 5 15 1 17
Informal meetings 3 5 o o 4 6 2 5 1 3 1 17
Total 61 100 47 100 69 100 43 100 34 100 6 100

Table 8. Reasons for contact between parents/guardians and teachers,
according to the communication channel, when schools reopened

During lockdown, communication practices in educational establishments under-
went several transformations due to the transition from face-to-face to distance learning.
During this time, teachers and caregivers were forced to adapt and use digital technolo-
gies in their daily activities. While the use of technologies in the educational establish-
ment was almost non-existent before the pandemic, it became an essential tool for both
work and communication during lockdown. During this time, email, instant messaging,
and meetings/classes conducted via digital platforms were the most frequently used
forms of communication. As Vuorikari et al. (2020) mention, the use of digital technolo-
gies in this unpredictable, unprecedented situation — the transition from face-to-face
to remote teaching — fostered new ways of learning, working, and communicating. In
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fact, literature on the subject mentions that the COVID-19 pandemic period accelerat-
ed the need for the preparation and integration of digital technologies into education
(Samartinho & Barradas, 2020).

4.2. DILEMMAS AND CHALLENGES OF D1GITAL COMMUNICATION

Educational establishments and communication inevitably face challenges in any
period of crisis and sudden change, and our case study was no exception. For parents/
guardians, the most significant communication challenges faced (Table 9) related to the
difficulties arising from the lack of face-to-face contact. Issues relating to difficulties con-
necting to the internet, striking a balance between family, school, and work life, and com-
munication are mentioned: “at first, the information was provided via several channels
(Microsoft Teams, email, and WhatsApp) and not always homogeneously, which initially
caused some confusion”.

NEGATIVE ASPECTS N
Lack of face-to-face contact 15
Family, school, and work balance 4

Difficulties with internet connection

Communication difficulties 4
No negative aspects 10
Other o
Total 38

Table 9. Negative aspects pointed out by parents/guardians in the
use of new communication channels during lockdown

When asked about the main positive aspects of the communication experienced
(Table 10), of the 35 open-ended responses obtained, 18 parents/guardians noted the
clarity of communications as a positive aspect, and a further 18 the consistency of com-
munications. Where the consistency of communications is concerned, the main aspects
noted were: “how quickly the school adapted to the circumstances”, the “constant com-
munication between the school and families”, the school’s ability to “maintain com-
munication with parents from when students were sent home, notifying parents of the
measures taken so that classes could continue, even if remotely”. The “daily availabil-
ity of communications” and “continuous involvement of families throughout the online
classes” played a “fundamental guiding role”. A parent/guardian said the educational
establishment became “more present and available, communicating closely with fami-
lies, despite the distance”. These ideas converge with the study conducted by Brammer
and Clark (2020), according to which this period brought about positive changes, such
as bringing people closer together, specifically teachers and parents/guardians, in this
case. Where clarity is concerned, it was pointed out that communication was based on
“honesty” and “clarity”. Thus, “regular communication, the humility to admit that they
did not know the answer to a question when they actually did not know, and stating what

I0
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drives the school with no shame or fear” were considered important aspects that contrib-
uted to “inspiring confidence”.

POSITIVE ASPECTS N
Clear communication 18
Regular communication 18
None 4
Total 40

Table 10. Main positive aspects in terms of communication during lockdown

4.3. D1GITAL COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

From the point of view of the educational establishment, the difficulties faced re-
lated to anticipating unknown scenarios and managing all requests. Lockdown “was a
challenging, enriching time of great learning” (head teacher of the educational establish-
ment, 2021) that required several modifications, adaptations, reflections, and actions to
be taken in the studied educational establishment. The communication practices adopted
throughout the lockdown period were seen as “an opportunity to broaden our communi-
cation horizons” (communications officer, 2021).

As for educational establishments, the relevant literature is very specific regarding
the importance of selecting which information to communicate, establishing timely com-
munications, and being careful of the way different audiences are communicated with in
a crisis context (Andrade et al., 2020; Brammer & Clark, 2020; Marsen, 2020; Radu et al.,
2020). For this reason, throughout lockdown, “everything was managed very thoughtfully
and attentively, with a timely response given to each mother and father ( ... ) potentially
controversial or delicate matters, when they should be kept quiet and when they needed
to be shared” (communications officer, 2021). This data is consistent with several studies
(e.g., Coombs, 2015; Knight, 2020; Wong et al., 2021) that demonstrate the importance
of reducing and preventing alarmism in the transmission of messages in a crisis context.

