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A Global Pandemic with Local Realities
Over the course of their history, African universities have had to contend with many crises, 
and they have learnt to quickly adapt to ensure that conditions for teaching and learning, as 
well as student development and support, continue. Political turmoil, economic downturns, 
fiscal austerity, social conflicts, staff and student strikes, virus outbreaks and even civil wars 
have forced universities into circumstances that require difficult decisions in a context of 
great uncertainty and complexity (Fomunyam, 2017). While such disaster periods and 
events often have deeply disruptive effects on the university community, they tend to last 
a limited time only. However, the choices made during such periods of crisis frequently 
outlive the crisis itself and come to define a university’s functioning well after the crisis has 
passed (Adedire, 2018; Chetty & Luescher, 2021). 

In the past, crises that impacted African universities were typically limited to a parti
cular region, nation or institution in their scope. In 2020, however, the global Corona 
virus disease (Covid‑19) came to affect universities comprehensively and worldwide in 
an unprecedented manner (Schreiber & Ludeman, 2020). African universities across the 
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continent needed to respond to the global health threat and state-instituted lockdown 
restrictions. University leaders across the continent and globally had to decide on 
various kinds of emergency measures and reimagine teaching and learning and student 
engagement and support in order to ‘save the academic year’ (Dell, 2020; Moja, 2021). The 
leadership of Student Affairs and Services(SAS) were typically part of such decision-making 
from the start (Schreiber et al., 2020; Perozzi et al., under review). The participation of SAS 
leaders and practitioners in the decision-making was crucial as they often are the first 
port of call when students are in dire straits and require support, be it social, psychological 
counselling, academic advising, student governance related, access to resources, etc. And 
yet, even SAS practitioners were not quite prepared for the unprecedented crisis that was 
about to hit the higher education environment locally, on the African continent, and at a 
global level. This special issue provided SAS practitioners with an opportunity to reflect on 
their work, its appropriateness, and to implement risk-mitigating strategies even as the crisis 
was unfolding. 

As campus after campus closed, leaving only a remnant of ‘essential services’ to continue 
on site in some cases, learning in most universities was either suspended or moved 
online in some form of ‘emergency remote teaching’ (Adotey, 2020; Commonwealth of 
Learning, 2020; Dell & Sawael, 2020). Similarly, most SAS provision either moved online 
or was suspended if they were considered ‘non-essential’ services (Ayele, 2020). Key higher 
education actors like the Association of African Universities (AAU) swiftly realised that 
any form of online learning would potentially exclude many students across the continent 
who would normally benefit from a campus environment that made up for the lack of a 
conducive home learning environment or provide other forms of essential learning support 
(AAU, 2020; Schreiber et al., 2020). Thus, on the one hand, the AAU called on African 
universities to implement online learning urgently, while also urging African governments 
to invest in digital infrastructure in rural areas and promote access for all those unable to 
access online educational services (AAU, 2020; Chetty & Luescher, 2021).

Student Affairs practitioners have been challenged to respond in innovate ways to meet 
the diverse needs of different students, enhance student learning and development, and 
advance the social justice imperative that underpins and drives SAS work.

As much as most governments issued “one size fits all” instructions  to universities, 
on the ground the Student Affairs practitioners had to contend with their diverse local 
realities. Universities with international students and those with students from far-flung 
regions faced different challenges in assisting their students’ speedy return home than others 
with a more local student body. There are instances where international students were sent 
home without financial help from their institutions or assistance from home. Some highly 
resourced universities were able to issue students who did not have electronic devices like 
a laptop or tablet with such, along with data vouchers and so forth. Some universities 
who already used advanced online learning platforms were able to expand their use and 
deliver learning in an advanced online learning environment while others had to improvise 
(Chetty & Luescher, 2021). Universities who had a student body made up largely of 
financially needy students who needed to return to their communities, often permeated by 
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crime and violence, needed to mitigate the impact of these factors and support students or 
bring them back to campus (UNDP, 2020). Some universities, which had faced crisis prior 
to the Covid pandemic, had experienced Student Affairs staff and programmes that were 
attuned to crisis and remote contexts (Schreiber et al., 2020).

Considering higher education and SAS in Africa during the Covid‑19 pandemic 
while moving forward, there are a number of lessons we need to keep in mind. Firstly, the 
experience of past crises on the African continent and beyond teaches that emergency 
protocols often turn into, or inform, new standard operational policy after a crisis subsides 
(Chetty & Luescher, 2021). In light of this, it is clearly imperative to describe and analyse 
these moments of crisis, the conditions that gave rise to them, the ways the crisis was 
managed, and the changes in policy and practice that ensued from it, so as to be able to 
reflect on them, theorise and learn from them. 

The closure of institutions coupled with remote teaching, added more pressure on the 
students and SAS practitioners. The switch to remote teaching laid bare the enormity of the 
digital divide on the African continent in its starkest and most iniquitous form as students 
in far-flung remote rural areas were unable to get access to academic programme. Quintana 
and Quintana (2020) and Händel et al. (2020) indicate that during the pandemic there were 
many factors that led to compounded anxiety amongst students including “grade anxiety”, 
absence of adequate infrastructure and overall unpreparedness of institutions and students. 
There were concerns about the mental health of students and staff and in some instances, 
institutions added more service and resources to address the challenges (Moja, 2020). Some 
of the issues that came up for students as a result of being removed from their campuses had 
to do with them not having appropriate learning spaces and an increased food insecurity 
as they depended on their financial support that includes expenses related to their living 
expenses. For a foreseeable future there is a strong likelihood of studies to be conducted to 
extract more of the lessons learned and the long-term impact of the pandemic. 

Producing the JSAA Covid‑19 Special Issue
The idea for a special Covid‑19 issue of the Journal of Student Affair in Africa was born with 
an email of one of the founding editors, Prof. Thierry Luescher, to the Editorial Executive 
of JSAA on 14 March 2020 in which he proposed that: (1) a call for contributions to a 
special issue should be developed and sent out to SAS practitioners across the African 
continent and globally; (2) the special issue should publish practitioner reflections on the 
impact of Covid‑19 on SAS in their respective contexts; (3) a task team of editors should 
be established to oversee the rapid realisation of the special issue. On the same day,  JSAA’s 
Editor-in-Chief, Prof. Teboho Moja and the other founding editor, Dr Birgit Schreiber, 
responded affirmatively. Within a week the task team of editors was established and a call 
for papers finalised for distribution. Before the end of the month, an advert had been placed 
in the University World News Africa Edition to call for papers. 

The JSAA call for papers was short and to the point: 

“The Covid‑19 epidemic has sparked an unprecedented challenge for higher education in general and 
Student Affairs and Services in particular. The different ways that national ministries, higher education 
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institutions and Student Affairs departments and units are responding to the challenge and 
opportunities in different contexts – by means of social distancing, introducing blended and online 
development, support and learning, closure, etc. – and the way this affects and implicates the provision 
of co-curricula and student development and support services, the Student Affairs practitioners, as well 
as students in general and specific student groups, urgently needs to be documented and presents an 
opportunity for sharing experiences and learning. The Journal of Student Affairs in Africa is preparing 
a special issue on ‘The Impact of Covid‑19 on Higher Education and Student Affairs in 
Africa’ in which we publish the research and reflections of Student Affairs practitioners, university 
leaders, policy makers, researchers, students, and journalists on the impact of Covid‑19 in the context of 
African higher education and other relevant contexts.” 

The response from the African and 
global Student Affairs community 
was extraordinary. By 31 May 2020, 
the editorial task team had received 
110 proposals from SAS practitioners 
and scholars hailing from Botswana, 
Eswatini, Ethiopia, Ghana, Ivory 
Coast, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, 
Malawi, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, 
Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe, as well 
as from Bangladesh, Germany, India, 
the United Arab Emirates and the 
United States of America. The task 
of assessing the abstracts fell upon 
the editors. Within two weeks, they 
gave the green light to thirty proposals from twelve countries and many more university 
contexts. Their assessment was guided by the normal assessment criteria of JSAA: scope and 
interest, originality, significance, and scholarship. Many proposals had to be redirected to 
journals that focus on teaching and learning in higher education or other specialised aspects 
like ICT in education. 

Within only three months, the authors completed full papers from their proposals. 
Of the initial thirty accepted proposals, twenty full papers were received and distributed 
amongst the editorial task team who vetted each of them individually. It was eminently 
clear that African Student Affairs practitioners had a lot to report on from the impact of 
the pandemic on their work, staff and students; however, in completing the papers some 
colleagues were also overrun by crisis work and eventually could not submit. In some 
cases of submitted papers, the editors requested some corrections from the authors before 
sending the revised manuscripts to two independent experts for a double-blind review 
process. The peer review process, which started in December and lasted into late February 
in some cases, removed a further five papers from the final list. 
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The Contents of the Special Issue
The present special issue is the result of this yearlong process. It is being published while 
the world is still in the throes of the pandemic, with many countries experiencing a “third 
wave”, while the recently approved vaccines provide the only light at the end of the tunnel. 
In an analogous sense, this issue presents SAS practitioners’ efforts at re‑engineering a 
super-aircraft in mid-flight in an effort to “save the academic year” while “leaving no 
student behind”. As can be seen, it shines like a light in the darkness: in the midst of the 
tragic of pandemic, a great deal of knowledge has been created. While virologists were 
developing vaccines, Student Affairs professionals and scholars across Africa invented new 
ways of operating and supporting the diverse learning needs of future virologists and their 
peers across the disciplines. The shape and size of the special issue is therefore as follows:

• The issue publishes 15 peer-reviewed articles comprising of eight research articles
and seven reflective practitioner accounts.

• There are contributions from seven countries providing in-depth studies from
nine different universities.

• Articles focus on career services, disability services, first year students, international
students, living and learning support, students with learning disabilities, student
governance, Student Affairs staff, the use of student data, and under-resourced
students. In addition there is an article that compares the response of SAS to the
pandemic in Africa with that of SAS professionals across the globe. 

• More than half of the authors are female Student Affairs practitioners and/or
researchers. 

The first article in this issue is based on a global survey conducted in May 2020 by a group 
of Student Affairs professionals and scholars from Germany, South Africa, the United Arab 
Emirates and the United States of America (Schreiber et al., 2021). Their study explores 
how SAS mediates the impact of personal, socio-cultural and familiar, macro-infrastructural 
and systemic influences on student success in the context of Covid‑19.  The article 
compares survey data collected from SAS practitioners from across the African continent 
with that of SAS practitioners from other world regions to show the similarities as well as 
differences in their respective responses to the pandemic. The article proposes a systemic-
contextual model of Student Affairs’ role in higher education to illustrate the domains that 
impact on student success and where SAS plays a mitigating role in supporting students. 

The second research articles comes from Zambia. In this article Kombe and Mtonga, 
from Mulungushi University in Kabwe provide empirical evidence in relation to the 
challenges and interventions of eLearning for under-resourced students in a Zambian 
public university during the pandemic. This article provides deeper insight into how higher 
education practitioners and administrators could provide enhanced eLearning support to 
students, especially students hailing from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Authors Songca, Ndebele and Mbodiba from Walter Sisulu University in South Africa 
argue that it is unrealistic for universities to advocate for a fully online approach to teaching 
and learning during Covid‑19. They present a model that could be useful to respond to 
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Covid‑19, underpinned by a framework that accommodates students who choose online 
learning, students with intermittent access to online and finally students who cannot access 
online learning. 

De Klerk et al. (2021) from the University of the Witwatersrand in South Africa 
researched the efficacy of an online orientation programme aimed at preparing students 
to rapidly move to emergency remote learning as a result of a nation-wide lockdown and 
highlight the need for support of adjustment processes to promote online engagement. 

Nyar from the South African National Resource Centre for the First-Year Experience 
and Students in Transition (SANRC) at the University of Johannesburg, uses the notion of 
a ‘double transition’ to conceptualise the two transitions that first-year students face in the 
context of Covid‑19: navigating their entry into the unfamiliar terrain of academia while 
simultaneously navigating the Covid‑19 pandemic. It concludes with four key strategies for 
supporting first-year students as the pandemic continues. 

Kanyumba and Shabangu from the Durban University of Technology conducted 
a qualitative research study to create a deeper understanding of the ways in which the 
Covid‑19 pandemic influenced the living-learning environment of students in residences.

The broad scope of SAS is highlighted by Manase from the University of the Free State 
who discusses the pedagogical challenges and opportunities that emerged from remote 
development, teaching and learning for students who live and learn with disabilities. Her 
study reveals how some of the Covid‑19 related changes offer positive shifts in terms of 
overcoming social and academic barriers for students with disabilities. 

A second study from the University of the Free State by Janeke looks at career 
development programme in the context of Covid‑19. Janeke examines the university’s 
online work readiness programme and illustrates the innovations involved in migrating 
a career development programme into an online space as well as the impact this career 
development programme has even under these circumstances. 

The set of peer-reviewed reflective practitioner accounts opens with the article by 
Adjei, Pels and Amoako from Ashesi University in Ghana. Using Schlossberg’s Transition 
Theory the authors analyse the transitional experiences of students amidst the Covid‑19 
pandemic. Their findings suggest that i) advising, ii) engagement, and iii) timely online 
support interventions, contributed immensely to students’ success in transitioning from 
in-person to remote learning.

The second reflective article by Dunn-Coetzee and her colleagues at Stellenbosch 
University in South Africa highlights the challenges that faced Student Affairs professionals 
when their mode of operation changed quickly to virtual operations. The authors 
emphasise the importance of making adjustments under those circumstances for the sake of 
minimising a negative impact on students as well as negative impact on their relationship 
with students. 

