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ABSTRACT 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic served as a catalyst for educational transformation as schools 

and universities had no choice but to implement online learning during government 

mandated lockdowns worldwide. The shift to a digital pedagogy required educators to 

rapidly adapt and create an online curriculum while presenting classes in a virtual format. 

South African students were sent home to study remotely and faced a series of challenges 

from their home environments, such as unreliable access to the internet and lack of self-

direction and motivation to work independently. Some of these challenges originate from 

a history of segregation and inequality where the infrastructure of poorer communities 

has not been developed sufficiently to sustain online activities or provide optimal learning 

conditions. Contemporary theories of learning advocate the need for the social 

dimension of peer discussion and collaboration to facilitate a holistic learning process 

and foster student engagement, ultimately resulting in attention and retention. Working 

in isolation, some students fell behind in their studies while others remained 

unstimulated during teacher-led virtual lessons. With little time to explore online learning 

theory and curriculum design, and understand the digital medium, many of the 

experiences recorded in the study were negative. Despite this, there were positive 

experiences relayed such as enhanced creativity and innovation, with students finding 

problems to solutions and improving their digital skills and capabilities. Although online 

learning was implemented as an emergency measure at the time, there are many 

advantages of adopting online learning for the future. These include wider access for 

more students, affordability, convenience and diverse engagement activities. These 

advantages, among others, warrant consideration of the potential long-term 

implementation of online learning in the South African education system. To better 

understand how to design and facilitate a digital curriculum, this research study set out 

to investigate the experiences of seven educators working at different tertiary institutions 

that offer courses in art, design and entrepreneurship. The study was interpretive in 

nature and sampled participants purposively in a case study design focused on collecting 

responses about the transition to online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

sample size was kept small in line with the limitations and boundaries of a mini-thesis. 
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The data presented was collected through qualitative semi-structured interviews and 

reveals details about the personal experiences of these educators and the students they 

taught. From their responses, two main themes were identified: the challenges of online 

education as well as effective curriculum design and student engagement. A third theme 

on the future of online education is explored in the final chapter of this research paper. 

Future studies on this topic could provide more responses from a larger case study group 

of educators and students to gain a comprehensive picture of the transition to online 

learning during COVID-19. As the impact of COVID-19 on education is a relatively new 

phenomenon, this study may contribute to the developing field of knowledge around the 

impact of the pandemic and the lockdowns in the field of education. 
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OPSOMMING 

 

Die COVID-19-pandemie het gedien as 'n katalisator vir opvoedkundige transformasie, 

deurdat skole en universiteite geen ander keuse gehad het as om aanlynleer tydens die 

wêreldwye regerings- inperkings te implementeer nie. Die verskuiwing na 'n digitale 

pedagogie het vereis dat opvoeders vinnig aanpas om 'n aanlynkurrikulum te skep en 

klasse in 'n virtuele formaat aan te bied. Suid-Afrikaanse studente was huistoe gestuur 

vir afstandstudies en moes aanlynonderrig ontvang. Daar was 'n reeks uitdagings; soos  

tuisomgewings wat nie optimaal gerig is tot studeer nie, onbetroubare toegang tot die 

internet, sowel as 'n gebrek aan selfdissipline en motivering om onafhanklik by die huis 

te werk. Die oorsprong van sommige van hierdie uitdagings kom uit 'n geskiedenis van 

segregasie en ongelyke ontwikkeling waar die infrastruktuur van armer gemeenskappe 

nie voldoende ontwikkel het om aanlynaktiwiteite te onderhou of optimale 

leeromstandighede te volhou nie. Kontemporêre leerteorieë bepleit die behoefte aan die 

sosiale dimensie van portuurbespreking en samewerking, om 'n holistiese leerproses te 

fasiliteer en studentebetrokkenheid te bevorder, wat uiteindelik aandag en retensie tot 

gevolg het. Deur in isolasie te werk, het sommige studente ‘n agterstand ontwikkel in hulle 

studies, terwyl ander ongestimuleer gebly het in virtuele lesse wat deur opvoeders gelei 

was. Met min tyd om aanlynleerteorie en kurrikulumontwerp te verken en die medium 

te verstaan, is dit logies dat baie van die ervarings negatief was. Daar was egter ook 

positiewe ervarings; soos verbeterde kreatiwiteit en innovasie onder studente wat 

probleme vir oplossings gevind het , asook verbetering in digitale vaardighede en 

vermoëns. Alhoewel aanlynleer destyds as 'n noodmaatreël geïmplementeer is, is daar 

baie voordele verbonde aan die aanvaarding van aanlynleer op die langtermyn. Dit sluit 

in wyer toegang vir meer studente, bekostigbaarheid, gerief en diverse 

betrokkenheidsaktiwiteite wat oorweging van die potensiële langtermyn-implementering 

van aanlynleer in die Suid-Afrikaanse onderwysstelsel regverdig. Om beter te verstaan 

hoe om 'n digitale kurrikulum te ontwerp en te fasiliteer, het hierdie navorsingstudie 

ondersoek ingestel na die ervarings van sewe opvoeders by verskillende tersiêre 

instellings wat kursusse in kuns, ontwerp en entrepreneurskap aanbied. 
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Die studie was interpreterend van aard met doelbewuste steekproefneming in ‘n gevalle-

studie ontwerp wat daarop gefokus was om studente en opvoeders se belewing van die 

oorgang na aanlynleer, tydens die COVID-19 pandemie te bepaal.  Die steekproefgrootte 

is klein gehou in lyn met die beperkings en grense van hierdie mini-tesis. Die data wat 

aangebied is, is deur kwalitatiewe semi-gestruktureerde onderhoude ingesamel en 

verskaf besonderhede van die persoonlike ervarings van hierdie opvoeders en die 

studente wat hulle onderrig het. Uit hul response is twee hooftemas geïdentifiseer: die 

uitdagings van aanlynonderwys en studentebetrokkenheid en effektiewe 

kurrikulumontwerp. ‘n Derde tema wat die vooruitsigte van digitale leer bespreek, word 

in die laaste hoofstuk uitgele. Toekomstige navorsing behoort te fokus op ‘n groter aantal 

deelnemers van opvoeders en studente ten einde meer gedetailleerde inligting te kry van 

deelnemers se belewing van die oorgang na aanlynleer tydens COVID-19.  Aangesien die 

impak van COVID-19 op onderwys ‘n relatief nuwe verskynsel is, kan hierdie studie bydra 

tot die ontwikkelende veld van kennis. 
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Definitions 
 

Asynchronous learning: Students access and work through the learning material or 

course at their own time and pace, regardless of when the lesson was created or 

recorded. They can rewatch sections, pause and skip over parts in the recorded lesson. 

Direct feedback and instant communication are not possible in this format (Dhawan 

2020:7).  

 

Blended/hybrid learning: A combination of distance or online learning activities with 

traditional face-to-face instruction (Strydom, De Klerk, Adendorff & Herman 2020:12).   

 

Digital divide: A reference to a gap or divide experienced by students from lower  socio-

economic backgrounds who struggle to gain and maintain their access to and usage of 

information and communication technologies (ICTs), including hardware, software and 

access to the internet (OECD 2006). 

 

Digital transformation: In higher education, digital transformation is a conversion of the 

institutional model to incorporate technology into the operations, organisations, 

processes and systems of the institution as is dictated within a strategic digital framework 

(García-Peñalvo 2021:2023).   

 

Distance learning: An instructional delivery method where the educator is separated 

from the student either by time or location. There is little to no in-person connection and 

requires students to work independently through the course material (Mancosa 2020). 

This method of instruction has evolved with the communication technology available at 

that point in time, ranging from the postal service, radio, television broadcasting and the 

internet (Moore, Dickson-Deane & Galyen 2011:1).  

 

Flipped learning: A pre-class learning activity where the student is required to complete 

or engage with the learning material before attending the lesson. Such tasks could 

include homework, completing a reading assignment or filling in a survey or 
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questionnaire. This pre-work serves to prepare students for the session so that they do 

not enter the room ‘cold’ but with their own perception and understanding of the subject 

or topic of the lesson. Consequently, the student is better prepared for classroom 

learning activities such as debates and discussions. The in-class unpacking of the pre-

work is considered more impactful than the pre-class component itself (Lee & Choi 

2019:963).  

 

Multimodal learning: A learning environment that uses verbal, non-verbal and visual 

means to present learning content and constitutes the combination of multimedia with 

technology. This includes the use of simulations, images, video, audio, interactive quizzes, 

crosswords, slideshow presentations with audio recorded over them, hyperlinked 

examples, blogs, case studies and interactive diagrams (Govender & Rajkoomar 2020:62-

63).  

 

Online learning or e-learning: Online learning is mitigated through the internet. It is a 

form of physically distanced learning that occurs by using online learning tools such as 

virtual classrooms (hosted on Skype, Zoom, Microsoft Teams, etc.) or by watching and 

rewatching pre-recorded learning material (hosted on a learning management system, a 

YouTube channel, etc.) (Dhawan 2020:7). Online learning can be asynchronous or 

synchronous. Any digital devices with access to the internet can be used, including 

smartphones, tablets and laptops.   

 

Synchronous learning: A learning intervention where teaching and learning occur at the 

same time, such as attending a live online lesson. It includes real-time interaction 

between the student and the educator and emulates the in-person classroom 

environment (Dhawan 2020:7).   
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Chapter 1: Orientation to the study 

 

1.1 Introduction   

 

This research study investigates what can be learnt from the experiences of various 

educators1 transitioning to online or digital teaching during the COVID-192 pandemic in 

South Africa. By documenting the experiences and actions of educators at the onset and 

during the pandemic, meaningful insight and knowledge can be gained in the best 

practices for potential long-term implementation and incorporation of digital learning 

and teaching strategies. Qualitative data collection methods were used to capture the 

accounts of the participants in this collective case study design. It is yet to be determined 

what the long-lasting impact of the COVID-19 pandemic may have on educational policy 

in South Africa, but establishing the validity of digital learning as a viable method of 

instruction could have far-reaching consequences on our current education model. 

Online instruction can be more cost-effective with reduced tuition costs, which makes this 

form of academic delivery and engagement more inclusive and accessible to a wider 

audience. The possible future integration of digital education will undoubtedly impact the 

design of curricula, the training of educators and the study of learning theory. Knowledge 

gained from this study will serve not only to document this period in history but also work 

towards determining what a new theory of education delivery and pedagogy could look 

like in South Africa.  

 

1.2 Background  
 

On 15 March 2020, President Cyril Ramaphosa declared a national state of disaster in 

South Africa and ordered the closure of schools in reaction to the threat of ‘coronavirus 

 
1 For the purposes of this study, the term ‘educators’ will be used to refer to the academic staff of 
institutes that offer higher education. This term encompasses teachers, independent contractors, 
coaches, guides, lecturers and facilitators.  
2 COVID-19 is a virus that can result in severe respiratory illness and death. Its symptoms include 
high fevers,  lack of oxygen, nausea, fatigue, nasal congestion, sore throat, body aches as well as 
pains and coughing (WHO 2020). Different variations of the virus have been discovered, with 
people displaying varying symptoms and recovery times.  
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disease 2019’ (COVID-19), which had become a global pandemic at the time. Since the 

onset of the pandemic, the country went through different national lockdown levels to 

contain the spread of the virus. The impact of the lockdowns on the education sector 

forced many schools and higher education institutions (HEIs) to move to emergency 

remote teaching (Govender & Rajkoomar 2020:57). Within weeks of the first lockdown in 

the country, HEIs had to create and implement educational policies based on a new online 

delivery model for education, build learning support channels for students and deal with 

administrative challenges such as the evacuation of campus residencies, the 

reorganisation of the 2020 academic calendar year and the postponement of graduations 

(Coughlan & Lurie 2020, Kupe 2020, Poku 2020, Osman 2020, SUN 2020, UCT 2020, USAF 

2020).   

 

According to an Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) survey 

of 98 countries including South Africa, the highest priority in the education sector as a 

response to the crisis was to continue academic learning for students (OECD 2020:15). To 

achieve this, the sector relied on technology and the internet to pivot to online learning 

and digital platforms of communication (Patrinos & Shmis 2020, Zhang, Wang, Yang & 

Wang 2020:55).  

 

1.3 Problem statement 
 

The short time frame in which institutions pivoted during this global crisis to an online 

learning format disrupted the education sector and placed immense pressure on the 

educators responsible for continuing education by adopting a digital curriculum3 (Khoza 

& Mpungose 2020:2, Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:44, Mtebe, Fulgence & Gallagher 

2021:383).  

 

Similarly, students had to come to grips with the impact of the lockdown(s), social 

distancing and continuing education online. For many, this became a struggle. Despite 

 
3 Digital curriculum refers to a strategy for teaching, learning and research that is supported or 
driven by hardware, software and digital theories and pedagogies (Khoza & Mpungose 2020:2). 
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challenges at the time, more research is required to document and analyse the long-term 

effects of COVID-19 on the education system (Chiemeke & Imafidor 2020:34).  

 

1.4 A researcher’s perspective – why undertake this study? 

 

Interest in this study comes from the researcher’s personal experience as an instructional 

designer at an academic institute that delivers higher learning programmes and courses 

to adult students. Within the time frame of preparation, basic training in the use of digital 

e-learning software was provided by the institute. At the same time, no training was 

provided in digital pedagogy, management of student engagement, troubleshooting 

technological problems or the creation of digital assessment material. The expectation 

that an original offline lesson could be offered in an online environment to continue 

learning as ‘normal’ ignored the nuances of the delivery of content in the digital space 

(Blewett 2016:266, Ray 2009:263). Challenges around the preparation of content, the 

observed and recorded presentation, and the participation and involvement of students 

during live sessions are just some of the factors that required mitigation by educators. As 

a learning department, the staff noted these factors but could do very little to pause, 

reflect, pivot and reorder themselves to better manage the challenges and concerns 

raised by online learning.   

 

At the time of writing, 18 months had passed since the first national lockdown, and many 

other HEIs, including the institution of the researcher, had either transitioned back to in-

person sessions or to a hybrid model combining online learning with the physical 

classroom. However, the threat of further mutations of COVID-19 and lockdowns in South 

Africa made the likelihood of a shift back to a fully online educational format a reality to 

consider. Although many educators welcomed the return to in-person education, the 

researcher believes in the merits of online learning. Within the researcher’s personal 

capacity, the researcher enrolled in a distance postgraduate degree and found the 

learning experience optimal for a demanding home and work life.  

Geographically, the researcher did not live in the same province as the university she was 

enrolled in and would not have been able to attend the majority of workshops, learning 
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sessions or seminars normally offered in the academic year. Due to the lockdown, these 

sessions were offered digitally and the researcher had access to activities that would 

otherwise not have been accessible. Having access to the recordings of learning activities 

also allowed the researcher to rewatch and re-enter the learning session as an observer 

at convenient times of the day.  

 

The aim of this research study is to gain a better understanding of what online learning 

was like for different higher education educators who went through the crucible of 

adopting online learning due to COVID-19. As an instructional designer, the researcher is 

interested in understanding how to shift curricula to the digital space to best serve 

educators and students.  

 

Although this thesis is at best an exploration of experiences, the current state of the South 

African higher education system, with its colonial and segregated past, is woven into the 

conversation in order to understand whether online learning will support transformation 

or lead to widening inequality through a ‘digital divide’. In addition, the question of 

student engagement is framed through the lens of digital pedagogy and learning theory. 

 

1.5 Research questions, study aims and objectives  

 

There is an expectation that higher education must be evolved and modernised to equip 

students with the skills needed in the digital era, while remaining sensitive to a history of 

inequality that has driven transformational policies. The purpose of this study is to 

investigate how different educators navigated the limitations and challenges of 

transferring classroom education to a digital learning space. By conducting research on 

the perspectives and experiences of these educators, insight can be gained on how to 

best transition teaching pedagogy and course development to suit online learning. The 

aim of the study is to work towards a possible digital learning model could look like in 

South Africa beyond the pandemic. The themes of ‘the challenges of the online learning 

classroom’ as well as ‘student engagement and effective curriculum design’ speak directly 

to the issues faced by a large demographic of South African students who come from 
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challenging socio-economic conditions. The positive aspects of online learning and the 

future of education technology form part of the final analysis and conclusion to this study. 

