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The shift to virtual learning has transformed
education, offering flexibility and access like never
before. However, while these changes bring many
benefits, they also present new challenges,
particularly in developing children's social skills. In
traditional classrooms, social interaction happens
naturally through daily face-to-face engagement. In
contrast, digital learning environments require
deliberate effort to create those opportunities. As
online learning becomes an integral part of modern
education, we are exploring how to foster genuine
connections and emotional growth for children in a
virtual world.

One of the most pressing challenges in virtual
classrooms is the reduced opportunity for
spontaneous student interactions. These casual
exchanges shape communication, collaboration,
and conflict resolution abilities (Manohar, 2024).
Without the physical presence of peers, children,
especially those who are shy, may struggle to speak
up or participate in group activities. Moreover, the
absence of nonverbal cues, such as facial
expressions and body language, makes it more
difficult for students to fully grasp social nuances
(Stone, 1993). Over time, this lack of interaction can
lead to feelings of isolation, anxiety, and

disconnection, particularly among younger learners
who are still developing their social identities
(Kamei & Harriott, 2021).

Despite these concerns, virtual classrooms can still
support the development of social skills when
structured carefully. Studies show promising
results. For example, research found that nearly 73
per cent of high school students reported good
social skills during online learning, especially when
given structured opportunities to engage with
others (Lestari et al, 2022). Group discussions,
collaborative assignments, and online
presentations often help students become more
adaptable and proficient in digital communication
(Yousaf & Masood, 2024). These activities improve
social interaction and build confidence in using
technology for meaningful exchanges.

To strengthen social engagement, educators can
introduce a variety of strategies. Virtual
extracurricular activities, such as online clubs or
interactive games, enable students to collaborate
outside the standard curriculum (Yousaf & Masood,
2024). Targeted programmes that teach social skills
through digital platforms have also shown positive
results, improving cooperation and emotional
regulation among participants (Baker et al., 2009).
One key solution is the integration of Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL) into the virtual classroom.
SEL helps children understand their emotions,
develop empathy, and make responsible decisions.
These skills are just as important online as they are
in person.

The importance of SEL goes beyond virtual
learning. Research indicates that emotional
intelligence and interpersonal skills are often
stronger predictors of academic and career
success than traditional measures, such as 1Q
(Jones-Schenk, 2019). Thanks to the brain’s ability to
adapt, neuroplasticity, these skills can be
developed at any age (Jones-Schenk, 2019). By
teaching SEL in virtual settings through storytelling,
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role-playing, and reflection, educators can help
children practice empathy and build emotional
resilience (Garcia, 2012; Roth & Erbacher, 2021).

Technology itself can be a powerful ally in this
process. Tools such as Google Docs, virtual
whiteboards, and breakout rooms create spaces
for students to collaborate and interact
meaningfully (Stacey, 1999). Starting lessons with
simple check-ins, like asking students to share their
feelings using emojis or brief prompts, helps build a
sense of classroom community (Berry, 2019).
Virtual social spaces, such as online hangouts or
lunch sessions, can also replicate the informal
interactions in hallways or cafeterias. Furthermore,
teaching digital etiquette, including respectful
language and active listening, encourages positive
and inclusive behaviour online (Basso et al., 2013).

Parents and guardians play a crucial role in
reinforcing these social behaviours outside the
classroom. Frequent communication between
parents and children, such as open conversations
or shared storytelling, strengthens communication
skills and emotional bonds (Moneva et al,, 2020).
Encouraging children to join digital peer groups or
collaborate on household tasks teaches them
responsibility, empathy, and teamwork (Sari et al.,
2023; Amin & Eliasa, 2023). However, the use of
technology must be balanced. While it supports
communication, excessive screen time may reduce
real-world interactions and increase social
withdrawal if not monitored carefully (Sutrisno &
Juariyah, 2024). Parental availability is another
challenge, as busy work schedules can limit
meaningful engagement with children (Moneva et
al., 2020).

Many educators are adopting hybrid learning
models that blend virtual and in-person instruction.
This approach allows for flexible, personalised
learning while preserving opportunities for real-
world interaction. Research indicates that students
in hybrid classrooms tend to exhibit greater
engagement and achieve improved academic
outcomes compared to their peers in traditional
settings (Jusuf, 2019; O'Byrne & Pytash, 2015).
These environments also promote deeper
collaboration through immersive and interactive

learning experiences. 3D virtual spaces, for

example, help bridge the gap between digital and
physical worlds by enhancing student collaboration
and fostering authentic peer relationships (Reiners
et al., 2009; Christopoulos et al., 2016).

In addition to academic benefits, hybrid classrooms
provide a foundation for emotional and social
growth. Students gain more freedom to express
themselves, connect with others, and develop
critical life skills, such as kindness, cooperation, and
empathy (Skill & Young, 2002). Still, challenges
remain, including ensuring equal access to
technology and maintaining student motivation in
flexible learning environments. These issues must
be addressed to fully realise the potential of hybrid
education.

In conclusion, building real connections in virtual
learning spaces requires thoughtful planning,
ongoing support, and collaboration among
educators, parents, and students. By incorporating
strategies such as SEL, fostering collaboration, and
encouraging positive digital interactions, we can
help children develop into emotionally intelligent
and socially competent individuals. The future of
education depends not only on what students
know but also on how they connect, communicate,
and care for one another.
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