Educational technology is used increasingly in the SAS space and Immenga from the 
University of Cape Town discusses in her article how technological tools can be leveraged 
to aid in the delivery of co-curricular programmes. Her article particularly deals with the 
training of class representatives as part of the university’s suit of training opportunities for 
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students having representative mandates in university governance. She reflects on working 
with a design team to transition the face-to-face synchronous training of approximately 
420 class representatives to an online mode of delivery.

The article by Mutambisi, Murasi and Mazodze from Bindura University of Science 
Education in Zimbabwe focuses on the pandemic’s impacts on the composition, well-
being and skills requirements of Student Affairs professionals and how the unexpected 
disengagement with students impacts on SAS. It illuminates some influences which 
are not immediately visible, but significant. They include having to adjust to new work 
arrangements, loss of income, mental health problems and resource constrains. Training 
and development, social media, employee support systems and employee incentives were 
catalysts in the early adoption of change.

How has the pandemic further complicated the idea of transformation of higher 
education? A key feature of higher education’s response to the pandemic has been the mass 
migration of the delivery of the curriculum from physical space to cyberspace or Virtual 
Learning Environments. In her article, Bernard reflects on the problematic and challenging 
idea of “space” and its impact on the academic project, and specifically on students 
traditionally categorised as disadvantaged and requiring “special” interventions. 

The reflective practitioner account of Chasi and Quinlan illustrates that our lens 
needs to include international students when deliberating national considerations for 
higher education. It highlights the specific challenges and constraints that international 
students faced in light of Covid‑19 related restrictions including travel bans, university 
closures and the national lockdown. They thus explore different aspects of the international 
student experience including travel home, communication, accommodation and immi
gration issues.

Finally, Lyner-Cleophas et al. argue that the biggest potential threat of Covid‑19 was 
and still remains the exacerbation of structural inequalities and systemic inequities within 
the higher education system. How do SAS practitioners practically ensure that students 
with disabilities are not further excluded as we switch to emergency remote teaching and 
learning? The authors reflect on the efforts to make existing policies and practices responsive 
to the needs of students with disabilities in the new and unprecedented environment.

In our ‘on campus’ section, Bernie Johnson of Wits reflects on the higher education 
leadership and management (HELM) summit held by Universities South Africa (USAf) 
in December 2020 and calls explicitly for a wider understanding of factors that support 
student and university success. She argues that a “supportive political economy is needed 
for transformation across the sector. We cannot anchor the university if municipalities for 
example are falling apart in the local contexts”. Johnson thus emphasises the role of social, 
cultural, economic and political context is creating a milieu in which universities and 
students can indeed be successful, be this in face to face learning or in remote conditions. 

Our Covid‑19 special issue includes two book reviews. The first is by Tadd Kruse who 
reviews Learning Online: The Student Experience, authored by George Veletsianos, which 
puts the student experience into the centre of the learning and development debates.
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The second book review is by Patrick Swanzy who reviews Fred Hayward’s Transforming 
Higher Education in Africa and Asia: Strategic planning and policy (2020). Swanzy highlights that 
Hayward’s discussion on the critical role of strategic planning – be this done intentional 
or left to unintentional factors – is the critical aspect to building high‑quality higher 
education.

JSAA Organisational 
The Editorial Executive of JSAA would like to announce an exciting development. Since 
mid-last year we have been in conversation with colleagues in the Education Faculty of the 
University of Pretoria about hosting the JSAA at Pretoria University. JSAA was founded 
in 2013 at the University of the Western Cape with technical support from the UWC 
library and incubation support from the open access scholarly publisher, African Minds. 
In the course of 2016, the Journal moved to Stellenbosch University, which sponsored 
a number of issues, hosted and administered the Journal on its e-journal platform, and 
provided administrative support. We are now happy to announce the move of JSAA to the 
University of Pretoria’s collection of scientific journals. The JSAA Covid‑19 Special Issue 
is the first issue hosted at the University of Pretoria. In addition to hosting the Journal on 
its e‑journal platform (https://upjournals.up.ac.za/index.php/jsaa) and supporting the 
journal technically, the University of Pretoria has also committed to a level of financial and 
administrative support for the Journal that will ensure that JSAA continues to operate as a 
diamond open access journal. This means that we are able to continue to offer free access 
to our readers (no subscription cost or article-purchase cost) and free publishing for authors 
(no article processing charges or page fee). We are exceptionally proud of being able to 
continue this diamond open access format for authors and readers as our contribution to 
the professionalisation of Student Affairs in Africa.

Finally, the JSAA Editorial Executive wishes to thank the peer reviewers of articles 
reviewed in 2020 (and, in some cases, published in Volume 8) for their time and expertise. 
As customary, we list all our distinguished peer reviewers in the first issue of the year. 
This list serves to certify their commitment to the academic project as trusted peers, and 
more especially their contribution to the scholarly development and professionalisation of 
Student Affairs in Africa. 
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Abstract
The Covid‑19 pandemic has highlighted the challenges that present obstacles to equitable learning 
and development in higher education in various parts of the world. African higher education and 
Student Affairs and Services (SAS) are faced with a set of challenges that are in part related to the 
resources within the institutions and in part due the sociocultural context into which the institutions 
are embedded. It is with this background that this study explores the impact of Covid‑19 on SAS in 
Africa, as part of a wider lens on SAS across the globe. 

The study was conducted with an online survey which generated 781 responses of Student Affairs 
practitioners from across the globe, of which 118 were from the African continent. The data show SAS’s 
critical role in mediating the various domains within and beyond the higher education institution that 
impact on student success. The domains that impact on student success include the students’ personal 
experiences, the public domain, the sociocultural community and familial milieu, and the institutional/
SAS domain. Thus, this article discusses SAS’s critical role in mediating the impact of these four 
domains on the student living and learning experience. The purpose of this article is to discuss the data 
and to use the data to gain insights into the way SAS has played a role in mitigating the impacts of 
Covid‑19 in four domains relevant for student success. 

Based on our findings, a systemic-contextual model is proposed that illustrates the relevance of four 
domains that need to synergise for students to be successful. Our data suggests that while SAS and 
universities do a great deal to support students in their learning, factors in the public domain, factors 
in the sociocultural community and familial milieu need to be conducive to learning to enable more 
student success in Africa. 

Keywords
comparative international higher education; Covid‑19; ICT in Student Affairs; personal factors;  
public infrastructure factors; sociocultural factors; Student Affairs theory 
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Introduction
During the Covid‑19 pandemic, Student Affairs and Services (SAS) has proved to be 
amongst the most responsive and relevant divisions in higher education institutions 
across the globe, seeking to mitigate the impact, and engage with and provide students 
with development and support (McCarthy, 2020). In every world region and in different 
countries and institutions, SAS’s ability to respond to Covid‑19-related health scares and 
government-imposed precautions and restrictions has been impacted differently depending 
on a range of factors, including higher education structures and regulatory bodies, culture 
and resources, sociopolitical factors, size and shape of institution, and the demographics of 
the student body and student characteristics (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Some students were 
left with laptops, mobile devices and phones, data packs and Wi‑Fi codes and some with 
even less (Schreiber et al., 2020).

Many African1 universities closed and left students to wait for further instructions 
(Crawford et al., 2020;  Tesar, 2020; UNDP, 2020). Even though some universities in Africa 
rallied to provide online teaching, what is beyond the remote teaching and learning model 
are infrastructure and network holes, social-cultural inequities, and social-community 
environments that have “toxic social norms” (UNDP, 2020, p. 8) which may render a 
home environment unconducive to learning. It is this combination of challenges that has 
made remote learning away from the university campus extremely hard for some students, 
especially those from the most disadvantaged sections of society for whom attending 
a university offers a unique avenue for upward social-economic mobility (Heckman 
& Mosso,  2014; Marope, 2019). When students step off campus into significant social 
inequalities or only access education via online modalities, the tool of empowerment and 
emancipation, especially for vulnerable groups, is impaired (Altbach et al., 2010, p.  31). 
Accessing higher education was already a challenge for many vulnerable groups (Marinoni, 
2020; Schendel & McCowan, 2016; UNDP, 2020), but with Covid‑19 it has now become 
an even greater hurdle (Humphrey, 2020; Marinoni, 2020; UNDP, 2020, p. 9) whereby the 
pandemic is likely to widen the gender gap, increase teenage pregnancies, reduce participa
tion in self-determination for many and cause significant setbacks for human development 
in Africa (UNDP, 2020).

SAS is instrumental in paving the way for student access, student persistence, retention, 
and success through its impact within and on institutions and through the support it 
provides to students in general, and particularly to certain student populations that require 
special services and required contextual conditions conducive for learning (Ludeman & 
Schreiber, 2020; Osfield et al., 2016). The overarching function of SAS in higher education 
across the globe is to contribute to equitable opportunity and support a developmental 

1	 ‘Africa’ is used here as a collective continental term and for purposes of this study is used as part of the 
regional nomenclature suggested and used by UNESCO, including Asia, Europe, Middle East, Oceania, 
North America and South America (UNESCO, 2018). The authors note that the terminology and 
naming of these world regions are somewhat problematic and simplistic, are imprecise, are culturally, 
geographically and politically biased, susceptible to misrepresentation and tend to be Anglo-centric (see,  
for instance, Somerville’s discussion on the “many histories of the continent” (2017, p. 6).
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model of higher education in pursuit of the global as well as national social justice 
and human development agenda (Ludeman & Schreiber, 2020). By promoting student 
engagement, enabling compatible living and learning contexts, providing health care and 
counselling, offering housing and residence life programmes, facilitating social, learning and 
personal safe spaces, implementing co‑curricular programmes for students to learn beyond 
their discipline and develop into healthy, critically thinking, active citizens, by mapping 
learning and career pathways and supporting students to overcome their unique challenges, 
SAS ensures equity and fairness on the campuses of institutions in our massified higher 
education systems (Kuh et al., 2005; Ludeman & Schreiber, 2020; Luescher-Mamashela, 
2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Covid‑19 has issued a massive challenge to SAS in 
Africa to be able to still provide its various engagement, social justice, and developmental 
functions in the face of emergency remote teaching. 

In this article, we explore a range of different impacts that Covid‑19 has had on the 
role and function of SAS in Africa, especially focusing on SAS service provision, involve
ment in institutional and national decision-making, resources, vision, and mission. For this 
purpose, we explore and discuss the results of the Global Covid‑19 Student Affairs and 
Services Survey, paying special attention to responses received from African student affairs 
practitioners. 

Based on our findings, we propose a systemic-contextual model that illustrates the 
importance of four domains that need to be functional for students to be successful. 
While SAS contributes significantly to making universities inclusive and supportive spaces 
conducive to student development, our data show that factors in the public macro context, 
factors in the social-cultural milieu, and factors in the community context need to be 
favourable to learning to enable sustained student success in Africa. 

Theory and Practice of Student Affairs and Services
The theory and practice of Student Affairs have developed unevenly across the globe 
because of different levels of higher education development, differences in the historical 
origin and context-specific emphases of national higher education systems, institution-level 
variations, and different ways in which SAS relates to higher education and how epistemic 
communities and discourse has evolved, making this a ‘low-consensus field’ (Torres et 
al., 2019). However, the theory and practice of SAS tend to follow a trajectory observed 
widely by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) from essentially an in loco parentis function of SAS 
to service delivery and extra-curricular programme delivery, and more recently towards 
embedded co‑curricular programmes for students and the intentional pursuit of integrated 
systemic-institutional impact on higher education to shape the living and learning contexts 
of students. The Smith’s 2019 summary of ‘60 years of scholarship’ highlights the breadth 
and depth of research and knowledge of SAS (Smith, 2019). 

Learning and development does not occur in isolation but within a context where 
many factors play together to create adequate conditions for learning and development to 
take place (Tinto, 2014). Students are sandwiched at the intersection of these factors, and 
while impacted by these, students simultaneously and dynamically respond to and impact 
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them in turn. It is this systemic-dynamic and contextual understanding of the ecology 
of learning that provides a framework for understanding this research into the impact of 
Covid‑19 on SAS in Africa. 

Theories and practices in SAS have mainly emerged from the USA and have 
been developed further in these and other contexts and can be broadly clustered into 
developmental theories and environmental impact theories of student learning and 
development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2014). 

The developmental theories of SAS concentrate on the individual-social-
psychological changes of students before, during, and after higher education, focusing 
on the cognitive, moral, psycho-social and identity development of late adolescence and 
early adulthood (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). These developmental theories are made 
up, for instance, of Perry’s stage theories, Baxter-Magolda’s identity development theory, 
and Gilligan’s moral development as well as Chickering’s vector model of college student 
development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). According to these theories, the SAS focus 
on student development in all its facets emphasises the students’ development towards 
achieving autonomy and independence, theorising the intra- and inter-personal factors that 
are affected by living and learning influences and their interplay (Hamrick et al., 2002). 

The environmental impact theories of student success broaden the scope of impact 
on student development from intra-psychic and inter-social to include the contextual, thus 
making student development a shared responsibility between environmental impacts and 
students. Agency for success is in each student where the site of development occurs, but 
also, and critically so, foregrounds the environmental and contextual factors into which the 
student is embedded. The environmental impact theorists of student success, comprising 
Tinto, Astin, Pascarella, Weidman, Kuh and others, all focus on the interplay of at least 
three influences that impact on a meaningful educational experience, albeit with different 
emphasis: (1) personal-cognitive resources of the students; (2) institutional-teaching-
learning inputs; and (3) familial-social influences and social norms, into which the students’ 
learning and development experiences are embedded. These three sets of influences need 
to converge to support the success of higher education and the success of students. 