  

1.6 Formulated research question 

 

Given the research problem mentioned above and the COVID-19 context, the main 

research question of this study is formulated as, ‘What insights can be gained by the 

transition to online learning during COVID-19 through the experiences of seven 

educators operating in the South African higher education sector?’  

The sub-questions are formulated as follows:  

a) What were the challenges experienced in the adoption of a digital education 

model? 

b) How engaged were students in the online learning environment?  

c) What does the future hold for online learning in South Africa? 

 

1.7 Overview of research methodology 

 

This study provides a cross-sectional view of what the experience of online learning and 

teaching was like for the seven educators. Participants were selected via purposive 

convenience sampling and come from different types of HEIs, including public 

universities, private colleges and adult training and development learning institutions. 

The majority of the participants were working at academic institutes focusing on visual 

arts, photography, design, advertising and entrepreneurship.   

 

As there is a developing body of research on the effects of COVID-19 on education, this 

study draws on secondary sources of data and information to support the discussion of 

the data findings presented. In addressing this topic, an interpretive theoretical lens is 

applied to the case study methodology selected.  

Data was initially collected with two data collection tools: a quantitative questionnaire 

and through conducting semi-structured qualitative interviews. From the responses, two 

major themes were identified: ‘the challenges of online learning’ and ‘student 
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engagement and effective curriculum design’. A third theme highlighting the positives of 

online learning and a future outlook of digital education is presented in the final chapter 

of this study. 

 

1.8 Boundaries and limitations of the study 

 

The catalyst for this study was the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequential lockdowns, 

which also had a direct effect on the research conducted: Due to the volatile nature of 

the lockdowns, some of the initial research participants withdrew from the study or 

became unresponsive for reasons ranging from personal health problems to being 

overwhelmed with their teaching responsibilities. The researcher had to find additional 

and alternative respondents who could commit to participate in the study in a relatively 

short amount of time. As this is a mini-thesis, the scope of the study remained limited, 

with data collected from only seven respondents working in creative art and design 

institutions. Through convenience and purposive sampling, the researcher focused on 

educators only but cannot exclude the insights that students might have brought to the 

discussion.    

 

The educators interviewed spoke of the struggles that they had seen their students 

experiencing, but first-hand accounts from students would have provided  a wider range 

of personal data for interpretation. Future studies should endeavour to collect more data 

on the experiences of both educators and students during the COVID-19 lockdown period 

and their transition to online learning, as the accounts documented here are a small 

sample of the demographic and do not represent all educators in South Africa. 

 

1.9 Structure of the thesis 
 

Orientation to the study: Chapter 1 is an introduction to the thesis, which provides 

information about the background, research question, overview and research design.   
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Theoretical perspectives: Chapter 2 provides background on the issues of 

transformation and inequality inherent in the South African higher education sector, a 

theoretical model for how learning occurs online and a working definition of digital 

pedagogy. 

 

Context to the study: Chapter 3 offers information regarding the transition to online 

learning during COVID-19, the government’s response to the crisis and the pandemic’s 

impact on HEIs, educators and students. 

 

Research methodology: Chapter 4 elaborates on the research methodology provided in 

section 1.5 above. 

 

Findings and discussion: Chapter 5 presents the data collected in this research 

according to the specific themes and theory identified as well as an accompanying 

discussion. 

 

Conclusions and implications: Chapter 6 closes the study with a discussion about the 

questions posed and an outlook about the future of online education.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical perspectives 
 

2.1 Introduction  

 

The following chapter will outline the theoretical perspectives that form the basis for 

comparison to the data collected. Two distinct areas will be discussed: an elucidation on 

the contextual framework of the higher educational landscape in South Africa, which is 

affected by challenges of access, transformation and inequality, and an expanded 

overview of learning theories that inform the present understanding of how humans 

learn within in-person and online contexts. 

 

2.2 How did we get here? Transformation in South African higher education 

 

The South African education system has been characterised by the prevalent political 

ideology at any given time in history. Racial segregation in education was first introduced 

with the coming of British colonial rule and continued during apartheid through policies 

like the Bantu Education Act4 of 1953 (Abdi 2002:22, Godinho 2016:13, McKeever 

2017:118). White schools received the most funding and followed a European curriculum, 

while black schools focused on practical subjects to improve the skills of the manual 

labour force. (McKeever 2017:119). Black schools were overcrowded and understaffed, 

and defined by rote learning and a teacher-centred approach, allowing for little creativity, 

imagination and expression (Chick 1996:22).   

 

With the end of apartheid and the first democratic elections in 1994, education became 

a critical point on the reformation agenda (Waghid 2004:530, Staeheli & Hammett 

2013:35). Within tertiary education, the Council of Higher Education and the Department 

of Higher Education and Training (DHET) produced the White Paper for Post-School 

Education and Training (2013), which set in motion the transformation agenda through 

 
4 Apartheid was not restricted to only African natives and whites. The Education for Coloured 
People’s Act of 1965 and the Education of Indians Act of 1969 further differentiated and separated 
pupils into different schools with different curriculums (McKeever 2016: 118-119). 
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amended policy and practical implementation, addressing freedom, equality, dignity and 

social justice (Cloete 2014:1632, Godinho 2016:16).  

  

Access to education can be categorised as physical access to an academic institution and 

its facilities and resources as well as epistemological access to the curriculum through 

language and information structures (Cele & Brandt 2005, Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:3). 

Physical access has been addressed by the National Student Funding Aid Scheme (NSFAS) 

in the provision of financial aid to students from poorer socio-economic backgrounds and 

the widening of university admission policies and selection criteria through affirmative 

action practices (Mzangwa 2019:5). HEIs support epistemological access through support 

mechanisms such as tutors, language laboratories, translation services, extracurricular 

assistance, supportive documentation and mental health services (Sehoole & Adeyemo 

2016:4). However, the transformation agenda for HEIs has been largely ineffective, with 

the highest dropout rate being among the black demographic compared to other races 

(Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:4). Increased funding and investment in the higher education 

sector has not produced better academic performance or attrition rates for all students 

(Cloete 2014:1358). NSFAS reports from 1999 to 2009 indicate that only 19% (125 210) of 

sponsored students graduated while 48% (217 470) dropped out or failed to complete 

their studies (Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:10).   

 

Many South African students who enter tertiary education come from difficult socio-

economic conditions that include few resources, poor basic and secondary education, 

and a barrier to English as the main language of academic instruction (Mzangwa 2019:4). 

Rural students are often the first members in their families to go to university and may 

be pressured to enrol in a qualification that is not of their choosing, encountering the 

burden of completing a curriculum that they do not always relate to (Inyathelo 2021). The 

lack of success in completing a degree or diploma can be attributed to students being 

academically underprepared and unable to cope with the demands of tertiary education 

(Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:4).  
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Such challenges originate from systemic socio-economic conditions, fall within a political 

and governmental mandate and cannot be solved by higher education alone (Badat 

2020:33). The external forces that shape the student population entering the tertiary 

environment need attention, as universities cannot mend transformational issues in 

isolation.5 In addition, there is international pressure for HEIs to remain relevant by 

providing current and new forms of knowledge as well as the skills and competencies for 

graduates to navigate the workplace of the 21st century. Higher education has the 

capacity to provide graduates with better work opportunities, develop critical and 

enquiring citizens and contribute to knowledge production in a democratic society 

(Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:3). Society is enriched with citizens who are problem solvers 

with reflexive and critical thinking skills (Lombard & Grosser 2008:561). However, the 

unemployment rate for young people aged 15 to 34 increased to 46.3% in 2021, while 

9.3% of university graduates remained unemployed after obtaining a tertiary qualification 

in the same year (Stats SA 2021). In addition, the higher education sector has become 

increasingly competitive and financially restrained (Wangenge-Ouma & Kupe 2020:1).   

 

It is not just HEIs experiencing financial strain but also the students. In this ecosystem, 

the power of student-led initiatives has shown success in motivating change in 

institutional policy and governmental support. Reminiscent of the struggles of the 1976 

Soweto Uprising, 2015 was the year marked by internet-age student mobilisation that 

resulted in a series of protests marked as hashtag movements which include 

#FeesMustFall and #RhodesMustFall (Griffiths 2019:143, Luescher, Loader & Mugume 

2016:231, Naicker 2016:60). The protesting students demanded “free decolonised 

education for black people” and the consequential demonstrations and strikes gained 

national and international support despite the violence and subsequent property 

damage that attended them  (Griffiths 2019:143). Student mobilisation was not isolated 

on issues of free education only, as students reacted against housing shortages, the 

outsourcing of university labour staff, the eradication of colonial iconography and 

 
5 The school education system in South Africa has been described as the most unequal in the world 
(Amnesty International 2020:7). Statistically, “for every 100 learners who enter basic and secondary 
education, only 50 to 60 will make it to matric. From there, only 40 to 50 learners will pass matric 
and only 14 will go to university”(Amnesty International 2020:7). 
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statutes, such as the removal of the Cecil John Rhodes statue at the University of Cape 

Town in April 2015, and the call for language reform at Stellenbosch and Pretoria 

universities (Griffiths 2019:145, Hodes 2016:1).  

 

Criticism6 has been raised about the violent nature of these protests, with many of the 

main instigators operating under a political praxis situated outside of the university7, in 

addition to how the situation was handled by university management, the police and the 

court system8 (Langa 2017:8, Naicker 2016:57). The government responded by 

withdrawing the planned 11.5% tuition fee increase for that year and by providing 

subsidies to students from households whose combined income made them eligible to 

receive a “free” education (Griffiths 2019:144, Naicker 2016:54). Although this result 

seemed to have appeased the student masses, it has been described as “economic 

decolonisation” and not a reflection of a decolonised institution or curriculum (Griffiths 

2019:145). Even the understanding of the term “decolonised education” differed among 

student protestors at various universities, with some calling for an integration of more 

black lecturers and others calling for greater reform of the curriculum while questioning 

the quality of education across campuses (Langa 2017:10).  

 

The anger on display by the student protestors conveyed a popular, collective frustration 

with the South African government and the failure of transformation as exemplified in 

the university clinging to remnants of institutional racism and class divisions (Hodes 

 
6 Reports from factions within the student protests movement describe a deep sense of bias 
towards gender non-conforming people and female students, where incidents of sexual violence 
and rape have been noted, in addition to hate speech and violent behaviour directed at LGBT 
students within the group (Hodes 2016:6, Langa 2017:11). 
7 Instead of relying on student representatives or peaceful negotiations, action was taken by 
damaging and destroying property, reminiscent of unionists striking and political party protests 
(Naicker 2016:57). Due to the extreme nature of the protests and what was noted as a “theatre of 
violence”, social media and news outlets broadcast the breaking news on the riots as and when it 
occurred, resulting in growing public awareness and, ultimately, support (Hodes 2016:8, Langa 
2017:7). 
8 Langa (2017:9) describes the unresponsive nature of the university management and vice-
chancellors from various universities in responding to amd engaging with student leaders, which 
further incentivised violent reactions from protestors. In some instances, the university 
management obtained court interdicts against protesting students in addition to instating more 
private security and relying on the police to control the protests. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



12 
 

2016:2). The university is a paradoxical space, where African academics question their 

own African identity construction and where the vestiges of colonial culture permeate the 

very structure of the institution (Griffiths 2019:147). Not only are South African 

universities built on western canons of meaning-making and knowledge dissemination, 

but they operate within the global marketplace, fighting for rankings and recognition 

based on academic output and international standards of excellence (Griffiths 2019:147).  

 

Wolff (2016:456) says that true decolonisation of the university is impossible, as the 

university itself is part of South Africa’s colonial heritage that cannot be removed from its 

original structure,  and true reform only becomes possible if the space itself is completely 

eradicated (Griffiths 2019:147). Although this seems like an untenable route to take, the 

COVID-19 pandemic forced the closures of these physical academic spaces and allowed 

for the creation of new online universities, which have the potential to decolonise and 

disrupt education in the same manner as the student mobilisation had in affecting the 

behaviour of HEIs and the government (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:43). 

 

At the onset of the pandemic, it was clear that the completion of the academic year was 

seen as highest priority worldwide. Following international practice, the DHET advised 

HEIs to explore and implement online learning strategies to support academic 

programmes and continue classroom teaching (Crawford, Butler-Henderson, Rudolph, 

Malkawi, Glowatz, Burton, Magni & Lam 2020:15)   

 

Now that an overview of the challenges experienced in South African higher education 

has been provided, the next section will explore the theoretical models of learning and 

their application to the online learning experience.  

 

2.3 Online learning – pinpointing a learning theory framework 

 

We are on the cusp of a completely 'new era', and changes must be made in education to 

ensure that all students leave school prepared to face the challenges of a redefined world – 

David Thornburg, 2000 (cited in Thomas 2010).  
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The question of how people learn has plagued psychologists, sociologists, neuroscientists 

and educators for decades and has resulted in learning theories that reflect the dominant 

thinking of the time (Picciano 2017:166). Learning can be described as a change in human 

performance and a deepening in understanding that comes as a result of a student’s 

interaction with society, the environment and knowledge content (Driscoll 2000:14).   As 

the format of online learning is not entirely foreign to the education sector, the questions 

that arise are: How do people learn online? Is online education significantly different to 

how we learn in person or are there enough similarities to say that we are witnessing a 

mere transition of existing learning theory into a different format?  

 

2.4 The nature of knowledge  

 

Bates (2019:92) distinguishes between two types of knowledge: academic and applied. 

Academic knowledge is gained by attending HEIs and engages the learner in rhetorical 

thinking and debating the nature of their assumptions (Laurillard 2001:28). This type of 

deep learning is reliant on the presence of a teacher to clarify concepts and validate 

knowledge; it cannot be replaced by peer-to-peer learning, self-directed study or the 

wisdom of strangers on the internet (Bates 2019:92). And yet there is often a great 

disconnect between what is taught at university and what is applied in the workplace. 

Over time, the value of applied knowledge, or the ‘how’ of doing things, has produced 

many employees with multiple skills in different disciplines that make them highly 

employable and innovative (Bates 2019:93). Where academic knowledge may feel 

authoritative, abstract, difficult and perhaps timeless, applied knowledge is practical, 

usable and experiential (Gilbert 2005:159).  

 

The advancement of the internet has shown us that knowledge is not fixed but dynamic. 

Online information can be false and misleading and in some cases its abundance can 

make it difficult to discern truth from fiction. It can also become outdated before we get 

a chance to process its veracity, in what Gonzalez refers to as the “half-life of knowledge” 

(Govender & Rajkoomar 2020:61). The set of skills required of individuals in the 21st 
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century goes beyond academic or applied knowledge. Rather, it involves the “ability to 

find, analyse, organise and apply information” in a professional capacity (Bates 2019:93). 

Acquiring the skills to navigate the workplace while discerning practical knowledge from 

the high volumes of information available is a consequence of how the internet has 

influenced thinking and learning. Therefore, students need to learn how to use the digital 

tools available to them to find information and be critical of what they consume (Bates 

2019:93).  

 

2.5 Learning theories   

 

According to Thomas (2010:39), digital pedagogy is a blended learning model that draws 

on learning theories of behaviourism, cognitivism, constructivism and connectivism. It 

must be noted that a learning theory is not the same as a learning framework. For 

broader context, each of these theories is explained briefly to better understand how 

they contribute to learning in an online setting.  

 

Of the modern learning theories, behaviourism bases the process of knowledge-making 

on external stimuli and extrinsic motivation, and is a learnt state or pattern (Jordan, Carlile 

& Stack 2008:21). As the name suggests, the focus is on the behaviour of the student and 

is witnessed when actions produce reactions (Picciano 2016:167). The origin of 

behaviourism is linked to Ivan Pavlov who is well known for his conditioning experiments 

of dogs9 (Picciano 2017:167). Behaviourism does not consider the mental activity involved 

in achieving understanding, but rather how a student’s behaviour changes when he or 

she is exposed to the same stimuli over time. B. F. Skinner further developed the theory 

by introducing the term ‘operant conditioning’ in which negative and positive 

reinforcement can be used to shape the behaviours of students (Picciano 2017:167).  