It is also important to convey messages in a way that is true, transparent, and em-
pathetic. Additionally, a clear message should be shared that is responded to, and advice
provided when needed (Coombs, 2015; Knight, 2020; Wong et al., 2021). Throughout this
period, the importance of clear, transparent communication between teachers, students,
and parents/guardians was reinforced so that the necessary information was passed on
to students in the best possible way:

if 1 talk to the kids in the morning knowing that they’re going to spend the
day with their teachers, it's important that the teachers understand what I'm
saying, as well as for the teachers to know that | cherish, respect, expand
upon, stand behind, and support what they’re going to say throughout the
day. Reality, telling kids real things. Adjusting the clearest, most transparent
item and giving children useful information. (Board member, 2021)

II
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One of the strategies adopted throughout this period was a commitment to regular,
effective communication to reduce uncertainties and mistrust. The communications of-
ficer uses the period in which schools reopened as an example to explain that:

when schools reopened parents were no longer allowed into the school — a
rule we have maintained. As a result, what we communicate has become
even more important. When faced with uncertain times, we must ensure that
everything is kept as it was before, that classes are being held, students are
safe, our mission is being met, and the school-parent relationship continues
to be nurtured. It is no longer possible to walk into the school, stop for a chat,
make your way to a classroom, or take part in break time; all this generates
uncertainty and mistrust that must be managed through regular, effective
communication.

As described by a board member of the educational establishment, “there were many
zooms, many meetings, even with parents. In the first phase, emails were sent out almost
daily to parents, many phone calls”. They also add that “in the beginning, we called a Zoom
meeting ( ... ). Morning follow-up meetings were held at seven or in the afternoon, some-
times even including the deputy head teachers of each school, key stage leaders, and the
finance director”. However, they believe that during lockdown, the communication strategy

consisted of:

trying not to voice too many opinions. The issue was working out how we
could continue to educate our students given the circumstances faced and
our educational system. We often try to keep our communication to what
we consider to be essential, not wasting communication time with irrelevant
information. (Board member, 2021)

All the questions, FAQ [Frequently Asked Questions], were mapped in a very
interactive document that worked as a guide in which parents could seek out
answers. A very important objective behind creating this document was to
combine and channel all the information into a single physical medium to
avoid the dispersal of information. It was very important that we create this
document and release it directly to parents. (Communications officer, 2021)

However, other forms also came into use during the lockdown period.
Instagram, social networks, and communication via images is also very good
communication. We didn’t really communicate by these means previously,
but it was interesting to communicate via videos and photographs, showing
what was being done. This should be improved so as to clearly convey what
we intend to communicate. (Board member, 2021)

A document was also created that sought to answer all the questions asked by
parents/guardians.

In addition, digital communication and particularly “social networks were of para-
mount importance” (communications officer, 2021) as communication methods.

12
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The communications officer points out that the educational establishment:

started telling daily stories on Instagram. Started a blog to narrate the crea-
tive and cultural life of students and teachers. Became more present on
social networks by posting class photos, initiatives, challenges, games, and
proposals; it began to hold parents’ evenings on Zoom; it began to adopt
new teaching practices adapted to Zoom,; its teachers became even more
creative and open; more “tech-savvy” teachers.

Before the pandemic, the studied establishment was not concerned about having
“more online things, a more sophisticated website: they were not our priorities. The new
circumstances meant they became precious” (board member, 2021). The communica-
tions officer further stated:

deep down, what happened pre-COVID was that the “normal “ channels
of communication all related to communication per se. Post-COVID, eve-
rything — classes, teacher initiatives, communications to parents, com-
munications to students, information about fees, challenges, games, read-
ings, calendar information — took place via email, on YouTube, Zoom,
Instagram, on the blog... we faced a considerable challenge in terms of our
people — our workforce — but also a great adventure. All of us — not just
me — came out the other side more capable and focused on what is es-
sential. We have gained new tools (blog, improved planning of the task of
communication, etc.), and new skills.

5. FINAL REMARKS

This study sought to establish the ways in which an educational establishment in
Portugal adapted its communications within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In
view of the crisis experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, the results indicate that
digital communication reinforced the role of communication in the studied educational
establishment and profoundly changed the methods of communication used between
teachers/the educational establishment and parents/guardians.

The unexpected virtual transition enhanced the use of digital tools, specifically the
school’s blog, Instagram, and YouTube channel, revolutionising teaching, learning, work-
ing, and communications.

Communication is an essential tool in any transition or crisis. As such, the follow-
ing factors were considered to be relevant: (a) establishing strategic crisis communica-
tion plans in educational organisations based on guidelines developed for prevention,
preparation, and crisis management; (b) establishing continuity in the implementation
of new technologies and digital tools alongside parents/guardians; and (c) the study of
hybrid systems that aim to increase flexibility and face-to-face/distance learning.

Translation: New Words, Lda.
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