Astin (1993, 1996) proposed the Input-Environment-Outcome (I‑E‑O) model, based 
on Kurt Lewin’s famous equation of B=F(PxE) – stating that behaviour is the result of 
the interaction of the person with her/his environment.  Astin’s (1977) notion of ‘student 
involvement’ along with Tinto’s ‘student retention’ (1997, 1998) highlight the critical 
importance of students’ connectedness, integration, and inclusion into communities of 
learning, all of which are key determinants of persistence and retention (Mannan, 2007; 
Hamrick et al., 2002). In Astin’s model, the ‘E’ includes all staff, students, practices and 
policies, institutional cultures, and social contexts that impact on the student. Astin 
famously declared that “students learn by being involved” (Astin, 1985, p. 133) in the living 
and learning experience. 

Tinto’s integrative model has been described as “the most influential model” of 
environmental impact theories (McCubbin, 2003, p. 1). It highlights the students’ inter
action with the university context and coined the now ubiquitously used concept of 
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‘learning communities’, thus firmly shifting the focus towards the complimentary 
relationship between social integration and academic integration of students as fundamental 
to student success, including the critical role that student living contexts play (Mannan, 
2007; Tinto, 2014; Schreiber, Luescher & Moja, 2019). Tinto (1993, p.12) described his 
“integrative model” as primarily “sociological” in that students’ intentions are continuously 
shaped by academic and social structures. In a study by McCubbin (2003), the correlation 
between integration and student success was less convincing for mature and returning 
students, but the relevance of integration for first time entering student has been firmly 
established (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Kuh et al., 2005, 2009, 2010; Strydom et al., 2017). 

Weidman (1984, 1989) expanded on Astin’s and Tinto’s models and included formal 
and informal influences of family and community as critical contributors to student success 
and termed these “undergraduate socialisation factors” (Weidman, 1989, p. 299). Weidman 
(1989) emphasised the synergy of micro and macro factors including factors beyond the 
ambit of the higher education institution, including society’s role in student success.

Kuh (2005, 2009, 2010) seminally theorised and researched student engagement that 
has become the global measure of integration of students in their learning environment 
(Trowler,  2010; Coates, 2007). Student engagement, although critiqued for focusing on 
higher education institution-centric engagement practices (Trowler & Schreiber,  2020), 
has become a strong correlate of student success (Trowler, 2010; Coates, 2007). It is 
the interactions with academic staff (i.e. professors, lecturers, and teaching support), 
peers, and with the out-of-class experience that are reliable correlates of student success 
(Kuh et al., 2005, 2010). Some of the expansions of student engagement include the 
notions of oppositional engagement (Altbach et al., 2010; Trowler & Schreiber, 2020; 
Case,  2007; Luescher, 2017, 2018) that include discussions of oppositional behaviours, 
which nonetheless are behaviours and intentions that connect with the wider living and 
learning context. 

Researchers from South Africa have shown that the experiences of alienation play 
a critical negative role in student persistence (Carolissen & Kiguwa, 2018; Case 2007). 
Scott (2009, p. 27), remarking on the South African higher education context, highlights 
that a “co-ordinated approach” is required and Lange (in Swingler, 2018, n.p.) states that 
“the interface between students’ psychosocial and academic worlds is mediated by several 
services and infrastructures that are not in sync, and some of which operate as if the others 
did not exist”. 

Carollissen and Kiguwa (2018) highlight the importance of ‘belonging’ as a critical 
factor in theorising about student experience and student persistence and the role of 
alienation is also cited as a critical factor by others (Bozalek & Boughey, 2012; Davids, 2020). 
More broadly, the United Nations Human Development Reports point towards factors in 
the context of the student’s life, including social norms, home life, safety and security, access 
to amenities and technology (UNDP, 2020) as critical in shaping a conducive environment 
for male and particularly female students’ success.
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Methodology
The purpose of this study has been to gather and explore responses of SAS practitioners 
and professionals on how Covid‑19 impacted their ability to respond to factors that 
affect student learning and development during the pandemic, and the extent to which 
they engaged in university decision-making and supported students. Through the lens of 
systemic-environmental impact theories, we seek to understand the factors that impact on 
SAS to support student development. For this purpose, our research employed a survey 
and online questionnaire, designed in Qualtrics, with a combination of closed response 
questions and open text answers. The quantitative data was analysed in SPSS (Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences) producing descriptive statistics, and the qualitative 
responses were explored using content and thematic analysis in NVivo. 

Sampling and sample

Survey respondents were sourced by virtual snowball sampling, also called chain sampling, 
chain-referral, or referral sampling (Creswell, 2013), which is a nonprobability sampling 
technique. The sample generated is a non-random, non-representative but stratified 
convenience sample, and does not represent a statistically representative group.  This kind 
of sampling enabled us to seek information during extraordinary conditions, and to seek 
information from potentially hard-to-reach groups (see how to survey hard-to-reach 
populations at https://inclusivegrowth.be/downloads/output/ms87-m20-5-hard-to-
survey-groups.pdf and surveying non-random and non-representative samples at http://
www.sociology.org.uk/notes/SocShortcuts_methods16.pdf). This kind of sampling enables 
theory development and hypothesis development rather than hypothesis testing. We aimed 
to generate hypothesis and to generate theory, describe and compare data to gain insights, 
based on the data, rather than making statistically reliable generalisations. 

In our case, potential respondents were sourced via virtual social and professional 
networks, via emailing and via acquaintance pathways. Email was the primary mode of 
communication when initially contacting processional associations, who were encouraged 
to engage their members and share the request to participate with them. Other distribution 
avenues were SAS personal and professional national and global networks and acquaintance 
pathways where colleagues were asked to complete the survey and forward the request to 
others. Social media was used (Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter) to further the potential reach 
of the survey. This method facilitated rapid responses that reached a level deemed adequate 
for statistical purposes and for meaningful interpretation (Goodman, 2011; Salganik & 
Heckathorn, 2004). This allowed us to reach regions that may not have responded well to 
postal services and assisted where the list and identity of participants was unclear (Baltar & 
Brunet, 2012; Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004). 

One potential limitation of this method is that although it increases participation, bias 
might be towards participants who comfortably use online media, neglecting responses 
from subjects who are either not using online media readily or do not have access to online 
media as might be the case in some areas where Wi‑Fi is fragile or only intermittently 
available, or are otherwise prevented from participating in online data gathering.

https://inclusivegrowth.be/downloads/output/ms87-m20-5-hard-to-survey-groups.pdf
https://inclusivegrowth.be/downloads/output/ms87-m20-5-hard-to-survey-groups.pdf
http://www.sociology.org.uk/notes/SocShortcuts_methods16.pdf
http://www.sociology.org.uk/notes/SocShortcuts_methods16.pdf
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Sample

The realised sample were 781 SAS practitioners who responded, either in full or in parts, 
to the online questionnaire, completed the consent form, and closed their responses, thus 
consenting and including themselves in the survey. The respondents hail from the following 
regions, as identified from their IP address (Table 1). The researchers used UNESCO (2018) 
and the International Association of Student Affairs and Services (IASAS) geographical 
regions as the primary guide to world regions. For the purpose of global comparison, 
these UNESCO regions have been used widely and yet pose complex challenges around 
misrepresentations of cultural or political homogeneity in these regions (see footnote in 
the introduction of this article). The 118 responses from across the vast African continent 
discourage reliance on statistical confidences, but nonetheless enable theorising about 
the data. 

Table 1: Respondents by World Region

Region Number of respondents 

Africa 118

Asia 144

Europe 207

Middle East 35

Oceania 108

North America 149

Latin America and Caribbean 20

Total 781

Table 1 shows that inter-regional comparison is possible because in all regions there 
are more than 100 responses, except Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) and the 
Middle East. 

The respondents were asked about their professional seniority/position in SAS. 
Figure 1 illustrates the relative positions and/or seniority of respondents. Titles and 
organisational conceptualisations/structures vary widely globally, and variation is evident 
in the data. Although not everyone completed this question, most respondents (47%) 
identified as mid-level to senior SAS managers. The next largest grouping of respondents 
(39%) were officers or in entry-level positions. The smallest percentage (14%) were the 
most senior SAS position in their institution. 
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Figure 1: Respondents by seniority/position

In addition to asking about seniority/position, we asked the respondents about the number 
of years they have been working in SAS. Table 2 below shows how the African sample 
compares to the rest of the regions in terms of years of experience working in SAS. Overall, 
the African respondents, as well as respondents from Asia, have been working slightly fewer 
years than those in other world regions. 

Table 2: Respondents by number of years working in Student Affairs

Africa Asia Europe
Middle 
East Oceania

North 
America LAC Total

1-5 46% 50% 30% 9% 34% 15% 25% 34%

6-10 21% 24% 21% 26% 23% 11% 25% 21%

11-15 13% 12% 19% 35% 11% 26% 17% 17%

>15 20% 14% 30% 30% 32% 48% 33% 28%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100.0%

Data collection and analysis

As noted above, data was collected via an online questionnaire, which contained a total of 
53 questions. They were made up of (1) nine questions dealing with SAS decision-making 
in higher education institutions in the context of Covid‑19; (2) four questions on SAS 
engagement with pandemic related issues; (3) three questions on the pandemic’s financial 
implications; (4) three questions on predictions of how the pandemic will affect SAS. The 
questionnaire included eight questions on residence halls/student accommodation, eight 
questions on working online and instittuaional preparation, three questions on engagement 
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and communication with students, and seven questions on the impact on particular student 
groups. Demographic questions were included at the end. Not all questions needed 
answering and a variety of question types were included such as closed choice options 
(most using Likert scale), open-ended questions, ranking and graded questions (e.g., full, 
partial, no/none). The survey was open for one month (May, 2020). 

The data results were statistically analysed using SPSS, which offered the use of statistical 
functions, including frequency tables, cross-tabulation and a granulated examination of data, 
with special emphasis on data from African responses. Text responses were exported into 
the qualitative data analysis program NVivo. We then coded the open-ended responses 
using this software for thematic analysis. 

Ethics

The research methodology and all written materials (i.e. informed consent form, 
questionnaire, project outline) were submitted to the institutional review board of the 
American University of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates (which is the home institution of 
one research team member) which granted full research ethics approval on 29 April 2020. 

Limitations

Creswell discusses the inherent limitations in online surveys (Creswell, 2013). Online 
surveys, by definition, only include those who have access to the survey which may bias 
the sample. However, given that the situation around Covid‑19 presented challenges 
around paper responses, we opted for this avenue for data collection and are noting 
the non-representation of this sample. In terms of using countries and continents as 
respondents’ identifier it may have been preferable to use countries to capture richer and 
more textured data. However, low sample size per country compromised this option. 

Results of the Global SAS-Covid‑19 Research: Spotlight on Africa
The coronavirus pandemic has compelled universities around the continent and the world 
to send their students home and, in most cases, switch to some form of emergency remote 
teaching. Over a remarkably short period of time, academics and SAS professionals devised 
creative ways to deliver learning and support to students (Schreiber et al., 2020). However, 
what could not be fixed in many cases in the emergency remote teaching and learning 
model were stubborn social-public infrastructure and mobile network insufficiencies, 
substantial social-cultural inequities and social-community environments that are not 
conducive to learning and, in some cases, present barriers to learning. With African 
responses to this global Covid‑19 survey as the focus, we concentrate in on these questions 
that deal with the systemic context of student learning and development during Covid‑19. 
The data from ‘Africa’ is not viewed as statistically sufficient nor significantly representative 
to allow confident generalisations, but rather, offer an avenue to understand and illuminate 
the issues around responses to Covid‑19. The insights gleaned from the data are discussed 
below. In addition, a more textured comparison of Africa with the other five regions of 
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the world is beyond the scope of this article, but will be the focus of other publications 
emanating from this global research. 

The impact of Covid‑19 on different student groups

Covid‑19 impacted on a number of student groups more severely than others. Figure 2 
shows a word cloud of the open responses from SAS practitioners across Africa of which 
students were the most affected. At the centre and with the most frequent response were 
‘poor students’ (14), followed by ‘rural students’ (8) and ‘students with special needs’  (7), 
such as students with disabilities and mental health challenges (5). Also specially impacted 
were students with no internet access at home (5), no devices (like tablet or laptops) (5) and 
those who remained on campus to study because their home situations were not conducive 
to learning (3). Other special student groups mentioned by African SAS practitioners were 
international students (4) and other students who studied far from home (5). 

Figure 2: Most affected student groups in Africa (N=56)

The African responses show interesting variations from the complete global sample. In 
both samples, ‘poor students’, ‘students with special needs’, and ‘rural students’ feature 
prominently. However, much more prominent in the global sample than in the African one 
is the group of ‘international students’ and especially ‘Chinese and other Asian students’ 
who have been affected greatly. In addition, in the global sample ‘students who work to pay 
for their studies’ and have lost their employment due to lockdown featured significantly, 
whereas this category of students is entirely absent in the African responses. 

Mitigating the financial impact and enhancing online access

Given the widespread observation that poorer students have been more affected by 
Covid‑19, a great deal of focus went to mitigating the financial impact. Whereas many 
universities in other parts of the world refunded students for costs such as student housing, 
tuition, and other fees including parking, in Africa, universities provided much less frequent 
financial relief to students by means of refunds (see Figure 3). This might well be due to 
the funding models at African institutions where government bursaries fund university 
costs and thus a refund would not go directly to the student but would be reimbursed to 
governments (see, for instance, the South African National Student Financial Aid Scheme 
funding model,  [NSFAS, 2020]). 



B. Schreiber, T.M. Luescher et al: Student Affairs and Services during Covid‑19 in Africa …   11

Figure 3:  Providing financial relief by means of refunds (N=663)

As Figure 3 shows,  African universities rather mitigated the impact of Covid‑19 financially 
by providing more directed financial relief to students (such as transport funds, funds for 
data and online devices, etc.; see Figure 4) than seen globally. 