Benjamin Bloom, meanwhile, developed a ‘taxonomy of learning’ that serves as a 

hierarchical measurement tool in assigning appropriate vocabulary and terminology to 

 
9 Pavlov’s experiments consisted of using the auditory stimulant of a metronome, which would 
signal to the dogs that the reward of food was imminent. The dogs would then begin salivating 
and show excitement (Picciano 2017:167). 
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the different phases of observed learning (Forehand 2010; Armstrong 2016). The theory 

proposes that learning outcomes usually begin with internal knowledge and 

comprehension that is then solidified with application and analysis before it can be 

evaluated and employed towards the creation of new knowledge (Jordan et al., 2008:28).  

In response to behaviourism, cognitivism considers the mental activity of the learner as 

paramount in acquiring knowledge (Picciano 2017:167). This process has been likened to 

how a computer processes data. Two types of input introduce us to the content that must 

be learnt: “sensory data” and “material from our memories” (Jordan et al., 2008: 37). The 

data is then processed cognitively through “attention”, “perception” and “encoding”, 

which lead to “memory” (short- or long-term). Finally, this information informs how we 

act or behave, how we retrieve or remember facts and how we store information for 

future use (Jordan et al., 2008: 37). The learner’s imagination and motivation play critical 

roles and are not observable to outsiders but rather function as internal processes 

(Picciano 2017:168). There is a deterministic quality in both behaviourism and cognitivism 

in that learning is “rule-based and operate(s) under predictable and constant conditions”, 

which is beyond the control of the learner (Picciano 2017:81).   

 

In opposition to behaviourism and cognitivism, Jean Piaget’s constructivist learning 

theory (1986) states that the individual creates knowledge and meaning based on prior 

real-world experiences and personal ideas (Jordan et al., 2008:36, Rob & Rob 2018:273). 

Information is processed and compared to an understanding of the world, and meaning 

and importance are assigned according to the internal processes of the student (Rob & 

Rob 2018:273).  

 

The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky observed that learning could not be divorced from 

the social experiences and relationships surrounding the learner, which led to the 

development of social constructivism (Seifert & Sutton 2009:35). Vygotsky focused on the 

importance of self-talk as a method of ordering experiences as well as talking between 

peers through social interactions in develop cognitive processes in children (Kop & Hill 

2008:6). Secondly, the need to scaffold learning and knowledge into manageable chunks 
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supports and facilitates cognitive development of students at various stages of their 

mental development (Kop & Hill 2008:6).  

Learning occurs optimally when the novice (learner) is assisted or guided by an expert 

(parent or teacher) in what Vygotsky coined “the zone of proximal development” (ZPD) 

(Aubrey & Riley 2016:51, Seifert & Sutton 2009:36).  

In 1980, Seymour Papert formulated the theory of constructionism, which proposes that 

a student constructs meaning when he or she is engaged in an active educational activity 

(Rob & Rob 2018:273). Although rooted in constructivism, constructionism asserts that 

experiential learning activities facilitate a more holistic cognitive process when creating 

something and internalising the action thereof (Amineh & Asl 2015, Hoban, Nielsen & 

Carceller 2010). Importance is assigned to the tools, the media and the contextual 

environment in which the learning activity occurs to boost a self-directed learning 

experience (Ackermann 2001:438, Rob & Rob 2018:273). The social dimension of peer 

engagement is drawn into learning when students engage in conversation around their 

own and other people’s artefacts (Ackermann 2001:438, Rob & Rob 2018:274). In this 

view, the educator holds the role of a guide or mediator who allows for meaning-making 

to occur in students rather than dictating learning (Kop & Hill 2008:6).  

 

In the latter part of the 20th century, Wenger and Lave (1991) promoted ‘communities of 

practice’, which is an overlapping of the models of cognitive theory and social 

constructivism (Picciano 2017:171). Here, the optimal learning environment is one where 

the student is embedded in a micro-community in which learning can happen by 

communicating with others (Kop & Hill 2008:7).  

 

The work of education researcher Sugatra Mitra came into the spotlight in 2013 when he 

applied a similar theory of communities of practice in rural India (TED Talks 2013). In 1999,  

he conducted the Hole in the Wall project where he installed basic computers in slums 

located in rural areas. The computers were programmed in English and the content 

uploaded included complex topics such as programming and DNA replication (TED Talks 

2013). Mitra was surprised to find that children from these areas would not only engage 

with the computers and study the material in English, which they had little or no 
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knowledge of, but also teach and guide each other. When they became unsure, their 

progress would halt, to which Mitra assigned an external person to offer encouragement. 

Coined the “method of the grandmother”, this ‘encourager’ gave the children confidence 

to further self-organise and learn in collaboration with others (Mathew 2020, TED Talks 

2013). He then found retired teachers in England, which he refers to as the “the granny 

cloud”, who would Skype call students in a slum to offer them encouragement and 

validation (TED Talks 2013). 

 

 

Figure 1: Mitra, S. 1999. Clip from the film Hole in the Wall (TED Talks 2013). 
 

Since the onset of this project, the learning framework has been renamed to SOLE – an 

acronym for self-organised learning environment, which is reliant on a computer and the 

encouragement of an external party (TED Talks 2013). SOLEs reflect the tenets of the 

communities of practice theory, but with the distinction that the role of the educator is 

diminished and that the group converges to answer a complex question, not simply to 

review the content. That the students must work mostly unsupervised raised eyebrows 

among educational theorists as Mitra maintains that students in a group only require the 

internet to teach themselves new information (Nathan 2021). In Mitra’s original case 

study, the role of the teacher was diminished because there simply was no teacher. Since 

then, the application of SOLEs in schools in England and Australia has shown positive 

results, but has not been embraced as a mainstream education model, perhaps because 
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the assessment of the learning does not conform to standardised methods of 

measurement. In addition, the role of the educator is reduced to a motivational force.   

 

The philosopher and educator John Dewey proposed similar principles of individual and 

active learning techniques that require problem-solving, collaboration and reflection to 

stimulate learning (Picciano 2017:170). The move from a traditional classroom10 

dominated by the teacher-centric approach, to a more progressive, democratic learner-

centred model transforms students from passive receivers of knowledge to active 

meaning-makers (Dole, Bloom & Kowalske 2016). These approaches include more 

problem-based and project-based learning approaches that are experiential in nature 

and are better suited to stimulate a diverse student population with disparate learning 

abilities (Sioux 2013:1). In South Africa, outcome-based education (OBE) was introduced 

into the national school curriculum from 1998 to 2008 through the Curriculum 2005 

programme, which was aimed at developing problem-solving and critical thinking in 

students (Horn 2009:511). In this instance, the educator’s role shifts to a facilitator who 

creates the space for learning and guides the learning process.   

 

Critics of learner-centred approaches argue that students may not know how to produce 

knowledge and must “learn how to learn” (Sioux 2013:1). If students are in charge of 

constructing their own knowledge, the question is whether it is possible to develop a 

“cognitive structure that is more complex than the one they already possess?” 

(Scardamalia & Bereiter 2006:103). The learner-centred approach is founded on the 

principle that cognitive acceleration and growth will happen naturally when the mind is 

stimulated accordingly (Horn 2009:512). As the education system endeavours to grow 

and stimulate the minds of students so that they can develop into critical, problem-

solving and reflexive professionals, this democratic approach to education seems sound 

 
10 The meaning of the term ‘traditional’ classroom may need some clarification, as it is a duplicitous 
construct referring either to the meaning of a traditional, teacher-centred classroom based on the 
original industrialised system of education design, or the traditional setting of the classroom as 
bound by space in an academic environment determined by a face-to-face or in-person model of 
teaching (Keegan 1980:80).  
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as a proposition (Lombard & Grosser 2008:561). However, it may be erroneous to focus 

on internal development alone without considering how external forces such as prior 

education, economic conditions and access influence independent learning. 

Furthermore, the educator’s ability to prepare and guide critical thinking in others can 

only be achieved if they themselves are critical thinkers (Lombard & Grosser 2008:576). 

These factors – in addition to unequal distribution of government spending, scarce 

educational support through infrastructure such as libraries and laboratories, poor 

training of teachers and a lack of clearly defined learning outcomes – all contributed to 

the discontinuation of OBE, which was deemed by many commentators as a dismal 

failure and an ill-planned strategy to transform the South African education system 

(Spreen & Valley 2010:41).  

 

The aforementioned theories often reflect the positioning of society at the time of their 

conception. Behaviourism and cognitivism have their roots in early 20th century 

psychology while the variations of constructivism and constructionism reflect the shift of 

thinking to consider the internal experience proportional to their past experiences and 

group engagement. Although theories like behaviourism and cognitivism have fallen to 

the wayside in favour of theories based on social dimensions, there are elements 

inherent in both that are still observed in the 21st century classroom.  

 

The next section contains information on learning theories that have developed with the 

advent of the internet in the digital age.  

 

2.6 Online learning theories 

 

Online learning is not an approach to education that occurred exclusively during COVID-

19; there is an emergence of learning theories attempting to expound the impact of the 

digital environment on the learning process. Thus, a number of new views have evolved 

out of the foundation of the learning theories discussed previously.   
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Connectivism is a developmental and somewhat controversial learning theory 

formulated by George Siemens (2004) in reaction to the rise of e-learning environments 

and massive open online courses (MOOCs) (Bates 2019:85, Picciano 2017:174).  

Connectivism maintains that the starting point of learning is the participation within 

learning communities that share not only dialogue but other forms of multimedia 

(Siemens 2017). This environment, which resembles the structure of the internet, is 

evolving while knowledge is not contained in one learner but rather in the connected 

group through flow of information (Bates 2019:86). The learning community is described 

as a “node” that forms part of a larger network (Kop & Hill 2008:2). When two or more 

nodes develop on a topic, resources are shared and a learning network is established 

(Downes 2008, Kop & Hill 2008:2). Knowledge distributed along the network can be 

uploaded or downloaded. Cognitive engagement within the prism of connectivism is 

curated and personalised to a specific learning path and can therefore be more 

specialised (Bates 2019:86). Knowledge, and thus learning, is inclusive, global and offers 

the learner a vast network of resources, which make learning distributive and dynamic in 

nature (Goldie 2016:1066).   

 

Connectivism takes into account how human interaction with the internet, instant 

accessibility as well as the speed and randomness of information flow have altered the 

way we process information to gain understanding (Siemens 2017). The influence of how 

the internet functions cannot be ignored because it has affected how humans create and 

access knowledge. We no longer have to retain facts and information but simply look 

them up on the net. The pool of knowledge can therefore be seen not as an individual 

trait but rather as one that is contained within a shared database that is ‘extra-biological’ 

or existing as a non-human appliance (Bates 2019:87). Siemens states that “the pipe is 

more important than the content within the pipe” (Bates 2019:86), meaning that the 

network is more important than the content it contains. Further issue is taken with the 

description of knowledge as an object that can be acquired rather than an internal 

development of the mind (Kop & Hill 2008:7). Downes (2007:7) goes on to say: “In 

connectivism, there is no real concept of transferring knowledge, making knowledge, or 

building knowledge”.  
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Critics of connectivism point out that meaning is not constructed intentionally but by a 

natural process of association and discovery (Bates 2019:86). Depending on the context, 

this could either lead to hours of aimless surfing on the internet or a spontaneous 

discovery of information that one would not have found otherwise. There is also a danger 

in assuming that all information available on the internet is accurate. Students must 

therefore remain vigilant, up-to-date and critical of all information presented to them 

(Bates 2019:87). The role of the teacher is , once again, diminished to a ‘guide’ who 

facilitates a learning session composed of successful connections with the presumption 

that learning will take place (Bates 2019:87).   

 

Garrison, Anderson & Archer (2000) developed the community of inquiry (CoL) learning 

model based on cognitive, social and teaching “presence” (Picciano 2017:173). Each 

presence is social in nature and connected, resulting in active learning environments 

where ideas, opinions and information are shared between the student and the teacher 

(Chiemeke & Imafidor 2020:37). The focus on community engagement translates digitally 

to blogs, discussion boards, wikis and videoconferencing (Chiemeke & Imafidor 2020:37, 

Picciano 2017:173).  

 

2.7 A unified theory – knowledge and technology 

 

According to Plato, Socrates criticised the medium of writing in education because “it 

could not lead to ‘true’ knowledge which came only from verbal dialogue and oratory” 

(Bates 2019:90). For educators, textbooks provide a standardised curricula of researched 

knowledge in a relatively permanent collection. Educators and scholars engage with this 

content and contextualise and elaborate on it, depending on the learner and the 

environment, in order to spur debate and stimulate learning. Some scholars argue that 

without mass printing and distribution, humans would not have reached enlightened 

thinking on the scale experienced during the Renaissance period (Bates 2019:90).   
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If the medium is the message, then the digital age has presented us with the evolution of 

the written text to record and transmit knowledge through videos, animations and audio 

(Bates 2019:91). As humans operate in a digital age, it would be remiss of the education 

sector not to embrace the affordances of convenience and variety that educational 

technologies offer. Students and teachers rely on hardware such as computers, laptops 

tablets, audio speakers and smartphones to include multimedia elements in their 

presentations (Bates 2019:115). These multimodal learning environments rely on verbal 

and non-verbal methods to relay information (Govender & Rajkoomar 2021:62). 

 

Problematically, technology is perceived as “a tool rather than a system of affordances” 

(Blewett 2016:265). New technology like learner management systems (LMSs), tablets, 

smartboards and the internet are just an upgraded format of the school ledger, 

blackboard, overhead projector and textbook. This view persisted during the COVID-19 

pandemic, where online learning environments were used as channels to deliver offline 

contently digitally (Blewett 2016:265). The copying and pasting of in-person learning 

methodologies is likened to old wine being put into new bottles (Bates 2019:159). There 

is certainly nothing wrong with old wine, but the question should be, what else can the 

bottle do for the liquid it contains? Research has shown that today’s students find the 

format of online learning unappealing and desire a more active role in designing content 

within frameworks of collaboration and connection – much like on social media platforms 

such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram (Govender & Rajkoomar 2021:62, Pikhart & 

Klimova 2020:6). 

 

The multimodal learning framework prescribes four different states where synchronous 

and in-person classrooms can interface with digital elements such as video, presentations 

and internet searches. In-person and online is further blended when students are tasked 

with doing independent work offline and meet in a classroom setting, which can be held 

physically or completely online in a virtual conferencing setting (Govender & Rajkoomar 

2021:65). Conceptually, a framework for instruction can encompass multimodal 
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instructional design that stimulates a variety of Gardner’s learning styles11 and Bloom’s 

taxonomy of learning through pedagogical “techniques, delivery approaches and media” 

(Picciano 2017:172).  

Picciano’s multimodal framework is represented in the image below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Picciano, AG. 2009. Multimodal conceptual blended learning framework 

(Picciano 2009). 

 

With this body of knowledge of online learning, a clear understanding of digital pedagogy, 

how online learning works and optimal curriculum design for the digital realm, is still 

taking shape.  

 

2.8 Colouring within the lines – a working definition and the learning theories of 
digital pedagogy  
 

 
11 Howard Gardner first proposed the theory of multiple intelligences in his book, “Frames of 
Mind’s which proposes that people have dominant intelligences that dictate the path to learning 
as: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, bodily-kinaesthetic, spatial, interpersonal and 
intrapersonal (Smith 2002). 
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In today’s learning landscape, outdated modes of teacher-led instruction do very little to 

stimulate students. Yet the way online curricula have been designed during COVID-19 

maintains the status quo of the “student as an information consumer” who watches 

recorded lecturer-driven sessions (McLoughlin & Lee 2008:10). From the deductions 

made in Chapter 2, it is clear that the perception of technology as a tool for educational 

delivery is limited and misses the opportunity to tap into the incredible impact and 

influence that digitisation has had on social behaviour and cognitive processes. If we were 

to count the hours we spend on the internet and on our digital devices, it would be no 

surprise to discover that we invest more time in front of a screen than we do with real 

people in the physical world. Even before the COVID-19 outbreak, lecturers on campuses 

were dealing with the annoyance of students being distracted by their phones. The 

problem of not connecting with students is amplified when the classroom size increases. 

Zvi Galil, the developer of the first MOOC, has spoken of the difficulties lecturers on the 

podium encounter when engaging with students in large lecture halls, famously saying: 

“Online begins in the third row” (Varadarajan 2021:3).   

