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Telepresence Robot: Educational Equality For All

Written By Hyemi JU

(Department of Education, Yonsei University)

According to Article 31 of the Constitution,

. This means that all school-age
children are receiving school education irrespective
of race, gender, religion, and economic status.
However, there are still over 1,100 students who
cannot attend school (Ryu and Kim). Who are
they and why? They are students with health
impairment. They must stay in the hospital for a
long time because of chronic or acute illnesses and
frequently visit the hospital to check their physical
conditions.

Fortunately,
with the advent of the 4th industrial revolution,
robots are contributing to raise educational equality,
satisfying the educational needs of these students.
Telepresence robot that is remotely controlled by
people using a wireless network provides those
students access to the class in real time. It is
controlled by students in the hospital and brought
into the class as a substitute for the student with
the health impairment. Therefore, both students
inside and outside the class can look at each other
and interact through the monitor on the robot.
Thus, telepresence robot is an effective medium for
students with health impairment to receive equal
school education opportunities because it promotes
learners’ socialization, it helps them to keep up with
their studies, and it enables learners to participate
in extracurricular activities.

To begin with, telepresence robot helps
socialization of students with health impairment.
As Emile Durkheim, an educationalist, said, the

most important function of schools is socialization
of students. Through school education, students
are able to grow as a member of a society with
appropriate social skills. Unfortunately, students
with health impairment often get isolated from
the society and have difficulty maintaining the
friendship (Ryu and Kim). However, with the help
of a telepresence robot, they can socialize with
friends at their school. At first, it makes classmates
want to talk to the robot due to novelty, increasing
the likelihood of students with health impairment
interacting with others continually and making new
friends (Melendez). Later, classmates perceive the
robot as real friends in the hospital and call their
names when they refer to the robot (Melendez).
Therefore, students with health impairment feel
connected to their friends though they are not
physically in the school. Also, students in the
classroom help their friends in the hospital to easily
control the telepresence robot by moving it or
adjusting the camera angle when they talk to each
other (Botsford). Thus, both of them can develop
the caring attitude and the cooperative spirit in the
process of interacting with each other. Additionally,
they are able to eat lunch with their friends via the
telepresence robot (Sorrel). For students, lunch time
is the hour when the most active interaction among
friends takes place. A telepresence robot makes it
possible for hospital-bound students engage in a
small talk with their friends and play jokes as a part
of normal school life. As a consequence, students
with health impairment are able to build a strong
bond with students, getting equal social experience
in the school like normal students.
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Moreover, a telepresence robot enables students
with health impairment to keep up with their
studies by attending the class in real time. According
to the study, those students show poor academic
performance when they return to school after
being discharged from the hospital because they
discontinued their studies during hospitalization
(Ryu and Kim). As a consequence, they are not able
to keep up with the academic workload as needed
to be promoted to the next grade. This results in
repeating a grade, wasting another year, and falling
behind the other students (Ryu and Kim). However,
a telepresence robot can help them to participate in
the class during school hours without being present.
In New York, a girl who could not physically attend
the class was able to join in the class because the
telepresence robot controlled by her iPad in the
hospital 250 miles away from the school attended
the class on her behalf (Botsford). Thanks to video
conferencing the robot provides, she could see and
listen to a lesson (Botsford). Furthermore, she could
participate in the class as a member since the robot
moved from one group to another for activities
by a wheel (Botsford). Also, her face appeared
on the screen of the robot and her voice came
out through microphone attached to the robot,
allowing her to ask questions and give presentations
(Botsford). Moreover, she could turn the robot
to focus on the object and the robot could zoom
in on it, enabling her to better see the materials
being taught (Botsford). Considering a student’s
desire for school education, a telepresence robot
is an effective medium for him/her to get equal
school learning experiences in classrooms with
other students. Its two-way video conferencing and
mobility help students with health impairment to
teleport to the class and to participate in the class
without experiencing disparities in the learning
environment. Thus, schools can prevent students

with long term illnesses from giving up their studies
and falling behind the other students because they
can access the classroom via a telepresence robot,
making education equal for all.

Finally, telepresence robot allows students with
health impairments to engage in extracurricular
activities. Extracurricular activities allow students to
have diverse experiences and develop social skills.
Therefore, for students with health impairment to
have the normal school experience, they should
be offered not only subject-centered curriculum
but also extracurricular activities. According to
Judy Olson, a professor at the Department of
Informatics at the University of California, by using
telepresence robot, a boy having a cardiac disorder
was able to attend the choir and sing with the
group members with the help of the speaker and
microphone equipped with the robot (Melendez).
Even, a hospitalized student, Kaylee Brown attended
a match to enjoy a sporting game day by controlling
a robot via her tablet in the hospital (Peterson). As
one mother says, students with health impairment
do not seek for opportunities of "getting out of bed
and getting motivated" (Melendez). By introducing
the telepresence robot, those students can be
involved in various school activities such as club,
sports, and leisure activities like normal students.
Therefore, they have more confidence and higher
self-esteem because they can autonomously join in
the activity they like while being in the hospital(Kort-
Butler et al). Additionally, they have opportunities
to be exposed to diverse environments beyond the
boundaries of the hospital, which will be helpful
for their holistic development. Therefore, through
telepresence robot, it is possible for them to
experience the positive effects of extracurricular
activities like normal students.



BARUN ICT

b

Nevertheless, some teachers who consider
bringing the telepresence robot in their classroom
might express concerns because the robot can
distract other students' concentration during the
class. However, this problem can be addressed by
cooperation by teachers and students.

To begin with, when teachers place the tele-
presence robot in the class, they can find a suitable
location so that it does not distract other students'
attention. Also, students with health impairments
can make their robots mute when speaking is not
required, preventing students in the class from
being disturbed by the noise. In addition, it is
possible for them not to move around the classroom
except during the group activity when they are
required to move to their places. Since students are
better acclimated to the robot than adults, students
in the class will perceive their new classroom as not
different from the previous one. Therefore, with
the cooperation of the members in the class, it is
possible to create the learning environment helpful
for both students in the class and outside of the
class.

Currently, in the school, all the children of school-
age are receiving their education with friends,
attending classes, and engaging in extracurricular
activities. However, students with health
impairments are still not provided with these
opportunities. They do not enjoy their rights to get a
normal school education.
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It is time for schools to take responsibility
to truly provide education for all. With the help of
telepresence robot, these educational equalities can
be realized.
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