Figure 4:  Enhancing students’ remote online access (N=663)

In the context of Covid‑19-related lockdowns and other restrictions, African universities 
helped their students with transport money at about the level seen elsewhere in the world. 
However, African universities provided much more frequently than elsewhere in the world 
direct and targeted support to enhance remote online access to students who needed such 
support. This they did primarily by means of (1) increasing their institutional internet 
bandwidth; and (2) negotiating reduced data costs or a zero-rating for their websites and 
learning platforms; (3) procuring laptops and other learning devices for needy students; and 
(4) by directly providing data to students. In this respect, being mindful of the observation 
that poor students and students in remote and rural areas were the most affected (see 
Figure 2 above), African universities focused their (financial assistance) on these students to 
enhance their access to learning. This is in line with the social justice mandate of universities 
and SAS in particular (Schreiber, 2014), where access to learning for particularly vulnerable 
groups is foregrounded. 
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An essential partner in decision-making and service delivery

Overall, when asked whether Student Affairs was considered “a key player in institutional 
decision-making” during the pandemic, 77% of African practitioners agreed or strongly 
agreed (which is comparable to similar levels elsewhere). Overall, slightly less frequently 
than the rest of the world, certain SAS services were declared essential (67% Africa vs. 
76% rest of the world). Figure 5 shows the variation between different services and 
world regions.

Figure 5:  Student Affairs essential services (N=288)

Figure 5 shows interesting variation. Firstly, it is evident that a similar range of SAS services 
were declared as ‘essential services’ during the national lockdowns across the world. Of 
those, globally and in Africa, the top three essential services were: counselling, academic 
support and health-related services. A thought-provoking variation in the data is that in 
Africa, student accommodation and related catering and retail services were considerably 
less frequently declared essential than elsewhere in the world. Conversely, academic support 
was mentioned slightly more frequently as an essential service in African universities than 
in the rest of the world.

Innovative responses, mistakes and challenges

The respondents also indicated many innovative ways in which they managed Covid‑19 
that can be grouped into six categories as indicated in Figure 6.

Figure 6 illustrates that SAS practitioners in Africa found the rapid move towards 
online provision of teaching and learning, student development, and support services a 
most innovative way of responding to the threat of Covid‑19. Existing e‑platforms were 
used as well as other ways to reach students. Respondents also mentioned a number 
of social media and communication platforms including Teams, WhatsApp, Zoom for 
interactive life communication as well as email and other social media for communication. 
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Another frequently noted category of innovative responses relates to the institutional 
lockdown itself and related initiatives, such as the immediate deep cleaning and fumigation 
of campuses, organising travel for students, and implementing working from home policies 
for staff to continue work. African SAS staff also considered the responses to enhance equal 
online access (noted above in Figure 4) as innovative responses, such as providing devices 
and data to students who needed such, and communicating frequently and transparently 
using multiple platforms and addressing various constituencies, including staff, students, 
specific student populations, and student organisations.

Figure 6: � Innovative ways of responding to the pandemic in 
African universities (N=99)

Moreover, African universities offered public health services of various kinds. SAS staff 
particularly noted: the dissemination of health-related information, using university 
facilities for quarantine, training health workers, keeping the campus clinics open, and 
offering medical students as health volunteers. Finally, there were management-related 
innovations such as reorganising workstreams to suit an online work environment, and 
establishing coordinated task teams including a central ‘Covid‑19 response room’. 

Correspondingly, mistakes were identified by respondents. African SAS practitioners’ 
coded responses particularly mentioned mistakes with respect to consultation and involve
ment in decision-making of students and staff. In the case of students, this caused resistance 
with respect to the implementation of some decisions and delays in the adoption of online 
learning in some cases. With respect to staff, an argument was that SAS mid-level staff 
should have been more involved. Institutional ‘mistakes’ were also noted with respect to the 
IT infrastructure of the institution; the eLearning platform’s fragility and crashing due to 
overload; staff not being sufficiently trained; and communication not always being adequate. 

It is especially these responses of ‘mistakes made’ that contributed to the development of 
the systemic-contextual model of SAS presented here. For example, one respondent noted 
that: “Only post grads, post docs and the academic research community can successfully 
work from home. Most people can’t, due to numerous socio-economic and even socio- 
psychological issues.”

This quote draws attention to the socio-economic challenges (of household level 
poverty) and socio-psychological issues (of personal, familial and communal factors) 
involved in determining whether the home is conducive to learning and working from 
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home. Added to this comes a comment on ‘mistakes made’ from another respondent 
who points to the macro infrastructure challenges confronting students at home: “What 
we could call a mistake is actually a societal problem that is related to power supply and 
connectivity to the internet; these serve as bottlenecks to accessing the eLearning by some 
students.” Both these responses from participants point directly to the role of influences 
beyond the institution that are critical in enabling or presenting barriers to student success. 

Discussion 
The higher education sector has been shaken by the Covid‑19 pandemic and supporting 
the institutions and students across Africa has been an unprecedented challenge. SAS 
has been instrumental in a variety of ways in responding to and mitigating the impact 
of Covid‑19 on the learning and development context, by supporting the change to 
virtual learning, providing digital access and support for online learning competencies, 
maintaining safe spaces on campuses conducive to learning and development, reaching 
out to rural students and supporting poor students, offering personal, academic, and social 
counselling and health care, and responding swiftly and innovatively to the various needs of 
students and the institution. 

The data reveal a compelling relationship between SAS and the systemic-contextual 
factors and their impact on student success. The factors that impact on student learning 
and development include the personal domain of students, the sociocultural milieu into 
which they are embedded, the university at which they are enrolled, and the public macros 
structures which support basic services and functions. SAS is organisationally, conceptually 
and practically integrated into institutional processes, especially the teaching, living and 
learning spaces, and this makes the SAS mediation of academic-disciplinary process for 
student learning particularly relevant. 

Figure 7 summarises the discussion and represents the factors explored in this study. 
The authors assert that individual student development is the result of the dynamic 
interplay of four ‘systems’ or ‘domains’ that are interrelated. These include (1) personal: 
internal intra-personal factors (such as motivation, intelligence, persistence, optimism, and 
‘grit’ (Wilson-Strydom, 2017); (2) sociocultural: the family and social-cultural milieu 
including social norms, beliefs, and cultural practices; (3) academic-faculty: living and 
learning experience, institutional culture and practices, teaching and learning frameworks, 
epistemological access, SAS is closely related to this factor, and (4) public: macro systems, 
including basic service infrastructure such as electricity, water, shelter, health, safety, internet 
access, etc. 

SAS is centrally involved, albeit to different degrees and in different ways, in mediating 
these four systems/domains to enable, facilitate and improve the learning experience of 
the student. The SAS mediates, mitigates, facilitates and improves these domains’ impact 
on the students’ (and institutional) success.  The student, centrally located and sandwiched 
amongst these systems, navigates these domains and SAS is a key supportive role player in 
this navigations process. 
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Each factor is mediated differently by SAS, overlaps and often is jointly impacted by 
SAS. For instance: the SAS and academic-faculty influence on student learning is, in some 
institutions, closely related and integrated, is well-coordinated and aligned to synergise 
to enable conditions conducive to student learning and development, together shaping a 
learning and development context. Yet in other institutions, SAS mediates and facilitates 
student support ‘outside of academic processes’ to promote access for disability, facilitate 
learning programmes, and offer orientation and academic support programmes. SAS is 
involved in mediating the social-cultural domains of students by assisting minority students 
who may be exposed to social-cultural challenges, including gender-based difficulties, and 
by providing accommodation. SAS supports students on a personal basis, by offering health 
and counselling services. During Covid‑19, SAS was particularly active around support 
for public services, including access to Wi‑Fi and mobile devices, facilitating transport and 
offering safe spaces for students who lived in precarious contexts.

The theoretical dimensions, including the developmental theories and environmental-
impact theories, as well as insights from the survey, all integrate to give a holistic 
understanding of the SAS impact on different domains of student learning and development. 

(4)  
public 

domain

(2)  
socio-

cultural
domain

(1)  
personal 
domain

(3)  
academic-

faculty 
domain

SAS

Figure 7: � SAS’ Systemic-contextual Model for Student Success: 
The four systems/domains which SAS mediates and 
engages, in order to support students’ success

Four identified domains – the personal, social-cultural, public, and the academic-faculty 
domain – need to converge to support student persistence and success. SAS is centrally 
involved in mediating these four domains for students and mitigating any subverting 
influences the domains may have on students’ ability to persist and succeed in a meaningful 
learning and development experience. The four domains are simultaneously contextual, 
meaning that they shape the situation and environment, and also systemic, meaning that 
they dynamically and reciprocally impact each other (i.e., are not discreet but mutually 
influential). What emerges from the data is that SAS is critically involved, with varying 
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degrees and emphasis, depending on institution, context and sociocultural environment of 
the students, in mediating the living and learning context for students. 

The personal domain includes the personal characteristics, abilities, motivations, 
preparedness and resources that students bring towards their success. Examples include 
engagement (Kuh et al., 2005, Strydom et al., 2017), academic preparedness (Monnapula-
Mapesela, 2017), motivation and grit (Wilson-Strydom, 2017) which have been widely 
researched and are evidently linked to student success. 

The public domain includes the macro infrastructure, economic and political 
influences and factors, resources and provisions that are typically provided at public/
municipal/city level, including electricity, water, transport, health care, public order and 
safety, sanitation, and essential social services (UNDP, 2020). Included here are Wi‑Fi 
networks, even if provided by private corporations, as these rely on a myriad of public 
service functions listed here. These public service provisions are powerful influences on the 
student’s chance of success. 

The sociocultural domain refers to the social and cultural practices and attitudes, 
at community and family level, which include religious prescriptions, gender roles and 
expectations, and norms ranging from the explicit to the unspoken. These social and 
cultural values powerfully impact student success, and can either support and accelerate or 
present barriers. 

The academic-faculty domain is focused on the institutional learning and teaching 
strategies, the resources and institutional culture and practices, the size and shape of the 
learning environment and the academic engagement practices prevalent. The relational 
interplay of the various epistemological fields in higher education include the formal 
administrative, discursive-academic and informal experiential domains of students in their 
development and learning experience (Bernstein, 2000; Schreiber, 2013). Here, SAS is 
typically very powerfully influencing student success. 

These four domains – the personal, the public, the sociocultural and the academic-
faculty domain – are mediated by SAS in a variety of ways. The domains work 
synergistically, both negatively and positively, and the data reveals that SAS in Africa, with 
the onset of Covid‑19, is critically relevant in organising responses that mitigate these 
impacts to shape a more supportive context for student success. 

The data shows that SAS supported personal functioning of students (for instance by 
providing more and online counselling, etc.), mitigated the public service provision failure 
(for instance by providing free access and online mobile devices, etc.), compensated for 
sociocultural practices that were less conducive for studying (for instance by providing safe 
accommodation where communities and households had toxic influences on students, etc.), 
and facilitated learning (for instance, by offering tutorials and academic support, etc.). 

By using data from the survey, the relevance of SAS’s role and function vis-à-vis the 
personal, public, sociocultural, and academic-faculty impacts on students’ learning and 
development is demonstrated. Overall, SAS mediates the students’ experience which is 
nestled into these domains. SAS facilitates access, dilutes barriers, compensates for omissions 
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and augments the living and learning experience for students, thus advancing student 
success. The overarching social justice agenda of SAS, i.e. to level the playing field, to 
enable fairer conditions and to support more equitable access to educational experiences, is 
grounded in the SAS’s mediation of these four domains. 

The context beyond the university has never been more important than during 
Covid‑19 times, and this includes the macro public infrastructure, societal norms and 
practices, community-based structures and familial milieu, and all that makes an environ
ment more – or less – conducive to a meaningful learning experience. There is a strong 
association between higher education attainment levels and higher levels of social equity 
and human development (Peercy & Svenson, 2016; UNDP, 2020). Higher education is a 
tool for human development but ‘it takes a village’ – a community with functional structures 
and supportive social norms – to enable higher education to deliver on its promise. 

Conclusion
The analysis of the data in this research enabled insight into the domains that are mitigated 
by Student Affairs and Services (SAS) in order to support student success. From the role 
and function of SAS, which emerged so cogently during Covid‑19, we developed a 
systemic-contextual model of SAS for student success. 

SAS’s responses are unique, varied and tailored to compensate for the hindrances, 
explicit and invisible, systemic and situational, that students experience in their quest for a 
meaningful learning and development higher education experience. Particularly in Africa, 
the context is to varying degrees equipped to enable an environment conducive to student 
success. What emerges powerfully from this research is that it is precisely this context, 
including and beyond the higher education institutions, the sociocultural community, the 
familial milieu and the public domain into which the learning experience is embedded, 
that is particularly implicated in playing a significant role in student success. Universities 
are embedded into wider social and cultural communities and rely on family, community 
and public systems and it is these domains, together with the institutional and personal, that 
enable a context conducive to student success. African SAS theory development, based on 
empirical research, as is done in this article is urgently required to expand upon prevailing 
SAS theories and practices so that student success continues to be a significant national and 
continental development avenue. 