 

The way the internet operates has undoubtedly influenced how we work, and it is no 

surprise that connectivism echoes the sentiments of networked, instant and 

individualised knowledge access. And yet, connectivism as a learning theory is cold and 

surprisingly disconnected from the learning experience in that learning and knowledge is 

not inherent to the student but to the network (Kop & Hill 2008:6). Connectivism contains 

notions that the student will not retain information, is only there for uploads and 

downloads, and attributes very little to the cognitive process itself. This exclusion of the 

mental process that concerns the deepening of understanding and a change in human 

behaviour renders the student an empty vessel (Driscoll 2000:14). Reconciliation that the 

learning must therefore reside in a non-human appliance does not sit well with 

educational theorists and philosophers (Kop & Hill 2008:6). When contextualised to the 

high order thinking developed in students within higher education, it seems that 

connectivism is at odds with the aim to develop and foster critical thinking and high-level 

skills to prepare graduates for the dynamic workplace of the 21st century (Kop & Hill 

2008:7). It is this researcher’s opinion that the majority of online learning instructional 
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design formats have largely remained rooted in constructivist learning models, as the 

tenets of connectivism are unfamiliar and require further exploration.   

 

The proposition that the student mentally constructs and assigns meaning to information 

runs through the principles of constructivism, social constructivism and constructionism.  

Furthermore, the environment of learning plays a role in contextualising meaning-

making, the social engagement of peer-supported learning and the experiential nature 

of doing and learning. The online learning environment complements all of these 

elements but replaces physical presence with a digital simulation. The in-person 

classroom is now converted to a virtual meeting, where the physical body is replaced by 

an image on a screen that is captured by a webcam. The immediate space occupied by 

the human body is not present among others but virtually implied by a small image on a 

screen. This renders the student into a spectator who engages with the content on the 

main screen, either as video, presentation or live demonstration. The lesson is mediated 

through a digital membrane and can be described as a pale imitation of the real-life 

classroom. When the cameras are turned off by students, as noted by all seven 

participants in this study, a void is created. The educator speaks in a digital vacuum where 

the wealth of information within the human experience is lost, as micro-expressions, 

body language cues or engagement is erased. That is not to say that learning in a virtual 

space is impossible: Where the visual is omitted, the audio component is relied upon, and 

using the functionalities available in the virtual interface – such as breakaway rooms, polls 

and screen sharing – offers different ways to engage students in lieu of the physical 

experience.   

 

Determining the learning theory that best suits digital pedagogy is not a clear-cut 

endeavour, as the constructs of space, the educator, the student, the body, and the 

machine all influence how knowledge is created in a given context. Concurrently, a 

learning experience is seen as complex and dynamic and that will differ from classroom 

to classroom, subject to subject and day to day (Picciano 2017:172). Additionally, modern 

neuroscientists consider the importance of the age of the student studying, the external 
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stimuli at play and the pace of learning in contributing to meaningful learning over time 

(Picciano 2017:172).  

 

 

 

If we are to marry technology with education design and delivery, it is of value to heed to 

the words of Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World Wide Web, in how we simulate 

information consumption online while still remaining cognisant of all the factors that can 

influence the process of learning: “I have always imagined the information space as 

something to which everyone has intuitive access, and not just to browse, but to create” 

(Berners-Lee 2000:169, McLoughlin & Lee 2008:10).  

 

2.9 Conclusion  

 

Providing background information about the problem of transformation in the South 

African education system as well as a synopsis of the learning theories relevant to this 

study, the research data discussed in Chapter 5 can be contextualised and framed to this 

existing body of knowledge. That online learning has been the silver bullet that carried 

education through the COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020 suggests that it held enough merit 

to warrant global discussions about the future of digital learning (Herman 2020). It is in 

the execution and sustainability of the online learning approach that we must ask the 

question, should it remain a short-term band-aid or can it be embraced as a long-term 

educational strategy that can benefit rather than hinder students in South Africa? Chapter 

3 elaborates on the actual transition to online learning in South Africa as experienced by 

HEIs, educators and students. 
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Chapter 3: Context of the study 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The majority of South African universities have been dependent on traditional face-to-

face learning, using lecturer-centred methods of an educator speaking while a room of 

students listen and take notes (Mpungose 2020). Face-to-face learning is space and time 

bound and allows for immediate learner feedback (Waghid 2018). Most South African 

HEIs had little choice but to embark on a wide-scale emergency transition to online 

learning in order to salvage the 2020 academic year (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:44). The 

promise of distance education is that it overcomes issues of time and space, which open 

up learning to people who may not have had previous access in a more affordable 

manner than traditional education models (Tucker 2001). Digital learning spaces 

presented themselves as the ideal platforms to roll out multimodal learning (Thaba-

Nkadimene 2020:6). In essence, the online format is a model of communication that is 

conducted through the internet, and the foundation of online learning is based on the 

communication and interaction between lecturers and students (Mlambo & Ndebele 

2021:48). This communication can happen synchronously with students attending virtual 

learning sessions or asynchronously with messages sent in the form of emails or 

notifications after the learning content is consumed through audio or video aides.   

 

If teaching and learning are seen through the lens of communication, then consideration 

must be given to previous distance education models to provide a context for 

advancements experienced in the 21st century.  

 

3.2 Distance education and MOOCs 

 

Online learning is not the first form of distance education that has been used to provide 

remote education to students. The existence, application and adoption of distance 

education has run parallel with the influence and advancement of technology (Madiope 

& Mendy 2021:1). The ‘correspondence model’ includes an array of communication 
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approaches ranging from the telephone and postal service12 to learning provided 

through television broadcasts and radio programmes13 (Baggaley 2008:40).   

 

One cannot speak of online learning without mentioning the rise of ‘massive open online 

courses‘ (MOOCs) at Cornell University in the US in 2008 (Moe 2015:2, Sridharan & Iyenger 

2020:1). MOOCs are pre-recorded lectures paired with downloadable learning 

attachments and documents that are hosted on university websites and can be attended 

by large numbers of students. These courses are offered at a much lower cost to 

traditional courses and allow students, who would not have had the opportunity 

otherwise, to enrol in a course at elite American universities such as Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT) or Harvard University (Ren 2019: 3484, Sridharan & Iyenger 

2020:1). MOOCs promised to be the modernising catalyst for disrupting traditional 

educational models and gained popularity and momentum with many universities and 

educational technology (EdTech) players entering the growing market14 (Knox 2016:305, 

Sridharan & Iyenger 2020:1). However, critics of MOOCs are disillusioned with the model, 

noting that it has failed to transform education as merely a passing educational fad 

(Mackness 2016:23). The shortcomings of MOOCs centre around a low retention ratio and 

poor graduation rates (Goel & Polepeddi 2016). Statistically, the rate of completion of 

MOOCs is as low as 4% (Sridharan & Iyenger 2020:2). In some instances, the open 

education model provides all the learning content upfront but the student will only 

receive acknowledgement and a certificate of completion if a course fee is paid as a 

subscription or once-off purchase.   

 
12 The first documented mode of distance education was advertised in 1833 in a Swedish 
newspaper with an opportunity to study “composition through the medium of the post” (Schlosser 
& Anderson 1994:2). 
13 Distance education is not an uncommon model in South Africa, as the largest university in the 
country, the University of South Africa (UNISA), which was founded in 1946 and boasts a student 
body of 400 000, has delivered education via correspondence – initially through the postal service 
and now through digital and online channels (Unisa 2021). 
14 Multiple EdTech players entered the market with MOOCs becoming more accessible and 
affordable than traditional universities. This model has changed over time to include a free audit 
of the material with a cost attribution to receive an university-certified certificate or credit for 
completion. 
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Research in the field attributes the lack of retention to the absence of communication 

and support from a teacher within an unsupervised learning model dependent on the 

self-efficacy of the learner (Mackness 2016:23, Laurillard et al., 2013). The absence of peer 

engagement and the social dimension of the face-to-face classroom further isolates the 

students and dehumanises the learning experience (Knox 2016:307, Mackness 2016:23). 

Prospective students window-shop for courses, enrol, become disinterested and 

disengaged, and fail to complete the coursework.   

 

The issues faced in MOOCs have a semblance to many of the problems reported in the 

transition to online education during COVID -19. As the medium of online communication 

is shared, the challenges with engagement in a dehumanised space are similar. These 

similarities and differences will come up in the following sections on online learning 

during COVID-19. 

 

3.3 The pandemic strikes – emergency shift to online learning  

 

During the COVID-19 crisis, the answer to the problem of school closures was accepted 

globally as a wide-scale emergency transition to online learning (Dhawan 2020:6, Mlambo 

& Ndebele 2021:44). This seemed like the obvious route to take in order to continue 

education without prolonged disruptions, as people’s lives had already been integrated 

with technology such as the internet and easily accessible telecommunications (Mhlanga 

& Moloi 2020). In addition, instant and constant access to the wealth of information 

available on the internet had profoundly influenced human thinking and behaviour 

(Khoza 2020:248), such as the consumption and interpretation of information as well as 

the dynamics of social relations between individuals. 

 

Prior to the pandemic, the most common use of digital tools and technology in education 

would be to support homework assignments and develop digital skills through the use of 

computer labs. Few institutions relied solely on the internet as a medium of learning. Due 

to this partial inactivity to utilise the digital space as a central medium of learning, the 

rapid shift to online during the COVID-19 pandemic has been described as a trial-and-
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error process of unprecedented scale, which resulted in uncertainty for students and 

educators alike (Burgess & Sievertson 2020). Although many universities have been 

known for their slow adoption of modern technology, the feasibility of genuine 

institutional transformation cannot be overlooked (Dhawan 2020:7).  

 

Through online learning, institutions are able to teach large numbers of students who are 

located in different places at different times. Institutions that were not able to fully 

commit to a complete transition to online learning adopted a hybrid approach, 

distributing and mailing out printed material in addition to hosting online lessons 

(Govender & Rajkoomar 2020:57). This proved to be an expensive, laborious and often 

futile approach, as the physical addresses of many students, paired with the unreliability 

of the South African postal service, resulted in many students receiving learning material 

behind time and, in most cases, not at all (Meiring 2021).  Further elaboration on how the 

HEI sector, educators and students were impacted by the emergency transition to online 

learning will provide a holistic picture of the impact of COVID-19 on higher education. 

 

3.4.1 Considerations – the higher education institution 

 

Prior to COVID-19, most HEIs had invested in LMSs as digital platforms of engagement  

that provided class schedules, notifications and examination results, and allowed 

students to upload their assignments (Govender & Rajnookar 2020:64, Khoza 2020:249).   

When COVID-19 struck, it was evident that many in-person HEIs were not ready to 

transition to online learning. Few education systems were equipped to offer online 

learning of all their subjects on such a large scale (Ali 2020:19). Seemingly overnight, many 

institutions pivoted to create support for staff and students in order to transition to and 

adopt online learning (Daniel 2020). Within HEIs, management, educators, IT 

departments and support staff with online learning expertise were identified and relied 

upon to facilitate the transition to online learning, and in many cases provide the training 

and support to educators and students to navigate the online learning space (Ali 2020:18). 

LMSs served as the platforms to a new format of pre-recorded presentations, collections 

of sources and how-to videos, and in many cases live virtual lessons hosted through 
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interfaced software packages such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom (Govender & Rajnookar 

2020:64). These LMSs would become data-heavy, especially if hosting large amounts of 

video content that students could download when logged in. Live sessions needed to be 

short – a restriction to lighten the data load – and were often conducted with computer 

or laptop cameras turned off for the same reason.   

 

To mitigate data costs, some HEIs opted to support students by lending out hardware, 

providing data bundles and partnering with cellular providers to zero-rate15 certain 

webpages. The sustainability of such measures became doubtful, as they were reactions 

to an extemporaneous crisis instead of long-term solutions to support education beyond 

the pandemic (Makombe 2020:2).  

 

HEIs faced harsh financial realities in the wake of COVID-19, with governmental budget 

allocations cut by R500 million, which resulted in the reduction of postgraduate science 

bursaries from 9 300 to 6 000 and PhD grants from 3 100 to 2 000 (BusinessTech 2020, 

Wangene-Ouma & Kupe 2020:3). New COVID-19-related realities – such as LMS 

maintenance, computer purchases, data costs, sanitation and screening costs, course 

cancellations, a decrease in international student enrolment, a decline in donor 

contributions and research funding, and the expectation of reductions in student and 

residential fees – all contributed to major challenges in fiscal management for HEIs 

(Wangene-Ouma & Kupe 2020:4-5). It is therefore not surprising that the focus of HEIs 

during the lockdown was less on the quality of the education delivered but rather on how 

to adopt and continue delivering education without facing imminent bankruptcy (Badat 

2020:31, Dhawan 2020:8).  

 

3.4.2 Considerations – the educator  

 

As a first line of defence, the onus fell on educators, many of whom had little training and 

understanding of digital pedagogy, to mitigate the transition to online learning during the 

 
15 Zero-rating is facilitated by mobile network providers and internet service providers that do no 
not charge customers for accessing educational websites (Tenet 2021).  
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COVID-19 pandemic. Educators needed to adapt curricula for the digital format and were 

often in charge of their own production, management and maintenance of pre-recorded 

and virtual classes (Ali 2020:20). With no time to standardise the process and without a 

learning design model to work against, educators relied on their own intuition to guide 

them through the transition to online education (Khoza 2020:247).  

 

The European Data Portal (2020) says that the success of online learning depends on 

three requirements: access to the internet, the right technology and the skills needed to 

use that technology (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:48). Suffice it to say, not all educators have 

equal ability or an inclination towards online education tools, and for many it became a 

professional and internal struggle that caused frustration, anxiety and resistance (Carillo 

& Flores 2020:466, Makina & Madiope 2016:149, Khoza 2020:247). The provision of 

laptops and data does not automatically result in effective online teaching and learning 

(Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:49), which was the case in many instances amid the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

 

With the rapid transition to online learning, the question of curriculum quality in the 

continuation of education is raised in this research study. Initially, the focus of HEIs was 

to transition existing content to a digital environment and not to define or understand 

the fine details of digital pedagogy (Crawford et.al, 2020:2). From the data collected in this 

research, it must be noted that many of the educators interviewed did not consider the 

digitally adapted emergency curriculum as particularly good or reusable. For many, 

education professionals were not afforded enough time to carefully consider the 

interface of the digital space or the needs, proficiency and contextual constraints of the 

student (Govender & Rajkoomar 2020:58). Lessons were delivered in a teacher-centred 

manner where the educator delivered the content in a lecture while the students 

remained silent with their cameras turned off and their sound muted. Ironically, while 

employing so-called empowering modern digital tools for the facilitation of education, 

educators had regressed to antiquated and ineffective teaching methodologies, which 

bored, disengaged and underwhelmed their students (Dhawan 2020:15). 
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3.4.3 Considerations – the student 

 

Of all the stakeholders affected by the shift to online learning, it can be argued that 

students were impacted the most. The milieu of the present century is steeped in a 

technological narrative, coined the Fourth Industrial Revolution, in which a generation of 

millennial students, or ‘digital natives’, have been reared from a young age with the help 

of technological gadgets such as mobile phones and tablets (Ali 2020:20). The 

characteristics of this generation include a short attention span, a desire to know how 

information will benefit them, the ability to switch quickly between devices and an 

expectation that all information can be found on the internet (Hart 2018, Govender & 

Rajnookar 2020: 59). Even so, it is a misconception to assume that the internet generation 

of students and educators would seamlessly continue education via technology by merely 

occupying a digital space (Ali 2020:20). Simply put, growing up in the digital age does not 

equate to computer skills (Ali 2020:21).   

 

Students from developing countries such as South Africa, who come from diverse socio-

economic backgrounds, had to transition to digital learning from an under-resourced 

basic education system, usually without adequate exposure to information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) (Govender & Rajnookar 2020:59, Strydom, Mentz & 

Kuh 2010). A 2020 survey conducted by UNESCO in sub-Saharan African countries reveals 

that 216 million (89%) learners in the region do not have a household computer. A further 

199 million (82%) do not have household internet and 26 million students (11%) are not 

covered by mobile networks (Matlala 2020, UNESCO 2020). According to the World Bank 

(2018), 33% of South Africa’s population may be classified as rural (WorldBankGroup 

2018).   

 

Of the tertiary student demographic enrolled at HEIs in 2020, 600 000 received some 

form of governmental funding through NSFAS (NSFAS 2020). Prior to COVID-19, NSFAS 

students had their tuition and accommodation paid for, and received travel and food 

allowances (Makombe 2020:2). On campus, most students would access the internet by 

using Wi-Fi hotspots or working directly in the computer labs (Mlambo & Ndebele 
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2021:48). Under lockdown conditions, these amenities were inaccessible, as students 

were sent home, with many lamenting the challenges of continuing their education under 

unequal conditions. After all, education requires a conducive learning environment 

(Makombe 2021:5), which is a far cry for students living in rural environments, townships 

and informal settlements where poverty, small living spaces and domestic violence inhibit 

academic knowledge creation (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:44). Apart from socio-economic 

barriers, the lack of telecommunication infrastructure and electricity are obvious 

obstacles to these students being able to log into virtual learning sessions (Carillo & Flores 

2020:478, Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:47).   

 

So apparent was the challenge of internet access that HEIs and the government tried to 

circumvent it. Larger, well-funded universities and tertiary institutions offered data 

bundles to their students on a monthly basis, and private colleges went so far as to sell, 

rent or loan out refurbished computers to students who lacked the hardware. On a 

governmental level, Minister of Higher Education, Science and Technology Blade 

Nzimande promised that digital devices would be provided to NSFAS students to support 

their continued learning in 202016 (Thaba-Nkadimene 2020:6) and the DHET prioritised 

support to NSFAS students over self-funded students (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:44). But 

a study conducted by Makombe (2020) noted that non-NSFAS students felt dissatisfied 

with being considered last for governmental support such as funding, data or hardware. 

Consequently, students who could not access digital learning fell behind in their studies 

and were faced with predicaments such as having to repeat modules and even the 

academic year. In contrast, students who resided in urban settings and who came from 

wealthier backgrounds with access to electricity and data adapted with more ease to an 

online format of education (Khoza 2020:249, Ndepa 2020:2).   In effect, all efforts and 

progress made in addressing inequality in the post-apartheid higher education system 

are eradicated by the aforementioned digital divide (Du Preez & Le Grange 2020:90). 

 
16 Reports in 2020 noted that many NSFAS students waited for months to receive these promised 

digital devices and data initiatives from the government (Makombe 2021:5). 
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Chapter 4: Research methodology 

 

4.1 Introduction 
  
The main aim of this study is to gain insight into the experiences of educators who 

transitioned to online learning because of the COVID-19 lockdown in South Africa. The 

research question was formulated as: What insights can be gained by the transition to 

online learning during COVID-19 by higher education institutions in South Africa? The 

objectives were (1) to gain nuanced insight into the experiences of different educators 

who were required to transfer their classroom experience and learning design to an 

online format, (2) to capture data related to negative and positive experiences they 

experienced and (3) to ascertain what the future of online learning could look like in South 

Africa beyond the pandemic.    

 

The following section details the research methodology: the research approach and 

design (consisting of information about the sampling methodology and research 

participants), the data collection tools used, the ethical considerations, the approach to 

data analysis and the strategies employed to ensure quality data validity in the data 

collected and presented in this paper.   

 

4.2 Design of the study   
 
An exploratory research design was deemed optimal to capture the details related to the 

experiences of South African educators transitioning to digital learning as a result of the 

COVID-19 crisis. The questions contained in an exploratory study such as this one 

establish a baseline for information that could inform future research (Ali 2020:17).   

 

4.2.1 Research approach and paradigm     
 

The type of study undertaken is empirical in nature as it is based on the interpretivist 

paradigm. The interpretivist lens considers the multiple realities experienced by the study 

participants (Bryman 2012:28). These realities are informed by the individual’s own world 
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view, experiences, background and culture (Rehman & Alharti 2016:55). At the same time, 

the researcher is part of the same social reality and cannot remain detached, as her own 

subjective experiences and worldview will inform the interpretation of the data and 

research findings (Scotland 2012:11).   

 

The subjective nature of analysis done through the interpretative paradigm is considered 

by some as a shortcoming for its failure to remain scientifically neutral and objective 

(Dean 2018:3). To mitigate this, it is the responsibility of the researcher to respect and 

acknowledge the differences between the documented experiences of each individual 

and to desist from ascribing a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ bias to the responses gathered (Taylor & 

Medina 2011:4). An interpretive paradigm is the ideal fit for a study that is focused on 

understanding a certain phenomenon (the shift to online learning) within a specific 

context (during the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa) (Rehman & Alharti 2016:56).   

 

4.2.2 Research design   
 

The case study design is common in research concerned with social sciences and human 

experiences, as it interprets responses as a single group, community or event (Thomas 

2010:309). Schwandt and Gates (2018:341) maintain that an instance, an incident or event 

falls under the umbrella of what a case study investigates. According to Bryman (2012:66), 

a case study can capture a range of responses linked to a complex contemporary 

phenomenon or real-life event. As the seven participants in this study came from 

different HEIs, the design was collective and focused on multiple cases in order to gather 

various perspectives on the same issue. To ensure the validity of the data collected in the 

multiple case study, a replicable procedure of enquiry must be adhered to (Creswell 

2007:74).  

  

Thomas (2010:309) states that “the case study approach is especially useful in situations 

where contextual conditions of the event being studied are critical and where the 

researcher has no control over the events as they unfold”. The unpredictable nature of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the government’s lockdown response are dynamic in nature 
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and meet these stipulations as being critical in influence to the state of education and 

outside of the control of the researcher.   

 

As the researcher is concerned with improving the integration of digital pedagogy into 

the South African educational landscape, the collective case study design will serve to 

elucidate the development of a new educational model (Madaus, Kellaghan & 

Stufflebeam 2000:283).  

 

4.3 Sample selection and data collection 
 

4.3.1 Participants in the study  
 

The purposive sampling method was used in selecting participants because of the non-

random approach and sought out samples from which the most could be learnt (Thomas 

2010:313). As the researcher was looking for certain participants (educators in HEIs) with 

certain characteristics (educators who had to transition to online learning), the chance of 

a subjective bias can increase (Cassim 2021:136). The participants were subjected to the 

same replicable data collection procedures to ensure that no prejudice would occur 

(Bryman 2012:188). Initially, the researcher wanted to focus on two HEIs and speak to 

three educators from each institution in one geographical area. However, one of these 

HEIs become unresponsive as the COVID-19 lockdowns continued and the researcher 

had no recourse but to find a suitable replacement in a limited amount of time.  

 

To widen the net, so to speak, the researcher approached multiple institutions, resulting 

in an exciting alteration in the demographic to include two participants from a public 

university, three participants from three private colleges and two participants from a 

business training institution based in two major provinces in South Africa. All of the 

institutions offered theoretical and practical classes and had transitioned to digital 

education delivery models with varying degrees of success. Although the search for 

different participants was an inconvenience at the time, resulting in a prolonged ethical 

clearance process , the research study is richer for having more varied responses from 
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seven participants from five HEIs instead of the two HEIs originally envisaged. This sample 

size is still relatively small, which fits the scope and reach of this thesis. However, there is 

room to develop this study in the future and expand it to include more respondents from 

different HEIs, in order to document a wider range of accounts and experiences.  

 

4.3.2 Ethical clearance and consent 
 

To ensure the integrity of a research study, the ethical codes and rules of the governing 

educational body, namely Stellenbosch University, were adhered to and permission was 

granted by the Research Ethics Committee (Stellenbosch University 2020). Within social 

research, it is vital to have informed consent from both the institute of learning and the 

participants. Permission for the study to be conducted from the academic institutions 

ensures the credibility and transparency of the data collected. Different HEIs were 

approached via email to discuss their participation in the study as academic institutions. 

Permission was obtained from the heads of the institutions to interview educators on 

staff who met the criteria of the research.   

 

Next, a communication channel was opened with the educators at the HEIs. These 

educators were either recommended by the head of the academic institution or were 

professional acquaintances of the researcher and had shown interest to participate in 

the study. A participant consent form was circulated, providing participants with 

information regarding the purpose of the study, the requirements of participation and a 

clearly laid out review of the participants’ rights (Bryman 2012:712). The participants were 

informed that their involvement would be completely voluntary and that no monetary 

compensation or other incentives would be offered. They were made aware that they 

could withdraw from the study at any time for any reason without consequence to them 

(Bryman 2012:142). The privacy, anonymity and confidentiality of the participants were 

maintained by referring to participants by codes, P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6 and P7, and any 

identifying remarks or comments were omitted from the research study. In addition, the 

participants were made aware that a counselling service, with costs carried by the 
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researcher, would be available to them to discuss any residual trauma associated with 

recalling their COVID-19 experiences, upon their request.   

 

The initial application to the Research Ethics Committee of Stellenbosch University was 

continually updated with the required documentation and consent forms, with final 

approval to begin the data collection process granted in June 2021.   

 

4.3.3 Data collection  
 

A hybrid data collection approach was implemented. The first data collection method was 

to distribute a quantitative data collection tool in the form of an introductory 

questionnaire to the participants. The questionnaire was designed to collect statistical 

data regarding the educator’s home Wi-Fi capabilities, the type of hardware they were 

using, their previous experience of online teaching and learning, and the amount of 

training they had received in their estimation. Reviewing this information helped the 

researcher establish a baseline of information regarding the educators’ set-up and 

abilities, which cleared the way for a more focused qualitative interview elaborating on 

the experiences of the participants.  

 

Qualitative data was collected from June 2021 to August 2021. This consisted of a one-

on-one, semi-structured interview conducted with each participant via Microsoft Teams 

and in two cases an in-person recording. The in-person recording was done at the 

researcher’s home with the use of a voice recorder. Marshall and Rossman (2016:148) 

describe interviewing as a critical tool in the qualitative researchers’ toolkit, which allows 

for the creation of a relationship based on respect, interest, attention and good manners. 

Within the context of the interview, the researcher can gather detailed information and 

specific responses (Thomas 2010:314). A semi-structured interview may consist of pre-

planned core questions but also indulges any unforeseen elaborations or discussions by 

the interviewee during the session (Thomas 2010:315).   

The core or guiding questions asked during the interview included the following: 
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• Have you ever participated in any form of online learning before the Covid-19 

pandemic and the school closures? 

• Briefly describe how you and your institution transitioned to online learning 

because of the Covid-19 in 2020.  

• Describe the training and support provided. How can it be improved? 

• How are you currently conducting your teaching sessions? Online? In-person? 

• How did you adapt your teaching methodology for a digital model? 

• Describe how you prepare for your lessons (in-person vs digital). 

• Describe any challenges you may face as an educator in the virtual classroom. 

• Describe any challenges faced by your students in the virtual classroom. 

• How is/was student engagement managed in a virtual space? 

• How has learning/understanding been assessed in this online context? 

• Describe the negative aspects and drawbacks of teaching in an online 

environment (similar to challenges question). 

• Describe successes and benefits of teaching in an online environment. 

• What is your opinion on adopting digital pedagogy in the long run into your 

academic institution? 

• Do you have any other thoughts on the topic you want to share? 

 

The large amount of data collected from the qualitative interviews held more value than 

the data collected in the questionnaire in relation to the questions and focus of this 

research study, and therefore makes up the majority of the data presented in chapters 5 

and 6.   

 
4.3.4 Data storage  
 

The quantitative questionnaires were circulated via email. Once the questionnaires were 

completed and emailed back to the researcher, they were stored under the participant’s 

code in a correlating folder on the researcher’s personal computer. The qualitative 

interviews were transcribed using a paid-for speech-to-text application called Otter.ai. 

This software provided a foundational draft of the transcriptions with about 90% 
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accuracy. The draft was further refined by the researcher during a second listening 

session. After using this software, the audio files were deleted from the app’s cloud 

storage functionality. The transcriptions were also saved in the dedicated file for each 

participant in a dedicated ‘research data’ folder. The computer has anti-virus software 

and firewall installed. Microsoft Office offers an encryption component to Windows 

Defender that has been used to password-lock the research file and limit the risk of data 

being accessed without consent. As a back-up, the file has been transferred to an external 

hard drive that is password-protected. The backup hard drive is stored in a locked cabinet 

at the researcher’s home. The laptop computer is password-locked and kept in close 

proximity to the researcher, who uses it the majority of the time. Although the researcher 

has sole access to the data, the participants may have access to their information upon 

request. The data will be deleted five years after the completion of this study.    

 
4.4 Data analysis   
 

In this study, the process of inductive content analysis was approached by first identifying 

the central themes and categories guided by the initial interview questions. These themes 

were further broken down into colour-coded units or sub-themes based on patterns and 

causal links between accounts (Thomas 2010:37). The coded units often overlapped, as 

they were relevant for more than one theme. In response, the data was further narrowed 

down to three main themes: (1) the digital divide and transformation, (2) student 

engagement and learning, and (3) the future outlook of online education. By finding 

similar concepts, themes or categories, the researcher can better identify similarities and 

distinctions in order to analyse, interpret and derive meaning (see table 1.1). The 

interpretation of the findings is framed within the theoretical framework of 

transformation and equality within the South Africa’s educational landscape.  
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Table 1.1: The coding process in qualitative research (adapted from Creswell 2007:238). 

 

 
4.5 Four criteria for validation   
 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985:294-301), the four criteria required for qualitative 

data to be considered valid and trustworthy are credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability. The credibility of the findings refers to how valid the research findings 

are in representing reality. Thomas (2010:319) argues that the interpretation of the 

findings is dependent on the researcher’s interpretation and is therefore representative 

of a subjective truth. To counter a one-sided interpretation, the researcher can include 

the participants in reviewing the conclusions drawn from their contributions (Lincoln & 

Guba 1985:301). The credibility of the study presented will be determined by the reader 

and their understanding of the study.  

Transferability, meanwhile, can be challenging in qualitative research, as it requires 

generalisability to be relevant to other contexts other than the one described in this study 

(Huberman & Miles 2002). Thus, the question is whether the experiences of South African 

educators can be of use to educators in other parts of the world. To achieve this, the 

study must detail the underlying assumptions as well as the context and research 

methods in order to provide the reader with enough information to understand the 

distinction between educator experiences and determine the applicability of the data to 

their own context (Thomas 2010:320). The researcher is sensitive to the theoretical 
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framing of the study, as it specifically considers the experiences of participants in the 

South African context. Dependability is synonymous to reliability and can be verified if 

the results from the study are aligned to the data collected (Thomas 2010:321). 

Techniques such as triangulation, peer examination and long-term observation can be 

implemented to achieve dependability.  

 

In order to ensure confirmability of the findings, the researcher must archive and 

organise the data collected if an audit of the findings is requested for verification 

purposes by other researchers (Thomas 2010:322).    

 

4.6 Conclusion  
 

The methodology used for this study has been discussed in this chapter with information 

about the research methodology, design, participant sampling, ethical conduct and 

considerations, data collection and storage, and validation. The following chapter 

presents data from the interviews conducted between June 2021 and August 2021.  
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Chapter 5: Data findings and discussion 
 

5.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter presents two of the main themes identified during the data analysis. The 

data was revised and analysed to answer the following: What insights can be gained by 

the transition to online learning during COVID-19 by HEIs in South Africa? The objectives 

of the study were aimed at gaining nuanced accounts from educators regarding their 

online learning experiences. The findings from the study are presented within the context 

of three themes that occasionally overlap. Each theme is concluded with a discussion. 

The first theme is focused on the challenges and obstacles of conducting or accessing an 

online learning lesson and speaks to the experiences of the educators and students. This 

theme explores notions of the digital divide and transformation. The second theme looks 

at how the online curriculum was designed, and presented and how engaged students 

were during the sessions. Although not the norm, the third theme is unpacked in Chapter 

6, as part of the conclusion to this study. As this theme is focused on the future of online 

learning, very little is inferred from the data collected, and conclusions and theories are 

drawn from information available in regard to the development and facilitation of digital 

education worldwide. 