SAS’s influence on these factors that impact on student success is critical to sustained 
student success in Africa. Moreover, SAS needs to focus on equipping students to become 
social justice agents so that students themselves can powerfully impact on the personal, 
institutional, social, cultural and public influences on student success. Higher education 
offers a powerful learning and development experience for students and for this to be more 
meaningful, the four domains – the personal, the public, the sociocultural community and 
family milieu, and institutional – need to synergistically align to support student success. 
SAS plays a critical role in mitigating and harmonising these domains. 
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Abstract
This article reports the challenges of eLearning faced by under-resourced students in a Zambian public 
university during the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown. The article further examines the interventions made 
by the university to mitigate the challenges of eLearning faced by under-resourced students. The article 
is based on empirical data derived from an online closed- and open-ended questionnaire completed 
by 73 under-resourced students, and an interview with two university staff. The quantitative and 
qualitative data collected were analysed using descriptive statistics and thematic analysis respectively. 
The article provides evidence that under-resourced students encountered various challenges related to 
eLearning categorised under the following interlinked themes: technical, environmental, psychological, 
sociocultural, financial, and material. Lack of ICT facilities/devices (laptops, smartphones, tablets and 
desktops), internet, electricity, and support systems were the most critical barriers to eLearning. Findings 
further showed that the sampled university made efforts to mitigate the challenges faced by students 
during eLearning amid the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown. However, there were no focused interventions 
to specifically address the actual challenges under-resourced students encountered. Regrettably, this 
suggests that the needs of under-resourced students were overlooked. Thus, the authors suggest strategies 
universities should put in place to uphold the participation of all students during eLearning regardless 
of the circumstances. 

Keywords
Covid‑19 lockdown; eLearning; interventions; under-resourced students; university; Zambia

Introduction
On 18 March 2020, Zambia declared the Covid‑19 outbreak when the first two cases were 
confirmed (Cabinet Office Circular Minute of 2020-CO 7/6/2). The pandemic affected 
various sectors in the country. The education sector was one of the most affected as learning 
institutions were compelled to abruptly close down on 20 March 2020 (Hapompwe et al., 
2020; Mulenga & Marbán, 2020; Naciri et al., 2020; Sintema, 2020a). 
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To ensure continued learning, some universities opted to remain open by switching 
to eLearning (online learning) (Mulenga & Marbán, 2020). While this move was forward-
looking, in Zambia eLearning is generally not a popular mode of instruction because the 
education system is largely based on traditional face-to-face instruction. The unpopularity 
of eLearning is attributed to various challenges such as power outages, unreliable internet 
access and lack of eLearning devices by instructors and students. Internet access is also 
expensive and largely restricted to urban areas (Chola et al., 2020). Poor ICT (Information 
and Communication Technology) skills and unfavourable academic conditions at home are 
also serious challenges to eLearning (Chola et al., 2020; Hapompwe et al., 2020; Mulenga 
& Marbán, 2020; Sintema, 2020b). 

Studies conducted outside Zambia have revealed that students experienced challenges 
relating to eLearning during the Covid‑19 lockdown (Dube, 2020; Hussain, 2020; Kapasia 
et al., 2020; Kunju, 2020; Upoalkpajor & Upoalkpajor, 2020). The aforementioned challenges 
for effective eLearning were more prominent amongst under-resourced students. This is, 
amongst others, because they have limited access to essential educational resources which 
consequently derail their education (Krodel et al., 2008; Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Pawloski, 
2020). The desperate needs of these students become even more critical in times of emer
gencies such as the outbreak of Covid‑19. For instance, Upoalkpajor and Upoalkpajor 
(2020) reported that the impact of Covid‑19 was “…  severe for underprivileged families 
… causing intermittent learning’ (p. 25). As Dube (2020, p. 137) argues, it seems as though
eLearning “favours … well-privileged learners, thus, widening the gap between the poor 
and the rich …” 

In this article, an ‘under-resourced student’ is one who has limited or no access to 
certain resources to address a specific situation or negotiate a particular environment. 
Resources include finances, materials (pertinent instructional resources such as smartphones 
and computers); support systems (friends, family, and backup resources available to access in 
times of need); and mentors (any role model and highly proficient person such as a lecturer, 
ICT staff and student counsellor helping students get the most from their educational 
experience). The term under-resourced shall also refer to having inadequate resources, 
being poor and under-funded (Krodel et al., 2008; Payne, 2008). 

In Zambia, a number of studies relating to Covid‑19 vis-à-vis education have been 
conducted (Chola et al., 2020; Hapompwe et al., 2020; Mulenga & Marbán, 2020; Naciri 
et al., 2020; Sintema, 2020a). While some of these scholars (Hapompwe et al., 2020; Sintema, 
2020a) observed that under-resourced students experienced eLearning challenges during 
the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown, strikingly, none of them critically examined the specific 
challenges such students encountered. 

Therefore, the aim of this article is to report on the specific challenges of eLearning 
faced by under-resourced students amid the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown in a Zambian 
public university. Furthermore, the article examines interventions made by the sampled 
university to mitigate the challenges of eLearning faced by under-resourced students. The 
‘2020 Covid‑19 lockdown’ refers to the period between 20 March 2020 when learning 
institutions in Zambia were closed to mid-July 2020 when data collection for the current 
study was concluded. 
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This discussion is significant as it is expected to inform policy and practice on the 
actual experiences and challenges under-resourced students go through when it comes to 
eLearning at universities. The research may also provide insight into universities on how to 
appropriately respond to challenges faced by under-resourced students to ensure equity in 
education. The study may also contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the subject 
and stimulate interest for further research.

Literature Review
Studies on education during the Covid‑19 crisis are increasing. Although the specific 
objectives of the various studies differ, they generally focus on examining the impact of 
Covid‑19 on education, assessment and its various stakeholders – students, teachers, school 
administrators, families, etc (Hapompwe et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Sintema, 2020a; 
Upoalkpajor & Upoalkpajor, 2020). It is also apparent that the studies generally centre on 
examining the shift from the traditional face-to-face method of instruction to eLearning 
owing to the abrupt closure of learning institutions around the world (Naciri et al., 2020). 

Seemingly, however, fewer studies at international level (Kapasia et al., 2020; Kunju, 
2020) bring up the challenges that under-resourced students have encountered as learning 
institutions unexpectedly changed instruction from face-to-face to eLearning. There are 
examples, like a study conducted in India that assessed the impact of Covid‑19 lockdown 
on undergraduate and postgraduate students at various colleges and universities of West 
Bengal. Findings indicated that students faced challenges relating to eLearning like poor 
internet connectivity, unconducive study environments, stress, depression, and anxiety. 
Students from remote areas and marginalised sections of society, in particular, faced unique 
challenges, like being denied eLearning due to lack of electricity and poor internet 
connectivity. Consequently, it was recommended that interventions be created to provide 
space for studying amongst students from the vulnerable sections of society (Kapasia 
et al., 2020).

While the study by Kapasia et al. (2020) provides useful insights regarding eLearning 
during the Covid‑19 lockdown, amongst whom can be classified as under-resourced 
students, it does not go into much depth with regards to the detail of the specific challenges 
that this group of students faced. The current study therefore provides more insight into the 
discussion considering that it specifically focuses on under-resourced students in relation 
to the actual challenges of eLearning they encountered during the Covid‑19 lockdown 
in Zambia. 

Still in India, a survey was conducted amongst school students across the country 
to understand the consequences of the Covid‑19 lockdown on their studies and the 
challenges encountered with regards to exploring alternative modes of learning. Findings 
revealed that the abrupt closure of educational institutions negatively affected students, 
especially those from the Economically Weaker Section (EWS) of the country. Most EWS 
students were unable to explore eLearning resources due to lack of eLearning know-how 
and the inaccessibility of needful eLearning necessities such as smartphones and internet. 
Further, above 70 per cent of the participants indicated that they found eLearning 
challenging because they had never done it before, while 79 per cent stated that they 
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were uncomfortable with it (Kunju, 2020). Findings by Kapasia et al. (2020) and Kunju 
(2020) provide a good basis for understanding the contextual similarities and differences of 
eLearning during the Covid‑19 lockdown amongst different countries. 

In Africa, literature on Covid‑19 and education is gaining grounds (Dube, 2020; Hussain, 
2020; Upoalkpajor & Upoalkpajor, 2020). Generally, the literature provides evidence on the 
impact of Covid‑19 as well as lessons that have been learnt on the matter under scrutiny. 
The literature also focuses on the challenges that students and instructors encountered 
during the pandemic which include lack of appropriate resources for eLearning, unreliable 
internet connectivity, power outages, unfavourable learning environment, anxiety and stress, 
amongst others. The marginalised in society such as the under-resourced were the most 
affected. This is affirmed by scholars such as Dube (2020) who documents rural learners 
having been left out from learning as a result of lack of various means to access online 
learning in South Africa. These findings are echoed by Hussain (2020) who argues that 
the inevitable mode of instruction adopted by the Nigerian Federal Ministry of Education 
excluded the already vulnerable and disadvantaged students. 

Available literature on Covid‑19 and education in Zambia focuses on different areas 
with little attention paid to challenges under-resourced students encountered during the 
Covid‑19 lockdown (Chola et al., 2020; Mulenga & Marbán, 2020; Naciri et al., 2020; 
Sintema, 2020a). For example, Sintema (2020a) examined the views of teachers of science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) at a public secondary school on the 
probable effects of Covid‑19 on STEM education vis-a-vis performance of students in 
STEM subjects. Similarly, Hapompwe et al. (2020) investigated the impact of Covid‑19 
on grades 7, 9 and 12 learners’ national examinations academic performance following 
the premature closure of schools. Chola et al. (2020) assessed students’ perceptions towards 
eLearning amid the Covid‑19 pandemic through an online survey involving 210 Physics 
students at a medical university in Lusaka. Notably, what cuts across in the literature is the 
concern about many learners not accessing eLearning. 

The foregoing documented literature raises critical questions such as: ‘How should 
governments and universities ensure inclusion and equity for all learners during 
emergencies?’ ‘In what ways could the Zambian government ensure continuity of learning 
amongst the vulnerable and disadvantaged students in times of crisis?’ ‘What would be the 
best policies and practices to emancipate the marginalised groups in eLearning during 
emergencies such as Covid‑19 and beyond?’

Conceptual and Theoretical Underpinnings 
This study is framed by the concept of Inclusive Education (IE) which, in its most 
‘traditional’ conceptualisation, entails educational institutions that are made or transformed 
with the purpose of accommodating children with special needs (disabilities) and how 
they can adapt easily in the school environment (Florian, 2014; Schuelka, 2018; Schuelka 
et al.,  2020). From a broader perspective, IE is used to name the process of recognising and 
giving ‘support to the groups that are in any way marginalized’ (Petrović, 2013, p. 31). The 
broader view of IE looks at the diversity of students and how learning institutions could 
respond to these differences (Armstrong et al., 2010). 
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IE can therefore be defined as learning that upholds personal, academic, and professional 
development of all learners irrespective of their age, gender, language, economic status, 
disability, and other forms of differences. In this regard, learning institutions are called upon 
to transform education to meet the needs of the student, i.e. transforming the system to 
accommodate the student and not vice versa (Armstrong et al., 2010; Tomlinson, 2014; 
Schuelka, 2018). 

IE is anchored on the principle of ‘Education For All’ with the assumption that every 
learner has a right to equal and quality educational opportunities and benefits (Cobley, 
2018; UNESCO-IBE, 2016). The provision of quality education is in line with the fourth 
Sustainable Development Goal which emphasises inclusive and equitable quality education 
(Boeren, 2019). 

The practice of IE calls for an understanding that requires a continuous process which 
strives to sustain the participation of all students. It also aims at restructuring the cultures, 
policies, and practices in learning institutions as a response to the diversity of learners 
(Schuelka, 2018; Schuelka et al., 2020). Schuelka (2018) brings out success elements to 
effective implementation of inclusive education which include inclusive polices and legal 
support that promote high outcomes for all students; adequate and equitable distribution 
of school resources and facilities; sufficient teacher training in inclusive thinking and 
techniques; flexible curriculum that offers personalisation; and supportive leadership. 

Grimes (2010) developed a useful list of indicators to evaluate the level of inclusive 
education in Laos (Asia) that could be applied in other contexts. These indicators basically 
focus on vulnerable learners having a sense of belonging in a school; being supported 
by school staff and treated fairly; their voices valued; access to all lessons; and having a 
conducive environment to enable them to succeed in their learning. 

IE also calls for the “presence, participation, and achievement of all learners” (Booth & 
Ainscow, 2011; Messiou, 2017). This implies that learners must be in attendance and 
actively engage in learning in order to have a positive educational experience. Booth 
and Ainscow (2002, p.3) define participation in terms of collaborative learning in shared 
learning experiences with learners “being recognised, accepted and valued”. 

In addition to IE, this study was also framed by ideas advanced under the Critical 
Emancipatory Research (CER). The CER is associated with the critical theory established 
at the University of Frankfurt in the early 1920s. The CER has its “philosophical roots 
in several traditions such as Marx’s analysis of socio-economic conditions and class 
structure, Habermas’ notion of emancipatory knowledge and Freire’s transformative and 
emancipatory pedagogy” (Nkoane, 2013, p. 99). The aim of CER is not merely to explain 
or understand society but to transform it. The task of the researchers therefore is to 
challenge people in authority and uncover any repressive structures that suppress people 
and facilitate disparities (Patton, 2002). 

The CER also seeks to explain and encourage participation and to shape the world 
into a better place for all. To do so, CER researchers problematise “historical and social 
conditions of crisis, oppression, inequality and replace them with emancipatory ones” 
(Sinnerbrink, 2012, p. 370). The CER endeavours to ensure that no one is excluded from 
experiences that transform their lives while promoting inclusion, social justice, equality, and 
human rights. 
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IE and CER are both relevant to interrogate learning amongst under-resourced 
students amid the Covid‑19 lockdown due to the following reasons. First, the concept of 
IE and CER aim at ensuring that all categories of people, regardless of their vulnerability, 
have access to common provisions and equitably participate in experiences that can 
emancipate them (Grimes, 2010; Nkoane, 2013). Secondly, IE and CER both promote 
‘emancipatory’ values such as equity, social justice, inclusion and human rights amongst 
disenfranchised groups. Both frames therefore provide a valuable lens to ponder on the 
challenges of eLearning faced by under-resourced students during the Covid‑19 lockdown. 
Further IE and CER offer a frame to appreciate the ‘emancipatory’ interventions that could 
be made by the universities to ensure inclusive and equitable eLearning. 