 

5.2 Themes 
 

5.2.1 Theme 1: The challenges of the online learning classroom 
 

Within the semi-structured interviews, the participants were asked to comment on the 

challenges of the online learning classroom. These challenges included observations 

about the difficulties their students faced and the obstacles that they as educators 

experienced. These accounts have been categorised into two sub-themes, the first of 

which contains accounts on the difficulty to access internet connectivity, data, hardware 

and digital skills. The second sub-theme focuses on the social dimension and the lack of 

physical connection among students. The experiences of the educators are woven into 
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these sub-themes, as they provide insight into the challenges faced during the initial 

COVID-19 lockdown.  

5.2.1.1 Physical access 
 

The immediacy in which the transition to online learning happened required the 

educators to adapt and adopt an online learning approach in a rapid and untested way. 

Reminiscing on the challenges faced by the educators, P2 said: 

  

It was the situation. Everybody was in this state of panic [...] It was extremely stressful, not just 

for us in South Africa but all over the world. It’s [about] getting past the hysteria, so to speak, 

and to a point of, this is the plan and this is the action. The next thing was getting to know the 

technology and being comfortable with the technology. We do have some older people who are 

a little tech-averse. Getting them to just become comfortable with delivering in this new 

methodology was quite challenging. 

 

Similarly, students had to remain at home and use an internet-enabled digital device such 

as a computer, tablet or cellphone to log on to an HEIs’ preferred hosting platform to 

attend digital learning sessions or watch pre-recorded videos. All of the educators 

interviewed commented on the challenge of conducting online lessons with no guarantee 

that their students had a stable connection to the internet. P3 said: “[Of all the problems] 

connectivity is number one”. This was further supported by P4 who said: “I know my 

students struggle with connectivity and electricity, and I definitely would say data too”. 

These accounts are not surprising, as the secondary resources and research on the topic 

of digital education acknowledge the lack of internet connectivity as the primary 

encumbrance to access to the online learning environment in South Africa (Govender & 

Rajnookar 2020:59, Matlala 2020, UNESCO 2020).   

 

The challenges related to the lack of electricity and internet connectivity were not isolated 

to students alone. For one respondent (P2), connectivity raised issues of trust and 

credibility in the educator’s ability to deliver an online session: 
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If the person in charge of the session is kicked out of the class because the connectivity drops, 

it’s not just the technical aspect of getting back into the room; it's also the flow of the session, 

it's the credibility […] You're supposed to be in charge and now you’re not here. 

 

Five participants confirmed that their respective HEIs tried to mitigate this issue by 

negotiating with service providers to facilitate free data provision initiatives. As P7 

described it: “We had to have conversations with the cellphone providers, trying to find 

cheap or free data deals for students”.  Likewise, P1 said: “A deal was struck with Vodacom 

for sim card[s] that would give everyone 10GB data bundles every month […] This went 

up to 30GB in April 2021”.   

In addition to providing data bundles, some HEIs lent, sold or funded the purchase of 

computers to students. P1 said: “Students who needed the hardware could sign a waiver 

form and receive a refurbished PC or they could also buy old computers for R2 000”. P7’s 

account was similar: “We offered funding for students to purchase laptops on loan, which 

was sent out to our students as well. They had the option to buy it [a laptop] after the 

year”. Where the HEI could support such an initiative, the lending or renting out of 

equipment seemed like a convenient solution, but P6 shared a different account, which 

reveals that the arrangement was not beneficial for at least one bursary student: 

He didn’t realise that he could rent out a laptop from the institution and he relied on the 

computers at the department, which often means that if he wasn't there, he couldn't use them  

[…] Once he realised that he could hire a laptop from the university, there was this clause that 

if he hadn't handed it in, or if anything happened to it, he had to pay an exorbitant fee. And he 

didn't want to put his bursary at risk from this fee. 

 

Although the institution needed to protect itself by providing such clauses in renting out 

equipment, this student clearly felt that there was a risk involved in keeping and using 

the laptop at his place of residence. As mentioned in earlier chapters, students who 

returned to rural environments, townships or informal settlements simply did not have 

the infrastructure, sense of safety and physical space to optimally continue their 

education (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:44). P2 noted this by saying: “Space is also a factor. 

Many of our students are not from high socio-economic levels. There is like one room or 
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lounge. And a multiple of distractions are happening [sic]”. P5 offered an opinion on the 

disparity between students situated in rural areas and those from urban and/or higher 

socio-economic households:  

I suppose it depends on where you are situated in South Africa because of data connectivity. 

Also, if you're in poorer communities, [online classes] wouldn’t be as viable because we’ve seen 

certain students with challenges financially. They’re perfectly fine coming onto campus because 

they use our computers, our software, all of that. But the second they would have to do it on 

their own is when they really struggled. So, if you're in a more privileged circumstance, and 

you’re a kid from the suburbs and that sort of thing, where your parents can afford it, and you’ve 

got fibre, you've got a laptop, all of that, then, absolutely. I think that a lot of schooling – primary, 

secondary and tertiary – is going to go that way [online]. And it’s very viable. But I think in the 

more rural areas, it's something that’s not really going to work. 

 

This perception further corroborates the case that students living in rural areas were at 

a disadvantage when it came to online learning, as they lacked the infrastructure of 

students living in urban environments (Amnesty International 2020:7). Furthermore, the 

obstacles of physically attending the lesson extend to the digital skillset required to 

navigate the online learning space – as noted by P7: “We had to take into account the 

access to internet and also that they have a diverse range of digital skills”. Two different 

accounts about the lack of digital skills in students were offered by P6. The first describes 

a challenge faced by a student from a disadvantaged background:  

 

   At the beginning of the year, I had this student who came from a very disadvantaged 

background, and he was identified from the outset as very timid.  We realised straight away that 

his knowledge and use of computers was not [there] at all. He was receiving emails from his 

lecturers, and he did not know how to access these emails [...] [He] did not feel as if he could 

respond or as if it [an email] was for him. It was a very strange situation. And so, we see this very 

big divide between content that was going out and the way that it was being absorbed by the 

students . 

 

This recollection confirms the misconception highlighted in Chapter 3 that the current 

generation of students all have digital skills (Ali 2020:21). It is possible that this account 

was an isolated incident, but it was mentioned that the student came from a 

disadvantaged background, which can be seen as a representation of the larger student 
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population in South Africa. Some may argue that it is not imperative to own an email 

account or to know how to answer emails, yet in the digital era, developing computer 

skills has the potential to enrich a student’s career prospects. The 2018  Global 

Competitiveness Report mentions the Fourth Industrial Revolution and digital skills as 

drivers of economic development and growth (World Economic Forum 2018). According 

to the report, the low adoption of internet communication technologies (ICT) and the slow 

uptake of digital skills ranks South Africa 116th out of 140 countries and defines the 

country as inadequately positioned to succeed in the economy of the future (World 

Economic Forum 2018:36). Concurrently, as critical thinking skills must be developed 

within higher education, it is imperative that students are taught how to search for and 

disseminate information that is available on the internet (Sehoole & Adeyemo 2016:3).  In 

P6’s second account, the level of digital competence of students required to navigate the 

internet was lacking: 

 

They [the students] would ask me certain questions about things and I’d say to them, ‘Did you 

try googling it?’ And they said, ‘No’. And I said, ‘Well, why not? You know, don't be afraid to google 

things, that’s how we start off research’. And it was really just about getting the students used 

to understanding how to engage in research and how to ask the questions, and how to find out 

the answers, not just by asking the lecturer but by other means.  

 

When reflecting back to the criteria outlined in section 3.4.2 of Chapter 3 by the European 

Data Portal for the successful integration of online learning, it seems that South Africa 

does not meet the minimum requirements to achieve success in the following areas: 

constant and steady access to hardware and the internet, and the skills needed to use 

the technology successfully (Mlambo & Ndebele 2021:48). Ongoing studies and surveys 

of HEI students internationally confirm that the transition to online learning was not 

perceived as negative by everyone. Survey data show that students believe they had 

become more independent and that they noticed an improvement in their digital skills 

(Cranfield, Tick, Venter, Blignaut & Renaud 2020:5). The same is true for educators. 

According to an International Association of Universities report (2020) on the impact of 

COVID-19 on higher education around the world, most respondents saw the transition to 

online learning as an opportunity to build their professional skills, develop flexible 
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learning outcomes that mix synchronous and asynchronous learning, and test new tools 

and systems to enable distance learning (Marinoni, Van’t Land & Jensen, 2020:26). This 

indicates not only a development of digital capabilities but also of a shift in mindset to 

the affordances of technology in education.   

 

The problem of access to computers in developing countries has not gone unnoticed, 

with ITC initiatives underway to design and manufacture affordable laptops and tablets 

for rural conditions – featuring preloaded educational content and low-voltage 

recharging solutions using manual dynamos and solar panels (Graham 2013, Robertson 

2018, Sesinye 2018, Ugwuede 2020). These initiatives, which are meant to provide 

solutions for millions of poor people, have not been as successful as anticipated due to 

infrastructure challenges and high production and maintenance costs (Robertson 2018, 

Ugwuede 2020). Where NGOs and private entities have failed to develop cheap and 

durable technology fit for rural conditions, other ICT initiatives have called on the public 

to donate old computers and tablets for refurbishing and redistribution within the school 

sector (ComputerLab 2021, ITWeb 2020). At the same time, access to affordable laptops 

has increased in recent years while the number of smartphone users in South Africa have 

risen to 22 million in 2020, with an increase of 5 million expected by 2023 (O’Dea 2020). 

However, with accessibility increasing for smartphones and computers, the challenges of 

bandwidth, internet connectivity and electricity have yet to be solved.  

 

Much like designing special laptops for the rural environment, ICT companies have tried 

experimental technologies such as Google X’s defunct Project Loon that planned to use 

balloons in the stratosphere to provide wide internet access (Mbamalu 2021). When it 

comes to mobile data, South Africa ranks 148 out of 228 countries, with 1GB of data 

costing R88 (Bottomley 2020). As matters stand, the obstacle of affordable access to the 

internet in South Africa remains unresolved. As technology becomes cheaper and as 

more infrastructure is developed, the high costs and maintenance of satellite internet 

connections and data could be lessened.  
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5.2.1.2 The social dimension – a lack of human connection  
 

Another sub-theme that arose from the interviews centred on the distance educators and 

students felt when working remotely. This distance hindered the building of relationships 

among students, the educators and the HEIs. From the interviews conducted, first-year 

students were singled out as being the most disadvantaged, as noted by P4: “The first 

years from last year don’t have a clue [about] what’s going on. I think it was a huge 

adjustment for them”, and by P5: “I think from a first-year perspective, students were just 

getting to grips with tertiary life and meeting their lecturers, their group of peers, and 

then they were thrown into the situation where they were basically working alone”. This 

concern links to the lack of social engagement to facilitate the learning process, as noted 

by P6: 

  

My one student felt very separated from her peers and the department. There was a separation 

from a general understanding of simple concepts that one would normally chat to friends with 

or create groups around and chat about it in the department. So, suddenly, there was this lack 

of conversation that was happening, where you get most of the understanding of what was 

going on.  

 

This ties back to the reference in Chapter 2 of modern neuroscientist’s concerns with the 

age of students as a contributing factor to meaningful learning over time (Picciano 

2017:172). Older students seemed to cope somewhat better during online lessons, as 

remarked by P4: “The third years are used to one another, they’ve been together, so they 

like to give one another input and feedback and they are used to me as well”, which is 

similar to P5’s observation: “[…] the third years seemed to cope quite well”.  

 

This does not negate the need for connection in learning for older students. P2 had this 

to say about a more mature adult student: “Our students expressed a lack of connection. 

We’ve had classes for a year now where some people have never met each other […] 

There is this distance and a lack of togetherness in the space [summarised]”. The adult 

students described by P2 were enrolled in part-time classes and felt the pressure of 

attending to their work and managing their home life during the COVID-19 lockdowns. As 
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all schools were closed for a time, parents had to manage their children’s schooling and 

attend to their own workload: 

 

Many of our students have kids. So you’re trying to be in class, you're trying to be at school, but 

you’ve got your eight year old over there, and you have to make sure that they are set up as well 

[...] Every now and then, somebody would send me a message telling me they needed to check 

that their kid is attending class, which is a distraction that you wouldn’t have [in an in-person 

classroom]. 

 

The immediacy of the lockdowns and the fear of the COVID-19 pandemic contributed to 

the pressures students already felt when entering higher education. P6 observed: “The 

trouble with the transition to the university environment is that you are young and you 

have all this pressure on top of everything from your parents to succeed”. P5 was more 

specific about how students experienced the additional pressure and anxiety of the 

COVID-19 pandemic:  

 

Our students have been saying that they just feel too overwhelmed. They’re too under pressure. 

And I understand this is a reality that they’ve got a lot of modules and a lot of assessments [...] 

Ultimately, students don’t really know how to manage their time and they don’t know how to 

prioritise what they should be doing.  

 

Where students felt the pressure to attend classes, educators experienced the pressure 

of keeping online classes going. This was is noted by P3: “You need to have a backup [if 

you lose the class]. If Teams doesn’t work, let’s switch to Zoom and if that doesn’t work, 

I’ll switch to a group call on WhatsApp”. The respondents also observed the behavioural 

patterns of their students, and even parents, around online sessions. P1 felt that students 

who were absent, rowdy or belligerent during in-person sessions were likely to carry the 

same behavioural patterns over into the virtual classroom: 

 

I have this one student who is very opinionated and is always the first to ask you if this [task] is 

mandatory. You can imagine he really delights every educator […] I would often just cherry-pick 

who to ask a question and I would call on him. And a lot of the time it’s just quiet. And then 

moments later, he would come on with a ‘oh, sorry, I'm sorry, I didn't notice I was on mute‘ or 
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some [other] kind of excuse. This student is renowned for offering up any kind of excuse about 

anything. 

 

According to P5, students took advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic as a pretext for not 

attending learning sessions, handing in assignment or writing exams: 

 

It’s become a situation that COVID is an excuse for anything. They say things like, ‘I can't hand in 

my assessment now because I might have been in contact with somebody who has COVID’. Now 

there’s this universal excuse of COVID. So, students take a lot more chances. 

 

This response shines a light on some of the more unfortunate experiences of deception 

that arose within the online distance education model. Another example is the unethical 

behaviour of a parent, as described by P5: “They [the school administrator] had a meeting 

with the student that had failed an assessment and then the parent came in and went, 

‘How could she fail? I did the bloody assignment”. Considering Vygotsky’s social 

constructivist view that learning cannot be divorced from the social experience and 

relationships surrounding the learner (Seifert & Sutton 2009:35), digital learning as 

observed by the respondents amplified the need for connection that students crave to 

facilitate the learning process and to assimilate to the learning environment. Although 

students attempted to attend online sessions, there were many distractions in their living 

situations that influenced their involvement, not to mention interruptions in electricity 

and internet connectivity. Behaviourally, students displayed a lack of discipline and bad 

time management in attending online sessions. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic 

became an excuse for non-compliance and for not meeting their obligations as students.  

 

5.2.2 Theme 2:  Student engagement – effective curriculum design 
 

The second theme of student engagement is divided into two sub-themes: the first 

analyses how educators presented their online curriculum and the second considers the 

level of participation and engagement students displayed during online lessons.  
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5.2.2.1 Online curriculum design  
 

All of the respondents noted that their HEI had an existing LMS that became a critical 

component of administration, organisation and hosting of online lessons during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. P4 stated: ”Before COVID, we hadn’t used the teaching functionality 

[of the LMS] to its fullest”, while P5 noted: “We transitioned fully to the LMS within a week”. 

P6 spoke of the initial struggles when setting up the LMS infrastructure: “It didn’t work to 

host the live online lesson simultaneously because so many students were going on at 

that time, because lockdown had just come into place, and it [the system] crashed 

automatically”.   

 

When it came to the software used to host an online lesson, the participants mentioned  

MS Teams, Adobe Connect and Zoom as the most popular conferencing solutions. P2 

described the process of finding the right software: “We tried Adobe Connect, then MS 

Teams and now we are using Zoom. We like Zoom because our students can access it on 

their phone, and it used less bandwidth”. When asked what the approach to transforming 

the curriculum was for the participants, P5 replied: “We basically took the content that 

existed for face-to-face classes and then we had to retrofit it and make it work online, just 

so that we could continue teaching”. P1 had a similar account: “Online learning activities 

were add-ons, not replacements to the curriculum. More activities were added than 

before [to fit the online environment]”. Here we can see Bates’ analogy of “old wine in 

new bottles” in action (Bates 2019:159) and the concern that a new medium (the bottle) 

is not used to its full potential. This is of course understandable when a crisis such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic forces a transition to be implemented without enough time to 

consider the possibilities of the new medium. Because of bandwidth and data, the 

duration of online lessons was often shortened. This became a challenge for P4, who 

taught practical, activity-led studio classes. Where the lecturer would normally come in, 

demonstrate the painting techniques and let the students work on practical exercises, 

the format completely changed with the pandemic. P4 said: “I would spend hours 

photographing each step of the painting process and then upload it in the presentation”. 
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After going through the presentation, the students would be given time to work on their 

projects. P4 explained:  

 

It was very frustrating for me, as I couldn’t see what they were doing. Some of them would 

come back and hold up their sketchbook, but it was hard to tell them what to do. After some 

trial and error, the students got better at sending photographs of their work, but not everyone 

would do that. 

 

The participants were asked to elaborate on the efforts they applied in preparing and 

converting their curriculum into a digital format. For some of the respondents less effort 

was required. P5, who taught mainly theoretical subjects, stated:  

 

It was an easy transition for the way that I normally teach and then just adapting it for an online 

space. I just sat down and prepped every single one of my classes for the semester, so that 

everything was lined up [summarised]. 

 

P1 noted the difference in theoretical and practical subjects: “Theoretical subjects were 

better suited to online learning”, while P5 said: “Our theoretical subjects were already 

50% online. We had to move our practical subjects online”. Regarding practical subjects, 

a complete rehaul of the curriculum was required, as noted by P1: “For our practical 

subjects like photography,  we had to rewrite the curriculum”. P3 summed up the 

personal challenge of facilitating a curriculum in-person as opposed to online:  

 

When you’re face to face and your content is a bit weak, your personal appearance and charisma 

can carry you. If you’ve got something interesting about the way you look or your tone of voice 

or the way you move or what you're wearing, or whatever, you can connect with people, even if 

your content is a bit dry. But when you’re online [...] you lose that personal charisma. It's not 

completely gone but diluted […] Your audience has to work harder to stay interested and you 

have to work harder to keep them interested. 
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P6 alluded to the showmanship required to present a lesson online:  

 

Once that record button gets hit, suddenly teaching online becomes a show. The in-person 

teaching is also a show but it is informal, impromptu and unscripted. Now it’s formal, scripted, 

recorded. 

 

P6 also raised concerns regarding the learning experience of a student in this context:  

 

So, in an in-person lecture, as the presentation would go on, a student could raise their hand 

and ask a question about ‘slide number three’ and a certain concept that was brought up. 

Whereas if they’re pre-watching us, they have to then wait till the end of the week to ask that 

question, and then go back and understand the rest of it. 

 

In contrast, P3 praised online engagement with the suggestion that online forums or chat 

threads could be utilised to foster more inclusive discussions among students: “I think we 

should pre-record content more because I think those group discussions are better held 

behind the keyboard than behind the camera […] People can read other people’s 

comments and respond with a more thoughtful response”. P2 spoke about the need to 

keep the integrity of experiential learning activities in the digital class format:  

 

We would look at the content and think about how it might work online and come up with 

different ways to facilitate it, so that they [the students] weren’t losing the experience and the 

value of the session, because ask anybody, they’ll always remember the experience, they won't 

necessarily remember the clip or quote that you had, or the methodology that you gave them, 

but the experience of what they actually learnt, or the experience of putting it into practices, 

which is what they really thrive on. 

 

The above observation relates to the importance that Dewey placed on active learning 

techniques to stimulate learning (Picciano 2017:170). However, where Dewey wanted to 

transform the teacher-led classroom into a learner-centred one, the majority of online 

lessons during the COVID-19 pandemic took an instructive character where students 

were passive receivers of information (Dole et.al., 2016). Notwithstanding, the educators 

interviewed invested time and energy to produce educational content that would be 
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suitable for the digital medium. Both P4 and P6 revealed the amount of time and effort 

required to design online lessons. P4 said:  

 

For me, it's really important to use a variety of resources in my classes. So, I would find tutorials, 

articles or images and create my own stuff where I can [sic]. Building out the PowerPoint 

presentation is quite time consuming, and I prepped a lot.  

 

In addition to developing the material and collecting the additional resources, P6 would 

write scripts to use as an audio overlay in PowerPoint: “Although I wanted to have a 

natural sound to the lectures, I also needed to have a lack of ‘ums’ and ‘aahs’ and going 

off on too many tangents. I would then develop scripts to record the lectures.” This 

additional effort would increase the time for preparation. P6 continued: ”To produce a 

lecture a week took me three days”. Considering the effort and time that went into 

creating this learning material, the researcher was curious whether the content created 

could be reused for future sessions on the same topic. P1 was categorical that they would 

not repurpose the material created: “We will not use our lesson videos again. The 

curriculum has changed 100%”. P6 was also not optimistic that the content was reusable: 

“Because it was in PowerPoint, I guess I could reuse it but it would require a lot of editing 

and a lot will change for next year”.  P4 noted that their HEI had shifted the entire 

weighting of the subjects within the coursework for the upcoming academic year and that 

the recorded content would not be applicable or even available for future use:  

 

We only record the session at the beginning with the introduction because they [HEI 

management] have asked us to not keep it too long. I think it takes up a lot of space. I think it 

costs a lot of money to keep everything online the whole time. 

 

P5 expressed embarrassment at the thought of reusing the recordings again: ”To be 

perfectly honest, I think I would be horrified to go back and listen to those first sessions. 

[…] I’d rather just do them again”. P2, P3 and P5 mentioned that the recordings made of 

the sessions were only available for six months, after which they would be erased; the 

students were able to engage with a recording after attending the online session for a 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



57 
 

while, as it was hosted on the LMS. P5 was less optimistic that students were actually 

engaging with the recordings and additional material: 

 

I don’t think that they engaged with all the additional content, because we are able to pull 

reports from the LMS and you can see the different spaces where students are spending most 

of their time. And  students would primarily go to the learning unit and then [to] ‘submissions’. 

So that way, they’d sign their integrity declaration and then submit their assignments. And then, 

under ‘more resources’, they wouldn't really go in there a lot unless you specifically direct them. 

We don’t know how often they went back and listened to recordings or downloaded them on 

their side. [Even with all the LMS reports] it’s really difficult to gauge [summarise].  

 

From the data presented, it is clear that the set-up and design of online curricula were 

not without their challenges for the educators interviewed. Problems surrounding 

hardware and software, data restrictions and by extension shorter sessions, and the 

repositioning of a curriculum to suit the new format were mentioned. Attention needs to 

be given to the wastage of work in relation to the time and effort it took to adjust the 

curricula with regard to recordings, presentations and additional resources. The majority 

of participants would not reuse this content but described the pain and effort it took to 

plan, create and present it. Reasons for this include the restructuring of curricula 

according to HEI mandates, storing learning material and recordings, and the belief that 

the content designed would have to be improved to reach higher standards.   

 

To further understand the experience of a virtual session, the next sub-theme explores 

the perceptions of the extent of student engagement within the online classroom.  

 

5.2.2.2 Student engagement in the online lesson  
 

Data from sources indicate that the lack of high-quality learning resources for students 

attributed to a lack of student engagement (Mtebe et al., 2021:395). Having students log 

in to a session does not equate to being mentally attentive, and to some extent, physically 

present. P5 said: “So we can pull reports to see who was engaging and we have the 

attendance registers, but we have no idea if the student just logged in and went to make 

a cup of coffee and never came back”. This highlights the importance of an active camera 
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during a learning session. In the previous sub-theme, one of the respondents likened the 

online virtual session to being on camera and presenting a show. The fact that online 

lessons are usually mediated through a lens and recorded can make some students and 

educators uncomfortable. P3 stated:  

 

Being on camera is very uncomfortable for a lot of people […] I also found it very distracting to 

be looking at myself […] So that’s kind of why I prefer to have the camera off, because then I’m 

less distracted by my own appearance and because my own personal vanity is like, ‘Oh my God, 

do I really look like that?’ 

 

The visual aspect of having the camera on during a lesson impacts the ability of the 

educator to evaluate the responsiveness of the students to the content being presented. 

In the in-person session, the educator can read the room and expressions of the students, 

pick up on body language cues and adjust or pivot accordingly. P6 confirmed this by 

saying: “When you’re doing an in-person lecture, you can gauge the facial expressions 

and I feel like students are a lot more open to asking questions and engaging in 

conversations”. P3 extrapolated on this point: “And it is better when cameras are on. 

Because then you can see whether they're [the students] are paying attention or not”.  

Due to concerns of data usage and having a good internet connection, the majority of 

respondents confirmed that their web cameras were turned off during the sessions. P1  

indicated that cameras were turned on only at the beginning of a session:  

 

So, to feel less isolated, or more engaged with your class, it’s just nice to say, ‘Hi, how was your 

weekend?’ and do a ‘[mood] temperature check’ and then move into presentation mode. It’s 

just so easy to hide behind a camera that’s not on [summarised].  

 

When the educator in the online classroom presents the curriculum to a room where no 

visual cues are available to read and interpret, the audio feature becomes crucial. For P4, 

the size of the group influenced how vocal the students were: “I must say, bigger groups 

of students tend to be more silent”. Similarly, P1 noted: “The moment that you go into a 

group experience where there's lots of students, even five or more, it doesn’t really 

matter – cameras are off, there is a disengage 100%”. Getting first-year students to speak 

was also difficult for P4: 
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They [the students] didn’t know one another, they didn’t know me and they didn’t know the HEI. 

[…] They know that if in the session they ask a silly question, it is being recorded. If someone 

listened to the recording later on again, they would feel a bit self-conscious.  

 

P1 stated that this was a common complaint among teaching staff: “A lot of lecturers 

complained about this and there was this feeling like I’m talking to myself. That can be 

very demotivating for a lecturer”. P5 corroborated this:  

 

It [having cameras off] was very difficult, and it just felt like I was talking to myself, and that's 

why you get a lot better at asking students questions, and asking them, ‘How do you feel, what's 

your takeout from this?‘ and trying to foster a bit of discussion. Because otherwise, it’s literally 

just you talking into this chasm and getting nothing in return. 

 

P6 commented on the need for the educator to be visible and audible:  

 

The lecturer suddenly becomes this voice that comes through on the computer, nothing more. 

I almost get a sense, if I were a student during this time, to ask, why am I going to university 

when I can do it online through UNISA?  

 

Both P1 and P2 mitigated the silence in the online session by directly calling on someone 

to answer a question. P2 said: “The first trick is quite simply to call people by name to 

make sure that you get them talking upfront. I find that when people talk upfront, they 

are more likely to keep engaging with you throughout”. This did not work for all the 

participants interviewed. According to P6, the structure of the conferencing platform 

combined with the cameras being turned off made it difficult to recognise students: 

“There is a distance in terms of all you see is the student number […] Suddenly you are 

getting the student numbers and surnames of students but there is no function to 

actually just have a name appear [on the participant list]”. When the educator is unable 

to call on a student directly, asking for a volunteer would be the next alternative. 

Alternatively, the lecturers would use engagement features available in the software. P4 

described the following approach to engaging a silent or despondent group:  
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I’m like, ‘Okay, guys, please.’ I’m waiting for a response and then if I see that it’s something that 

I do need to know, I’ll set up a little poll, and then they can just click ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on the poll. Or 

what I sometimes do, [when] I ask a question and I don’t get a response, I'll just tell them, ‘Please 

pop me a little chat message [or] send me a smiley face, a thumbs up or thumbs down,’ and 

then they will do that. 

 

All of the participants commented about using software features to foster better 

engagement among students. P7 said: “We made use of a various multimedia tools”, while  

P1 lauded the different tools available: “The functionality allows for engagement with the 

entire group [to] add to the whiteboard […] or I would use fun little emoji reactions. I 

mean, let’s be honest, we all talk in emojis nowadays”. P5 noted: “Students can raise their 

hand [with an emoji]. You can pass the microphone to them […] or we would use breakout 

groups17 for the activity part”. P2 praised the breakout room feature of the software:  

 

The next thing is the breakout rooms. I find those to be a brilliant little tool to just make sure 

that people are still with you. [Here] even the quieter ones that don't really want to talk to you, 

or talk within the bigger group, will talk to each other within the breakout rooms and participate 

that way. 

 

P5 countered the overuse of software features: 

 

At the beginning [of the transition to online learning], the institution told us to use as much of 

the software tools as often as we could to enhance the online learning space. And I think 

everybody went into a complete tailspin. But then you realise that you use the tools as needed, 

not just for the sake of it. But if I were being peer reviewed, I would make sure to use these 

features. I would use the polls here, or screen sharing there, just so that my superior could see 

that I’m using everything. But most of the time, I don’t really find it necessary [summarised].   

 

Besides using software features, P1 employed additional strategies to keep students 

engaged:  

 
17 The breakout group or room refers to a feature in Zoom and recently Microsoft Teams, where 
the facilitator can break the larger meeting out into smaller groups that operate separately from 
the main virtual session. The students can work on a task together in this set-up and the facilitator 
can join different rooms to see the progress, give feedback and manage the interactions amongst 
students. When deemed appropriate, the facilitator can close the rooms and all participants will 
be returned to the main session again. 
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I had some online parties with my students to just bring morale up. I would host DJ sessions and 

do things like that with them. We would have our cameras on and I would project some visuals 

in my home on the wall and they would select music for me to play […]  just to help them feel 

like they are a part of a community. 

 

Reverting to online parties to boost student engagement is not sustainable, as there is 

still the matter of proceeding with the actual lesson, in addition to the novelty of such 

interventions wearing off over time. P3 relied on humor to engage and enliven a session: 

    

If I can make people laugh, it wakes up the room […] This is controversial and some people may 

disagree with [it] because they [the students] may be tempted to check their messages, but 

when I feel like I am losing them, I will send a funny meme to their phones. I will use more than 

one [digital] platform to get their eyes off the screen and do something different. It’s a high-risk 

tactic [because they get distracted] but I find it varies the rhythm a bit. 

 

It is evident that the lecturers interviewed employed a multimodal learning framework to 

foster student engagement. This includes using advanced technologies and interactive 

features to provide variety and stimulate engagement and interest. This, as mentioned in 

Chapter 2, is also in line with Gardner’s learning styles and Bloom’s taxonomy of learning 

through pedagogical “techniques, delivery approaches and media” (Picciano 2017:172).    

 

In all of these responses, it is clear that the educators tried different approaches to 

engage and, in some ways, cajole students to respond to the content. With all of these 

external stimuli and methods aimed at stimulating unresponsive students, the question 

of the internal motivation of the student is raised. Realistically, it is possible that a student 

may be working on a computer, smartphone or tablet that has no microphone feature, 

but that this is true for all the students in the class is highly improbable. Logic dictates 

that a student who is paying tuition for a subject, course or programme should be more 

inclined to engage and respond to the questions asked by the educator in the classroom, 

which is true for both in-person or a virtual classrooms.  

So what other factors are contributing to the silence of students and their reluctance to 

engage? P3 noted:  
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They [the students] definitely don’t take online learning as seriously as face-to-face learning. The 

reason for this is that online learning is seen as easy, and if we are all working from home and 

you don’t show up for a class, it doesn’t matter. They are more respectful of my time when it’s 

face-to-face than when it’s online.  

 

When students work asynchronously and autonomously there is an expectation that they 

will be disciplined to work through the learning material independently. This was not the 

case as observed by P4:  

 

I’ve heard some students tell me that they’re not as diligent in comparison to a face-to-face class 

because before they would come to campus and be present, but now, at home, they sit in their 

pyjamas, they watch something on the side, they're not too focused. So, it’s discipline and self-

motivation. Discipline is harder for them. 