Research Methodology
This research adopted a cross-sectional survey design which employed qualitative and 
quantitative methods of data collection, where data was collected and analysed at a specific 
point in time (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2017). 

A public university from Zambia was purposively sampled as it is one of the 
institutions that conducted eLearning during the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown. The sampling 
of participants in the study was done in collaboration with the student affairs and student 
counsellor officers. A list of 83 students who presented themselves as ‘under-resourced’ by 
virtue of having limited or no access to finances to meet their educational needs was availed 
to the researchers by the university. The student affairs and student counsellor officers 
revealed not having a ‘formal’ system in which the university captures under-resourced 
students. They pointed out that those that are classified as under-resourced usually present 
themselves to the office of the student affairs and student counsellor as such. The fact that 
the students present themselves to the aforesaid offices implies that the number of under-
resourced students could have been more than the 83 captured at the time of the study. 

This research employed two data collection methods namely, an online questionnaire 
created using ‘Google form’ and interviews. The online questionnaire link was sent to 
the 83 identified students through email, WhatsApp and Short Text Messages. Ultimately, 
73 students successfully participated. An online questionnaire was deemed an appropriate 
mode of data collection for the students because the study was conducted during the 2020 
Covid‑19 lockdown. 

The questionnaire contained closed- and open-ended questions. Closed-ended 
questions were used to collect biographical and quantifiable data such as the type of devices 
and online platforms used by the students during eLearning. The open-ended questions 
were used to collect qualitative data such as personal challenges related to eLearning 
experienced by participants during the lockdown.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted with staff in charge of students’ affairs (SISA) 
and a university student counsellor (USC). The two participated in the study by virtue 
of being custodians of information on under-resourced students. The interview with the 
SISA and USC focused on obtaining data such as the challenges reported to the university 
on eLearning by the under-resourced students and how the institution responded to the 
challenges. The face-to-face interviews were a suitable mode of data collection because 
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they provided the researchers with an opportunity to gain an in‑depth understanding on 
the subject under investigation. 

The quantitative data collected through the online questionnaire was analysed using 
descriptive statistics and presented in figures and tables. The qualitative data collected 
through the questionnaire and the face-to-face interview was manually analysed by reading 
through the data repeatedly; coding and categorising it into themes. The analysed data was 
presented and interpreted in line with the objectives of the study, the literature review, and 
conceptual and theoretical underpinnings.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the quantitative findings, the questionnaire 
was reviewed by experts and piloted while the trustworthiness of the qualitative data was 
achieved through member checking, an extensive discussion of the results, and use of 
verbatim quotes obtained from the interviews and questionnaires. The findings were also 
triangulated through the use of two methods of data collection and the involvement of two 
categories of participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles were adhered to by obtaining permission from the sampled university 
to carry out the research focusing on under-resourced students. Consent was obtained 
from the participants and they were informed of their voluntary participation and right to 
withdraw from the study. Confidentiality was taken care of by not exposing details of any 
participant and the sampled institution. Furthermore, no financial benefits were offered to 
participate in the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Findings and Discussion
This section presents and discusses the findings of the study. It commences with the 
biographical data of the students followed by the rest of the findings under two headings 
derived from the study objectives. 

Biographical data of participants 

Table 1: Distribution of participants from each school by gender

Faculty/School Number of participants

Gender

M F

Education 14 07 07

Agriculture & Natural Sciences 05 02 03

Social Sciences 05 03 02

Business Studies 05 02 03

Science, Engineering & Technology 41 32 09

Medicine & Health Sciences 03 01 02

Totals 73
46 

(63%)
27 

(37%)
Source: Field data (July 2020)
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As indicated in the table, more males (63%) than females (37%) participated in the study 
(Table 1). This was expected because the list of under-resourced students obtained from 
the university from which the participants were drawn contained more males than females. 
As highlighted in the methodology, under-resourced students present themselves to the 
university in order to be identified as such. Therefore, two questions arise: Could it be that 
males are more prone to vulnerability than their female counterparts? Are females shy to be 
identified as under-resourced? These questions still require further interrogation. 

Objective 1: Challenges of eLearning faced by students

To contextualise the major findings of the study, results on participants’ involvement in 
eLearning before and during the lockdown are examined. Thereafter, eLearning platforms 
and devices used by participants during the lockdown are presented and discussed.

Students’ involvement in eLearning before and during the lockdown

Most of participants (79%) compared to a few (21%) reported that they had never been 
involved in eLearning before the lockdown (Figure 1). This raises a question as to why 
eLearning is under-utilised in the sampled university. This is despite the fact that the 
sampled university has basic on‑campus internet and eLearning facilities. This calls for 
further research. 

Figure 1: � Students’ involvement in eLearning before the lockdown 
(Source: Field data, July 2020)

Almost all the students (95%) were involved in eLearning during the lockdown while 5 per 
cent reported not being involved (See Figure 2). Students who participated in eLearning 
reported different levels of involvement with 33 per cent indicating that they were ‘very 
involved’ to ‘involved’ compared to 62 per cent who were ‘rarely’ to ‘very rarely’ involved. 
For the 5 per cent of students who reported not being involved in eLearning, the findings 
suggested that they were eager to participate but excluded due to various challenges to be 
discussed in the subsequent section.
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Figure 2: � Students involvement in eLearning during the lockdown 
(Source: Field data, July 2020)

Figure 3: � eLearning platforms used during the lockdown 
(Source: Field data, July 2020)

Findings (Figure 3) showed that the most frequently used eLearning platform was 
WhatsApp (41%) followed by Zoom (21%) with Moodle (the official institutional 
eLearning platform) being the least (4%). Most students stated that they preferred to use 
WhatsApp because they were familiar with its features and because it was reasonably 
affordable when it came to data bundle usage. This finding is similar to other study results 
(Cetinkaya, 2017; Mulenga & Marbán, 2020; Suardika et al., 2020; Susilo, 2014) that showed 
WhatsApp as an emerging valuable educational tool in other educational set‑ups. This is 
especially for under-resourced students, who may only have smartphones and low data 
availability. 

Moodle was the least preferred platform because students reported not being familiar 
with it.  This reveals gaps in the training the university offered to its students. The students 
also indicated having some difficulties accessing Moodle due to technical challenges such 
as poor internet connectivity. 
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To access eLearning, students used various electronic devices which included smart-
phones (89%), laptops (7%), desktops (3%) and tablets (1%). This finding aligns with Chola 
et.al. (2020) who found smartphones to be the most frequently utilised devices amongst 
students at a private university in Zambia. Worth noting is that many students (78%) 
reported borrowing devices from parents, siblings, friends, and other relatives, confirming 
the struggles under-resourced students encounter in their learning (Krodel et al., 2008). 

E‑learning challenges 

Four interlinked themes regarding challenges of eLearning experienced by under-
resourced students during the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown were identified as illustrated in 
Figure 4. 

eLearning  
challenges  
faced by  

under-resourced 
students

Technical

Environmental

Psychological  
& 

Structural

Financial 
& 

Materials

Figure 4: �Themes on challenges of eLearning 
(Source: Field data, July 2020)

Theme 1: Environmental challenges 

Environmental challenges were reported in the form of crowded homes, noisy locations, 
lack of internet and electricity provision. Overcrowded homes hindered the success of 
students’ eLearning in the sense that they could not secure privacy to effectively participate 
in the lessons. Furthermore, some family members were reported doing different activities 
such as playing loud music, and children playing around during lessons. Some students 
further lamented that the locality of their homes was near the marketplaces where there 
were various noisy activities. A student lamented:

Home is not a convenient place to do e‑learning due to so many disturbances … so much activity 
happening at home … (Male Participant 20) 
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Another participant also complained:

… my neighbourhood is too noisy to concentrate. (Female Participant 31)

Students coming from remote parts of Zambia complained that they were not connected to 
the power grid and internet which completely cut them off from accessing eLearning and 
important information. The affected students stated finding various means to access online 
lessons and important information pertaining to their studies. For instance, a student said 
they had to travel to the nearest place in order to access internet and power, as stated below: 

I stay in a remote area where there is no power, no internet. The nearest place where I can find 
internet and power is about 10 to 12 kilometres. This made it very difficult for me to participate 
in online learning … (Male Participant 18)

The finding that students were cut off from eLearning due to lack of power and internet 
connectivity coincides with results established in India where students were reported to 
have been excluded from accessing eLearning due to similar reasons (Kunju, 2020; Kapasia 
et al., 2020).

Theme 2: Financial and material challenges 

Findings on financial and material challenges to eLearning included inaccessibility to learning 
materials and lessons due to lack of eLearning devices, data bundles and non-payment of 
tuition fees. According to the policy of the sampled university, each student was expected 
to meet at least the 50 per cent payment of tuition fees before accessing the institutional 
eLearning platform (Moodle).

The finding that students lacked the necessary eLearning devices confirms the high 
number of students who used borrowed devices. Findings also affirm the negative financial 
impact the pandemic had on under-resourced families where one student reported a parent 
having no source of income due to the Covid‑19 lockdown, as indicated in the subsequent 
quotation. This finding is in line with Upoalkpajor and Upoalkpajor’s (2020) study results 
which indicated that the impact of Covid‑19 was severe for underprivileged families. 

E‑learning for me was a big challenge because my father did not manage to pay my fees. He has 
not been paid his salary because the bar where he was working from closed due to coronavirus. 
This prevented me from accessing Moodle where most materials were uploaded by the lecturers. 
(Male Participant 3)

It raises serious concerns that such students were further disadvantaged from the most basic 
mode of instruction due to unpaid fees. The university could have devised considerate 
means of collecting fees.

The foregoing finding was affirmed by the SISA who had the following to say:

There are a good number of under-resourced students who could not afford a smartphone … Some 
students deferred their exams due to financial challenges … 
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Theme 3: Technical challenges 

Technical issues consisting of power outages, poor internet connectivity, lack of computer 
skills and absence of effective institutional support systems were reported as barriers to 
eLearning. In terms of load shedding, one of the students had the following to say: 

There is serious load shedding in our area because power goes even for three days and sometimes, 
we only have it in the night … e‑learning is conducted during the day, so I missed out a lot. At 
least our friends from well to do families use generators … (Female Participant 7)

Technical challenges in relation to poor internet connectivity was affirmed by the SISA 
who reported that the university received numerous calls from students on the failure to 
access Moodle due to poor internet connectivity as indicated in the excerpt below: 

As a university, we received many calls from students reporting challenges to access Moodle due 
to poor internet. 

Students also reported lack of technical skills as a barrier to effective eLearning. They 
also indicated ineffective and inefficient institutional support systems whenever they 
encountered technical challenges. A participant complained: 

… I reported my challenges through the contact numbers given but no help was given by the
university … they always said if your friends are managing how are you failing, which was a very 
unfair statement. (Female Participant 71)

Owing to the foregoing, it appears that the under-resourced students received little 
institutional help to mitigate challenges they encountered during eLearning. This is against 
the principles of inclusive learning which advocate for the provision of equitable access to 
education by all students (Schuelka, 2018). Considering the situation, the institution could 
have put in a place an effective 24/7 call centre to address technical challenges. 

Theme 4: Psychological and sociocultural challenges

Psychological and sociocultural challenges is another theme that emerged from the findings 
encompassing stress, anxiety, isolation, inadaptability to change and household chores. 
Stress, anxiety, and isolation were linked to the various challenges students encountered. 
For example, some students were anxious as they could not access materials and important 
information posted on Moodle. Other students also reported stress especially towards the 
final examinations because they had missed some lessons. In some cases, students expressed 
feelings of isolation because of unreliable and inconsistent mentors and support systems. 

Many students also found it difficult to adapt from face-to-face to eLearning which 
confirms previous findings that many students find it challenging to adjust to eLearning 
(Xu & Jaggars, 2013). This difficulty to adapt could be attributed to the fact that the 
majority of the students had never been involved in eLearning and lacked the necessary 
technical know-how. For example, two students stated: “To be honest, I don’t like online 
learning” (Female Participant 71) and “We should just open school and learn physically …” 
(Male Participant 11). These students’ sentiments were corroborated by the SISA who had 
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the following to say: “most students were used to having face-to-face classes, and suddenly 
changing to online learning proved to be very difficult for them to adapt …”’

In some cases, students were distracted from eLearning as they were expected to do 
some house chores during lessons. This was mostly reported by female students who had to 
engage in various domestic activities such as cooking and taking care of young siblings. For 
instance, a participant had the following to say:

Learning from home is challenging especially for a girl-child, we have to work, cook, and run the 
house in absence of mom, in short, a lot of duties to attend to. (Female participant 29)

The above finding is echoed by Chola et al. (2020) who indicated that females could be 
disadvantaged when it comes to eLearning. However, they did not ascertain the actual 
factors that made them disadvantaged. Kakumbi et al. (2016) add that the girl-child in 
Zambia is culturally expected to do various household chores which stands as a barrier 
to her education. In line with the CER, there is a need to liberate the girl child from 
oppressive cultural beliefs and practices and replace them with emancipatory ones which 
advocate for inclusion, social justice, equality and human rights (Sinnerbrink, 2012, p. 370).