 

P2 had this to say about students’ attitude towards online learning: “They have actually 

said themselves that you have to be so much more responsible, you have to be so much 

more disciplined […] It’s so easy to turn the camera off and check your mail”. The internal 

factors influencing the engagement of students cannot be ignored, as independent 

learning requires active involvement, responsibility, time management and self-discipline 

(Mancosa 2020). P5 stated: “It was really hard to keep the groups engaged. Attendance 

was a big issue”. Consequently, from the accounts provided, the student dropout rate 

during this time increased. Two main reasons for this were apparent: that either the 

student or a family member of the student contracted COVID-19 or that students or their 

guardians could not pay their tuition fees, among other economic challenges. P5 

disclosed: “I’ve got one student now [who’s] repeating their first year because of COVID-

related issues”, while P1 said: “There are more repeat modules, with some students 

moving to second or third year carrying a first- or second-year module over.  We lost a lot 

of students due to financial hardship”.   

 

Statistics from South Africa show that between 2.2 and 2.8 million adults lost their jobs in 

2020 (Posel, Oyenubi & Kollamparambil 2020), which could explain why a large number 
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of students dropped out during this time. This is happening worldwide with students 

dropping out due to financial difficulties (Kakuchi 2021).   

 

It was noted in Chapter 2 that 21st century learners want to be involved in designing their 

own curriculum and dictate their own learning. Although this question was never raised 

during the interviews, it is likely that in the short time available for educators to plan, 

create and implement their digital classes, consultations and building sessions with the 

input of students did not occur. The approach of presenting practical content through a 

presentation, a series of photographs and step-by-step guidance meant that educators 

had to demonstrate and only then rely on students to refer back to the material, rather 

than work and receive guidance as they applied their skills. This speaks to an instructor-

led approach to the learning experience and does not lend itself to student engagement. 

It also brings to mind the success of group learning in rural India, where individuals with 

little or no knowledge were allowed to learn autonomously by engaging with new 

information and interpreting it as a collective (Mathew 2020). In this model, the educator 

would act as an encourager of learning while the group would work as one to solve a 

problem. The question from this inference would then be, is the SOLE model viable for 

the online learning environment now that the individuals in a group are not solving 

problems from the same physical space? Perhaps the answer to this question can be 

found after solving the immediate challenges of internet connectivity, the availability of 

affordable data and making the online medium more approachable for educators and 

students alike.    

 

Although an expansion of the positive attributes of online education will follow in Chapter 

6, it will be prudent to note its potential barriers in the long term. The participants 

interviewed were asked to reflect on their perception of the future of online learning. 

Their accounts are included in Chapter 6, which centres on the use and affordances of 

online learning beyond the COVID-19 pandemic within the South African context and 

beyond.  
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Chapter 6: The future of online learning 
 
6.1 Introduction  
 

Chapter 5 laid out the challenges around access to online learning, explored how the 

online curriculum was designed and considered student engagement in the digital space. 

The researcher aimed to provide possible solutions to some of the challenges raised and 

relate those back to the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. This final chapter 

presents the advantages of online learning and an overview of the future of education 

technology, before concluding the research study. 

 

6.2 The merits of online learning 
 

When the first series of lockdowns in South Africa were relaxed and the government 

deemed it safe to return to socially distanced classrooms, a large majority of schools and 

HEIs reopened their campuses and welcomed back students. For many educators, 

students, parents and administrators the traditional face-to-face format still remains the 

gold standard for effective learning (Kalantiz & Cope 2020:51). As a catalyst of change, 

COVID-19 had forced HEIs to adopt online learning in a short amount of time. Before 

March 2020, most educators would not have imagined setting up meetings with students 

in a virtual conferencing format or having to write scripts and record their lessons. Many 

HEIs would not have considered online learning as a viable option of curriculum delivery, 

but for a period, the academic year continued exclusively in a virtual space.   

 

Higher education leaders around the world affirm that technology had unequivocally 

supported their respective institutions through the COVID-19 crisis (Marinoni et al., 

2020:26). The academic year would have been lost if the education sector had not turned 

to technology and the internet. The developing research in the field of online education 

contends that there are valid reasons why online learning is superior to the in-person 

experience. One of the participants in this study spoke about how the transition to online 

learning had forced her students to come up with creative and inventive ways of 

completing art projects. P1 noted: “We had to think outside the box and paint with things 
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like make-up, tea or wine. It really pushed the student’s boundaries and made them look 

in their environment for solutions”. Meanwhile, P4 spoke about how the transition to the 

digital medium prompted her art students to create digital portfolios: “It was so easy, they 

took pictures of their work that got better over time. Just better to mark, not so heavy to 

carry. And now that it’s digital, they can just email it. It’s great”.  

 

During this time, students were compelled to be inventive and come up with solutions to 

be competitive in the global digital workplace. 

 

6.2.1 Online learning is convenient   
 

Online learning has other benefits related to convenience. The student does not have to 

travel to campus and can attend the classes virtually. Where asynchronous classes are 

offered, students can work independently at their own pace, reviewing content that they 

struggle with or skipping over material they find redundant. The participants interviewed 

confirmed that they found the online learning format less geographically limiting and 

they felt that they spent less money and effort travelling to the academic institution. P3 

noted: “Online learning is cheaper. It costs me less to do classes online than it does if I 

had to go, get dressed, get in my car drive [and] pay for parking and petrol”. The 

convenience of reaching out to students through chat groups, video meetings, polls and 

document-sharing appeals to many educators who would prefer to see a paperless, 

environmentally sustainable future (Meiring 2020, Li & Lalani 2020).   

 

6.2.2 Online learning is affordable for students and profitable for the HEI   
 

As exemplified in online MOOCs, one of the main advantages of online learning is that it 

is scalable to large student groups (Kalantiz & Cope 2020:52). If the goal is to make tertiary 

education more accessible, then online learning can meet the needs of a larger intake of 

students, and if the right infrastructure is in place, it can be offered at a lower cost than 

traditional programmes. All of the participants in this research study confirmed that their 

respective HEI had opted for a digital learning model or a hybrid learning model as 
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options to curriculum delivery even after the easing of the lockdowns. A participant from 

a public university described how the infrastructure of the traditional lecture hall was 

upgraded with cameras to film lectures. Microphones would be provided to lecturers to 

capture a live session and broadcast it to students, who could log in and watch a simulcast 

from their homes instead of attending in-person classes. A second participant spoke 

about how their private HEI had launched a new online learning campus targeting stay-

at-home students with an aim to add an additional revenue stream to its business model. 

Another private learning institution had invested heavily in the production of filmed 

learning content that would be sold in addition to in-person or virtual class options.   

 

At the time of writing this study, HEIs had not decreased their tuition fees and in some 

instances seemed to charge even more than the in-person courses available at these 

institutions. Clearly, all of these HEIs had recognised the need to remain vigilant in case 

of future lockdown scenarios while also seeing the additional earning potential of digital 

education. The cost of developing a full online curriculum while maintaining and hosting 

an LMS as well as delivering effective online communication may be the reason why fees 

have remained high (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond 2020:4). At the same time, 

quality in-person education is not reliant on lectures and content alone and comprises a 

complex ecosystem of resources and infrastructure such as libraries, student housing, 

counselling services, health services, cafeterias, restaurants and shops, sanitation, and 

the upkeep of physical structures, among others (Hodges, et.al., 2020:6). This 

juxtaposition between virtual and in-person education needs to be reviewed in great 

depth, as although the former may be seen as an entirely new revenue stream for HEIs, 

the latter constitutes a loss in traditional revenue streams such renting out space for 

service providers on campus and taking in payments for student residencies. 

Nonetheless, it seems logical that the costs involved in online learning should decrease 

as the medium is streamlined with time (Kalantiz & Cope 2020:52).  
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6.2.3 Online learning is accessible  
 

It was mentioned that online learning can be accessed by anyone anywhere. One 

implication is that education can be opened up to older individuals who want to further 

their education or broaden their skillsets but may not have the time or inclination to 

attend in-person classes during working hours. For part-time students who work and look 

after their families, online learning affords them easier access to higher education and 

advancement. Geographically, online learning opens education further, allowing students 

to attend lectures at international HEIs without the cost of travel, accommodation and 

international enrolment fees. Further, students who are active in the workplace can bring 

their real-life experiences to the online classroom, where they can share their stories with 

other students from different age groups and cultural backgrounds during group 

sessions (Kalantiz & Cope 2020:54). To this extent, P2 noted that having classes with 

students from all over the country enriched the classes: “I really enjoyed having people 

from different geographical areas all together in one room. There is a richness to the 

action in diversity. There was a lot of creativity with that collaboration”. 

 
6.2.4 Online learning offers a different form of engagement  
 
Theoretically, online learning environments can be learner-centred and position the 

student as a knowledge producer and contributor to a learning community (Kalantiz & 

Cope 2020:53). In the data collected in this study, the online lessons were instructor-

driven, with the educator doing most of the talking while the students remained reluctant 

and silent. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the immediacy of the transition to online learning, 

the unpreparedness of educators and the amount of work it took to produce an online 

lesson all contributed to the curriculum quality presented. What stands out from the 

participant responses was the observation that students who were socially inhibited or 

quiet in the in-person classroom became more vocal and involved in virtual chat threads. 

P6 noted as much: “One of the big advantages of going online was that suddenly students 

didn’t have that anxiety of raising their hand and speaking out loud; they could now type 

their questions onto a chat”.  
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6.3 Reflections  
 

Online courses were adjusted from in-person learning and not designed with the online 

teaching format in mind. Considering the rapid change under emergency conditions, this 

is understandable. Educators may be familiar with the course content but not how to 

effectively use technology. Providing educators with further training, upskilling and 

understanding of what technology-enhanced teaching will look like could greatly benefit 

them (Mtebe et al., 2021:395). Some accounts of the transition to online learning describe 

how COVID-19 forced many institutions to make greater use of ICTs in teaching and 

learning, which resulted in a development of digital skills and capabilities in both students 

and educators (Mtebe et al., 2021:395). If students receive adequate guidance in online 

learning, they will develop in-demand skills of critical thinking, self-direction and 

information interrogation, along with a familiarity and ease of working with digital 

technology (THE.com 2020).   

 

What is clear from the research and findings conducted in this study is that for online 

learning to succeed, communication and encouragement are required. There needs to 

be human interaction, albeit in a digital format to make the online learning experience 

work. Communication between the educator and the HEI is paramount in supporting 

students who are struggling with the fears around COVID-19, working independently 

without being directly overseen and attending lessons digitally (Strydom et al, 2020:39). 

When students are isolated online, the learning experience becomes lonely and much 

less stimulating (Dumford & Miller 2018:460). More deliberate collaborative learning 

activities will help foster a sense of belonging to the group (Li & Akins 2005:52). This can 

be facilitated if educators use more prompts for discussion and elicit contributions from 

students in formats such as chatrooms, breakaway rooms and screensharing via the 

virtual meeting software. Although it seems like a vestige of behaviourism and operant 

conditioning, student engagement will likely increase if a mark as part of a grade is 

assigned to an online collaborative learning activity or presentation (Li & Akins 2005:52).   
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In Chapter 5, technology-driven initiatives to mitigate the immediate barriers to online 

education were mentioned. In the following section, a brief outline of possible future 

technology advancements and how they will impact online learning is provided.  

 

6.4 The future of EdTech   
 

In 1993, telecommunications company AT&T released a series of ‘You Will’ 

advertisements directed by David Fincher, showing the future of technology with 

businesspeople sending faxes from the beach, drivers consulting digital maps and people 

phoning each other via video calls (Allen 2009). One of the clips showed how students 

from all over the world called into a live class and engaged with the teacher by typing 

questions and engaging with polls (RobotPorter 2016: 0:26). Another scene shows two 

students from different continents engaging with each other on a tablet (RobotPorter 

2016: 1:35). At the time, the technology presented felt like science fiction, but in hindsight 

was surprisingly accurate.  

 

 

Figure 3: AT&T. 1993. AT&T You Will ad campaign (RobotPorter 2016: 1:35). 
 

Many predictions of the future of technology in education are currently being made and 

this researcher has opted to present some of the possible technological developments 

that could influence education as we know it. The beginning of the discussion will focus 

on the visual interface in the online environment. Virtual reality (VR) seems to be a priority 
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for many tech companies that want to improve the functionality, believability and 

attractiveness of the immersive digital experience. Currently, when users put on VR 

goggles or headsets, they are visually transported to a virtual world that can either be 

rooted in fantasy or reality. The potential for VR to enhance the educational experience 

is plentiful, as students can immerse themselves in a metaverse of worlds that they 

experience and interact with (Babic 2019). VR initiatives are currently funding augmented 

reality creators to design educational immersive experiences (Moon 2021). Recently, this 

technology has been advanced enough to be more reasonably priced and accessible, and 

has been worked into the curriculum design at specialised schools in the US (McShane 

2021).  

 

The futurist and tech philosopher Gray Scott believes that technology will evolve beyond 

a handheld device such a smartphone or tablet where screens will disappear (AT&T 

2018:0:27). He predicts that humans will wear contact lenses that will connect them to 

the internet directly – a further progression from Google Glass, a spectacle-like device 

that displays information much like a smartphone but is completely handsfree and 

operates on voice commands (Google.com/glass 2021). Other new technology in 

development comes in the form of real-time speech-to-text translation services that can 

work on mobile devices (Heater 2019). This would break down language barriers between 

students from different nationalities and allow people from different cultures to share 

their experiences with one another. Speech-to-text applications could also transcribe an 

online session in real time for the benefit of deaf students.  

 

Since the Industrial Revolution, technology and machines have been used to automate 

and simplify tasks for humans. The use of technology in education has automated many 

everyday processes – from scheduling to reporting and information sharing. This is based 

in machine learning, computing and artificial intelligence (AI) (Tahiru 2021). Yet 

discussions around the use of AI in education can be divisive, as educators and staff fear 

that their role and livelihoods could be replaced by AI technology (OECD 2020). In their 

present incarnation, most AIs operate in closed systems as tools for specialised tasks 

while being managed to do so by humans. To date, AI has not been able to offer the same 
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experience as having a human teacher in the classroom (Tahiru 2020:3). As AI evolves, 

tools such as ‘teacherbots’, which are designed to assist with administrative duties, will 

alleviate the workload for teachers in the digital learning space. Systems such as Q&A 

assistant IBM Watson have already shown to aid the teaching and learning process 

(Tahiru 2020:4).  

 

The possibilities AI provides the education sector in collecting student data is considered 

by many as more valuable than the simulation of human intelligence or human 

interaction (OECD 2020). AI can be utilised to track how often students respond, which 

students respond the most and how often students talk to each other about a given topic 

(OECD 2020). The value this kind of data could bring to the educator in understanding the 

dynamics of the online learning process and improving the curriculum design would be 

advantageous to say the least. However, the collection of data brings up concerns around 

the privacy of students and the ethics involved, which should remain at the forefront of 

the implementation and legislation of data-driven AI technology. 

 
6.5 Conclusion  
 

Online learning has been presented as an interim solution to mitigate the lockdown and 

temporary closure of schools in South Africa. As lockdown levels fluctuated so did the 

opening and closing of physical campuses. The erratic nature of the COVID-19 pandemic 

may result in schools closing again for longer than initially thought. In this instance, the 

return to an online learning solution will certainly serve as a viable alternative and may 

become a prominent feature in South African educational pedagogy for instruction 

beyond the pandemic. This study has documented the perceptions and experiences of 

seven South African HEI educators at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and will be 

informative to future research on the yet-to-be-determined effects of the pandemic on 

the education sector. In the aftermath of the global educational shift, society has the 

opportunity to reconsider the future of education and the current model that has 

dominated the education industry since the 18th century (Robinson 2020). The online 

form of instruction has the ability to be more inclusive, accessible, affordable and efficient 
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if it is embraced and implemented correctly (Kalantiz & Cope 2020:51-55). Findings from 

this study may elucidate the thinking on the best design practice for the delivery of 

content in a digital format. With the advancement of technology, HEIs must become 

critical and test out what technological advancements would benefit them and make 

sense in their respective environments (Dhawan 2020:18).  

 

Worldwide initiatives are being undertaken to meet the difficulties of students working 

from home without hardware and internet connectivity. Yet where there is a lack of 

resources there is also an opportunity for innovation and invention. Emerging 

technologies such as AI and VR will form part of the evolution of education and present 

further solutions to problems we currently face. To quote senior vice-president of 

technology planning and operations at AT&T Marachel Knight: “I still believe technology 

is intended to connect us not separate us” (AT&T 2018:0:19).  
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