Objective 2: Interventions by university authorities to mitigate challenges 

In order to have a broader perspective of the interventions that were put in place to miti
gate the eLearning challenges encountered by under-resourced students, participants were 
asked to submit their responses. Most students (92%) reported that the university did not 
put in place any particular intervention to mitigate the challenges they encountered during 
eLearning. However, some of them mentioned the free 100  megabytes (MB) bundles 
provided to all students to enable them to access Moodle, while others talked of the contact 
numbers they were given to call in case of technical challenges. For example, a student 
lamented: “… nothing, the only notable thing I noticed was providing a number from the ICT 
Department for challenges with Moodle and free 100 MB bundles” (Male Participant 19). 

It is also important to note that the students lamented that the 100 MB offer was not 
adequate to access all lessons in all courses, especially when it came to downloading big 
files. One wonders how the allocated MB were arrived at. 

The SISA and USC confirmed the submissions by the students on the interventions 
put in place by the university and added the following: Unlimited access to Moodle 
following partnership with a local mobile network provider; offering educational tablets 
(Edu Tabs) on credit; video lessons on how to use Moodle; giving students three chances 
to upload quiz responses on Moodle in case of failure on first or second attempt; and a 
24‑hour duration for writing and uploading examination answer scripts for each course.

The researchers observed that the offer of unlimited access to Moodle was not 
mentioned by any student. This implies that the students may not have been aware of the 
service offered due to communication lapses in the system. Unlimited access to Moodle 
was a laudable intervention by the university to ensure inclusion and participation in 
eLearning for all students. However, the intervention appeared not to have value because 
most of the sampled students were not conversant with it.
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From the findings, the university made efforts to put in place some interventions to 
ensure students’ participation in eLearning. However, further consideration could have 
been given to under-resourced students in response to principles of IE and CER. For 
instance, educational tablets were offered on credit to everyone without considering the 
already existing financial challenges faced by the under-resourced students. This is as 
reported by the SISA:

We have quite a number of students who can’t even afford a smartphone and are considered to be 
really vulnerable … they were encouraged to get Edu Tabs on credit though it was an extra cost 
added to them.

The SISA further added: 

… apart from the arrangement with the two mobile network providers …, nothing was done
particularly to respond to the needs of the under-resourced … this interview is actually an 
eye-opener to start considering planning for such category of students … 

The above findings point to a lack of inclusive thinking and techniques at the sampled 
university (Schuelka, 2020). This is a gap that requires urgent attention. 

Regrettably, the USC (see excerpt below) revealed that there was no defined system 
to collect data on under-resourced students, making it difficult to have definite data. This 
is another identified gap that requires immediate intervention. This is because inclusive 
education calls for a firm system to data collection and management (Grimes, 2010; 
Schuelka, 2018): 

… the current arrangement is that students come on their own to present their problems to the
student counselling centre … It is from this information where we draw the under-resourced 
students. 

Overall, the findings indicated that the university might be putting less value on practices 
and policies that promote inclusion, equality and social justice. This stands against the ideals 
of IE as well as CER (Schuelka, 2020; Sinnerbrink, 2012). 

Limitations of the Study
Findings of this research cannot be generalised to other universities because the study was 
confined to one public university. However, the results provide useful insights that could be 
applicable to similar contexts.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The article provides evidence that under-resourced students encountered various challenges 
related to eLearning during the 2020 Covid‑19 lockdown. The challenges are categorised 
under the following interlinked themes: technical, environmental, psychological, socio-
cultural, financial, and material. Lack of devices, internet, electricity and support systems 
were the most critical barriers to eLearning. Findings showed that the university made 
attempts to mitigate the challenges students faced during eLearning. However, there were 
no distinctive interventions to specifically address the challenges under-resourced students 
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encountered. Sadly, this suggests that the needs of these students were overlooked. The 
question is, why could this be the case? Could it be that the university does not have 
effective policies to promote inclusive education? This calls for further research. 

In the light of the study findings, the practices of IE and CER, the study makes the 
following broad recommendations: First, there is a need at national level to have clearly 
defined policies tied to an effective implementation strategy to specifically cater for 
under-resourced students. This recommendation is to be taken up by the Zambian Higher 
Education Authority (HEA) and domesticated at individual higher learning institutions. 
Secondly, HEA should ensure that lecturers, university leadership and entire staff are 
oriented in inclusive thinking and techniques in order to promote inclusive education. It 
is also important that the voices of marginalised groups in education are heard and valued. 
This could be effectively done through various channels such as student associations. 

The following specific recommendations apply to universities: ensure equitable 
delivery of eLearning to under-resourced students by exploring and implementing low 
technological modes of eLearning; providing for free affordable devices and access to 
eLearning platforms; effective training on ICT to students; reducing the threshold on 
tuition fees and sourcing sponsorship for vulnerable students. In addition, it is imperative 
that universities devise a firm system of data collection and management of under-
resourced students to ensure equitable distribution of resources. Researchers are also 
implored to use CER to interrogate the plight of under-resourced students as this could 
be an effective means to emancipate them. Overall, universities should constantly strive to 
support the participation of all students regardless of the circumstances, especially in times 
of emergencies (Grimes, 2010; Schuelka, 2018). 
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Abstract
Walter Sisulu University (WSU) in South Africa, like other universities worldwide, is faced with the 
challenges associated with the outbreak of the Covid‑19 pandemic. The challenge has changed our 
day-to-day lives, including the way we interact and conduct business. In the midst of this, WSU has 
had to change the way learning and teaching occurs. Traditional face-to-face tuition had to be adapted 
by moving to the online mode of teaching and learning to both minimise the time lost in the academic 
project and protect staff and students from the devastating effects of the virus. This article reflects the 
actions taken by the University and describes its pilot-project approach to online learning and those 
processes it has put in place to ensure its effective implementation. 

While it is accepted that switching to an online mode of teaching and learning can facilitate 
flexibility in space and time, the reality is that the majority of students at WSU – mainly due to their 
geographical and socio-economic environments – experience daily challenges ranging from poor network 
coverage, lack of internet connectivity, lack of electricity and other socio-economic impediments that 
make online learning stressful or beyond their reach. In this article, we present a model that could be 
used by higher education institutions (HEIs) to respond to Covid‑19 in the short term. The proposed 
model is underpinned by a framework that caters for students who are readily able to access online 
learning, students with intermittent access to online facilities and finally, students who cannot access 
online education. First, we provide a brief description of online learning, highlighting the challenges 
presented to teaching and learning by this approach. We argue that our context and education policies 
present additional problems that militate against the adoption of online strategies by most HEIs. In 
the final instance, we present a framework that is better suited to our context and can be used during 
and after the lockdown. Data were collected using online questionnaires with both structured and open-
ended questions from both lecturers and students to determine their experiences with the testing project. 
Lastly, we draw conclusions based on the findings of the study. 
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Introduction
Walter Sisulu University (WSU), like all other contact universities in South Africa and 
the world, had to change its mode of teaching and learning following the outbreak of 
Covid‑19. In South Africa, following the announcement of the nationwide lockdown 
level 5 by the President of the Republic on 26 March 2020, Higher Education Phase 1 
response started, accompanied by an emergency planning phase for the sector (Council 
on Higher Education [CHE], 2020). At WSU, this planning phase was characterised by 
university management working to ensure that there were communication devices and 
access to data for students and staff, and by academic staff creating online material to be 
delivered to students. 

As shown in the WSU 2020-2030 Draft Strategic Plan, before the Covid‑19 pandemic, 
the University had adopted the blended learning approach as the delivery model for 
teaching and learning through the application of technology-enhanced pedagogies to 
address some of the key challenges in teaching and learning (WSU, 2020a). The outbreak of 
Covid‑19 at the beginning of 2020 brought to the fore an urgent need for the University 
to implement alternative measures to deliver tuition. In the scramble to save the academic 
year and with insufficient time to plan and implement online learning, many institutions, 
including WSU, introduced what has now come to be described as emergency remote 
teaching and learning (Murphy, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020; CHE, 2020). 

Some universities were able to adjust relatively smoothly to a multi-modal distance 
learning and teaching environment; but some have not been able to do so. As per WSU 
Term 2 Quarterly Report 2020, WSU fell into the latter category (WSU, 2020b). In response 
to the national initiatives, WSU adopted a primarily online and technology-infused tuition 
delivery model with a clear delivery plan intended to seamlessly replace the contact model. 
Under the contact model, which the institution is accredited to offer by the South African 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), although a blended learning 
approach was adopted, the integration of technology in teaching and learning was very low 
before the advent of Covid 19. A technical task team was established in early April 2020 
to develop online policies and other related guidelines. The team comprised academic and 
non-academic staff with experience in teaching online and information communication 
technology (ICT). This team was at the forefront of driving the online learning project at 
WSU. The team, which was inclusive of Deans, Campus Rectors, and other relevant staff 
members, met regularly to monitor progress and assess the implementation of agreed-upon 
interventions. The team approached the challenge by means of a pilot project, which this 
article describes and evaluates. This pilot project was intended to ensure the effective use of 
technology to aid teaching and learning at WSU. 

The aim of this article is threefold. First, it discusses online teaching as an emergency 
resource during the pandemic and highlights the dynamics engendered by this model of 
teaching and learning. Secondly, we argue that our context and education policies present 
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additional problems that militate against the adoption of online approaches by most 
universities in South Africa, especially historically disadvantaged universities such as WSU. 
In the final instance, we offer a framework that is best suited to the WSU context and could 
be used during and after the lockdown. The framework is drawn from our experience of 
the pilot project implemented to introduce online learning in response to the national 
lockdown resulting from the Covid‑19 pandemic. Lastly, we draw conclusions based on the 
findings of the case study of the pilot project.

Conceptual Framework
Due to the outbreak of the Covid‑19 pandemic, many institutions, including WSU, 
cancelled face-to-face (F2F) classes and moved all their courses online to continue teaching 
and learning while keeping both staff and students safe during periods of hard lockdown. 

Globally, at the turn of the 21st century, many institutions started to use computers 
to teach online, and soon thereafter, eLearning was adopted to characterise the use of 
technologies, specifically computers and the internet (Sangra et al., 2012; Lauran et al., 
2012; El-Seoud et al., 2014) to teach.

During the pandemic, many schools and universities closed to keep students and 
teachers safe and adopted online multi-modal models to teach in order to continue 
teaching and learning. As a result, distance learning, remote learning and eLearning 
approaches have taken centre stage during the pandemic and have been adopted by many 
institutions in varying degrees (Williamson et al., 2020).

Online learning

Online learning characterises 21st‑century educational systems. As it entails the 
provisioning of programmes to students separated by distance, some researchers argue that 
it evolved from distance learning (Sangra et al., 2012). Initially, eLearning was understood 
to refer to education mediated through computers and the internet. Initially terms such 
as ‘computer-based learning’, ‘computer-training’, ‘technology-based learning’ were used 
before being replaced by eLearning. Recently, the term ‘online learning’ has gained more 
traction (Sangra et al., 2012). 

Online learning is difficult to define. Research reveals that online learning has no 
single definition, and the original definition has since been expanded to include anything 
delivered, enabled or mediated by electronic technology for the explicit purpose of learning 
(Li & Masters, 2009; El-Seoud et al., 2014). Li and Masters (2009, p. 246) argue that the 
‘e’ in eLearning is not only about electronics but should be understood to encapsulate 
the distinguishing characteristics of eLearning namely, “evolving, enhanced, everywhere, 
every time and everybody”. The change in the conceptualisation and application of 
eLearning has resulted in the adoption of online learning as a substitute for eLearning. 
The latter reflects the multi-media nature of learning inclusive of the use of social media 
and communication platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook and others (Ramakrisnan et 
al., 2012). For the purposes of this article, online learning and eLearning – as defined by Li 
and Masters (2009) – are used interchangeably.
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Online instruction is less personal than F2F because of a lack of physical proximity 
between the learner and the teacher; therefore teachers are expected to employ techniques 
to make the classroom more interactive to motivate the students (El-Seoud et al., 2014). 
To be successful, teaching online requires online instructor readiness and their ability to 
be flexible and adapt to formal and less formal teaching methods (El-Seoud et al., 2014). 
Moreover, successful online teaching requires varied approaches relating to delivery and 
feedback on assessment and the instructors’ continued presence online (Roddy & Lodge, 
2017; Tanis, 2020).

According to Luaran et al. (2014), online learning is referred to as a learning system 
that maximises the use of hardware and technologies and occurs online synchronously 
or offline asynchronously. Interactions vary and include interactions between learner-
instructor, learner-content and learner-learner (Ramakrisnan et al., 2012; El-Seoud et 
al., 2014; Roddy & Lodge, 2017; Tanis, 2020). 

Online support is critical to students’ learning and comes in a variety of channels such 
as chat rooms, e‑mails, e‑tutors. It provides students with answers to specific questions and 
enhances their understanding of a given task or content (Ramakrisnan et al., 2012; Luaran 
et al., 2012). Online learning, unlike emergency remote teaching (ERT), is a carefully 
designed process that has distinctive pedagogical dimensions such as modality, the role of 
online assessment and the role of the instructor (Hodges et al., 2020). Online learning also 
requires an effective eco-system of learner support to ensure that learners are adapting to 
novel ways of teaching and learning and receive the necessary support to do so. However, in 
most instances, these types of support initiatives take time to identify and build which is not 
always possible in the case of an emergency such as the one we currently face.

Online learning is often designed purposely to be remote and distant; it is accessible 
and voluntary and unlike ERT not urgent and has the full support of the Faculty and 
students (University of the People, 2020). Planning, developing and preparing a fully online 
course can take six to nine months before the course is delivered (Hodges et al., 2020).

Emergency remote teaching 

The pandemic created a situation where we did not have the luxury of time to develop 
online learning as described above. In response we turned to ERT which by its nature 
facilitates swift response time and rapid implementation. ERT occurs when there is a 
departure, albeit temporarily, from the traditional mode of learning. When this shift occurs, 
F2F teaching is flipped or turned into digital education (University of the People, 2020; 
Hodges et al., 2020). 

ERT is precipitated by a crisis that prevents traditional F2F teaching from taking place. 
Consequently, when this occurs alternative learning models such as online lessons, radio 
lessons, and blended learning may have to be introduced as temporary emergency measures 
to ensure that learning continues (University of the People 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). 

ERT provides temporary access to instruction and provides lecturers with an 
opportunity to be creative and innovative. However, implementation of ERT in various 
countries, including South Africa, presents challenges to both students and lecturers alike. 
A study of the impact of eLearning amongst nursing students and teachers in Nepal 
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(Sudedi et al., 2020) revealed that institutions in many parts of the world, including those 
in South Africa, grapple with similar problems. For example, teachers and students face 
difficulties when studying or teaching at home. Moreover, socio-economic conditions and 
technological skills or lack thereof may act as hindrances to the eLearning process. The 
Nepalese study and experiences encountered at WSU revealed that some students and 
lecturers had to be trained in the use of technology before they could work online. 

Many lecturers may find the process of teaching online stressful because they were 
suddenly expected to traverse unfamiliar territory (Morgan, 2020). This was also the case at 
WSU. The adoption (often in a rapid manner) can result in lecturers and students claiming 
that they are practising online teaching and learning although this assertion is inaccurate 
because there are clear differences between ERT and online teaching, not least of which 
relate to the time taken to prepare for and implement full-scale online learning (University 
of the People, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). WSU has support staff who train both academics 
and students to teach and learn online. However, with the move to online and increased 
demand for support, these support teams may be unable to deal with the increased demand 
as will be shown in the results’ section of this article. Before Covid‑19 descended upon us, 
very few academics at WSU were taking up the training, and those who did often needed 
re‑training because they never actually taught digitally in practice due to a lack of access to 
technological tools. The Nepal study revealed similar challenges (Sudedi et al., 2020).

The success of remote teaching and learning also hinges on the ability to use a learning 
management system (LMS) and the reliability of those systems. Universities located in 
rural areas such as WSU have to contend with weak internet service and low bandwidth 
internet. Even those with high bandwidth internet have to deal with service interruptions 
or services slowing down due to collective consumption as more people use internet 
at home and work during the lockdown (Sudedi et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2020). 
These challenges are disruptive and have a negative impact on remote teaching. Therefore, 
institutions have to be innovative and flexible.

According to Williamson, Eynon and Porter (2020), not all young people are 
necessarily digitally savvy or ‘digital natives’. The use of technology is multidimensional 
and in as much as young people can use technologies a critical minority of young people 
is excluded entirely (see Williamson et al., 2020). Some students at WSU, for example, 
expressed their inability to navigate the LMS and unfamiliarity working with a laptop and 
learning online. 

In addition, although WSU was at the forefront amongst historically disadvantaged 
universities in providing laptops and data access to students as shown in the case study 
below, nonetheless socio-economic factors and other challenges faced by students 
threatened to undermine these interventions.

The Case Study 
The setting of this case study is the South African higher education system, where there are 
great levels of inequality between institutions due to their differing geographic locations, 
levels of resourcing, cultural, racial and political histories (Leibowitz et al., 2015; Leibowitz 
et al., 2017). Under apartheid and colonialism, social inequalities were embedded and 
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reflected in all spheres of social life, including the higher education system as a product 
of the systemic exclusion of blacks and women (Badat, 2010). Badat further argues that 
this differentiation and diversification along lines of race and ethnicity, resulted in the 
advantaging in various ways of the historically white institutions and the disadvantaging of 
the historically black institutions. 

Even after twenty-six years of democracy, the remnants of apartheid remain and 
student experiences in historically black universities (located predominantly in rural areas) 
are undesirable because of isolation, neglect and poor resource provisioning (HSRC, 2005; 
Ndebele et al., 2017). Thus, Leibowitz et al. (2017, p. 30) aver: 

In the South African context, history and geography intersect: whether a university 
was ‘previously disadvantaged’ and continues to be under-resourced; and whether its 
physical location affects the institution’s ability to attract and retain academic staff, and 
in this way, impacts on teaching quality. 

Given its rural location, this case study shows that where WSU is located presents on 
the one hand an opportunity for the use of online formats in the delivery of teaching 
and learning to compensate for geographic isolation; on the other hand, there is often 
the challenge of technical and professional support for the smooth operation of online 
platforms (Mollenkopf, 2009; Ndebele et al., 2016).

WSU was established on 1 July 2005 through a merger of two polytechnics and a 
university, i.e. the former Border Technikon, Eastern Cape Technikon and University of 
Transkei in terms of the Higher Education Act 101 of 1997, as amended. WSU operates 
under a divisional governance and management system and has four campuses, each headed 
by a Campus Rector. The four campuses are spread across four distant locations in the 
Eastern Cape province of South Africa, namely in Mthatha, Butterworth, Buffalo City and 
Komani (formerly Queenstown). The Mthatha Campus, which comprises five faculties, 
is composed of three delivery sites, namely: Nelson Mandela Drive Site, Zamukulungisa 
Heights Site and Nkululekweni Site. Butterworth Campus, consisting of three faculties is 
only one delivery site. The Buffalo City Campus consists of three faculties and comprises 
six delivery sites spread across the city of East London, namely: Cambridge Street Site; 
Buffalo City Stadium Site; Heritage Building Site; College Street Site; Chiselhurst Site and 
Potsdam Site. Komani campus with two faculties has two delivery sites, namely: Whittlesea 
Site and Grey Street Site.

The University is currently in the process of finalising its next strategic plan 2020‑2030 
(WSU, 2020a) and underpinning the new strategic plan. The following draft new vision 
2030 has been crafted in which WSU is to be a “value-driven, technology-infused African 
university providing a gateway for local talent to be globally competitive and make a 
sustainable socio-economic impact.” 

To realise the vision, the mission of the University is as follows: “Through quality 
teaching and learning, innovative research and community engagement, WSU inspires 
future-ready graduates to become responsible citizens who are able to address complex 
societal challenges in critical, ethical, scholarly, sustainable and entrepreneurial ways.” 
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Inspired by the liberation struggle stalwart Walter Sisulu after whom the University is 
named, and guided by our country’s foundational norms, the University accepts as its core 
values: academic freedom; honesty and integrity; quality and excellence; dignified, ubuntu-
botho-led behaviour; incorporating respect for oneself, other persons and property; and 
humility, selflessness and service orientation.

The student enrolment at WSU has increased from a total of almost 26 000 student 
headcounts in 2015 to just above 33 000 in 2019. Women account for 56% of the student 
body, and 99% of the student population are black Africans. The University draws most of 
its students from high schools located in the Eastern Cape, a province considered to be one 
of the poorest in the country. The majority of students enrolled at WSU (88%) are from 
traditionally disadvantaged backgrounds (WSU, 2020a). 

Prior to Covid‑19, WSU used Blackboard as the LMS which means that there was 
a system in place for blended teaching and learning as well as to share information and 
communicate with students. On 7 August 2018, WSU announced the Blackboard Mobile 
App and Blackboard Collaborate Tool as additional tools to the course management system 
which made blended teaching and learning, interaction and communication with students 
more all-in-one. The potential benefits of Blackboard include: (i) increased availability, 
(ii) quick feedback, (iii) improved communication, (iv) tracking, and (v) skill building 
(Bradford et al., 2007). However, the majority of lecturers at WSU were not fully utilising 
the tools to enhance teaching and learning. Challenges such as technology adoption, 
skills, connectivity, network coverage, tools of trade and many more were amongst the 
major obstacles for many academics and students to make full use of the LMS. The online 
presence prior Covid‑19 was made of only a few groups of academics, who in our context 
are called eLearning champions. To overcome this, a multi-modal approach was proposed 
and piloted phases presented in the following section. 

Case study phases

The multi-modal approach at WSU, under the five lockdown levels, is represented 
diagrammatically in Figure 1 below. 

• Needs assessment 
for online learning.
• Senate approval of 
Emergency Teaching 
and Learning Plan.

PHASE 1 
Lockdown Level 5

• Pilot testing for 
remote learning.
• Asynchronous 
learning continues for 
all students.
• University academic 
calendar amendment.
• Remote learning 
continues.

PHASE 2 
Lockdown Level 4

• Distribution of 
laptops and loading 
of data for students.
• Decision to delay 
return of students 
until beginning of 
September.
• Remote learning 
continues.

PHASE 3 
Lockdown Level 3

• Preparations for 
return of 50% of the 
students.

PHASE 4 
Lockdown Level 2

• Hundred per cent of 
the students return.
• Online learning 
continues with 
restricted F2F contact 
only for practical 
subjects.
• Collection of 
laptops continues for 
those students who 
could not be reached 
during levels 2, 3 
and 4.
• Implementation 
of alternative 
assessment where 
necessary.

PHASE 5 
Lockdown Level 1

Figure 1:  Summary of the phases of the online multi-modal teaching approach
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Phase 1: Lockdown Level 5, March/April 2020

Following the lockdown pronouncement at the end of March 2020, an emergency 
multi-modal teaching plan was developed and approved by the Senate. Thereafter, various 
policies and procedures on remote learning such as ‘Quality Standards for Online Learning, 
Guidelines for Online Assessments’ and ‘WSU New Approach to Teaching and Learning 
During Covid‑19’ were developed. This was followed by a communiqué to all Deans 
requesting them to indicate laptop needs for all staff. Four hundred academics out of 
approximately eight hundred and fifty stated that they did not have laptops. Procurement 
of laptops for all academics, including part-time academics, commenced. Simultaneously, 
a survey was sent to all students to determine their online learning device needs. 
87% indicated that they needed laptops for learning and teaching. A decision was taken to 
issue all academics with 10 GB of data and all students with 30 GB of data, 10 GB during 
daytime and 20 GB at night. Following DHET communication on funding of laptops for 
students funded by the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), the University 
procured 21 000 laptops and commenced distributing these to students at their homes 
using various service providers. The distribution of laptops commenced in mid‑June 2020 
and continued until August 2020 throughout the country using both courier companies 
and the University’s own transport department. Students who could not be reached for any 
reason collected their laptops when they arrived on campus when the country moved to 
lockdown level 1.

To prepare for the roll‑out of ERT, a decision was taken to pilot online learning, to test 
the readiness, effectiveness and the usability of the learning model and the related systems 
to achieve effective and efficient learning and teaching. A sample size of 500 students was 
selected from four campuses of WSU. A consent form and a pre‑testing and post-testing 
questionnaire were designed. Specific objectives of the pilot testing were defined as follows:

(i)	 Examine the extent to which, in the opinion of both lecturers and the students, 
the training offered to lecturers has enabled them to deliver lectures online 
competently. In other words, are lecturers able to, for example, competently record 
lectures, upload recorded lessons and study materials to LMS, and share the link to 
the lectures with students?

(ii)	 Assess lecturers’ ability to competently conduct ‘live’ online lectures. In other 
words, are lecturers able to log in to the online platform, invite students to join 
the forum, share documents ‘live’ during lectures, and stimulate interaction with 
students during online lectures?

(iii)	 Determine students’ actual access to study materials loaded on LMS or couriered 
physically (for those on ‘distance learning’ mode of delivery). In other words, are 
students able to access study materials on time?

(iv)	 Evaluate students’ participation efficacy in terms of their ability to log in to join 
‘live’ lectures, hear the lecturer clearly, and interact with the lecturer during an 
online lecture.

(v)	 Examine students’ and lecturers’ levels of satisfaction with the quality of ‘help’ 
received from support staff, such as ICT and faculty office. 
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The results of the pilot exercise are presented in the next section. It is worth noting that 
because so many students (and many academics) did not have access to computers and data 
off‑campus, the previous use of the LMS or any other form of online learning was minimal. 
This is unlike at historically advantaged universities where data and laptops may have been 
more readily available to staff and students. In these institutions, the shift under Covid‑19 
was mainly an increase in their online presence and maybe involved consideration of issues 
of student engagement and online assessment. While this may all be complicated, it is 
nowhere close to the WSU experience. 

To prepare for both the testing and the eventual rollout of online learning and 
teaching, massive training of staff was conducted on the use of the LMS on aspects such as 
uploading of learning materials for students to access and the population of module sites. 
Asynchronous instruction proved to be preferable to synchronous activities, especially for 
under-digitised students. Given our context and the fact that our self-hosted Blackboard 
LMS was struggling to cope with the demand, lecturers were advised to use Microsoft 
Teams and other platforms. This meant that academics also had to be trained in the use 
of these alternative platforms. Therefore, teams of academic ‘experts’ in the different 
faculties were established to assist other lecturers who were struggling with the use of these 
alternative teaching platforms. It soon became clear that the support interventions had to 
be enhanced. These teams also collaborated across faculties and began to share ideas and 
best practices.

Phase 2: Lockdown Level 4, May/June 2020

To ensure a smooth pilot stage, Tablets were distributed to the 500 students and data loaded 
for the pre‑testing pilot on the students’ cell phone numbers. A pre‑testing questionnaire 
was sent to the students together with the tablets to assess their readiness in terms of 
devices, network coverage, internet access, location and other challenges that may affect 
their participation in the online infused teaching and learning. After the testing, a post-
testing questionnaire was sent to both students and lecturers to determine the levels of 
satisfaction as well as to measure whether the pilot addressed the objective of the testing. 

The pilot testing phase was conducted during June 2020 with regular weekly feedback 
timelines to allow the expeditious initiation of corrective measures as well as a post-
implementation review.  According to Welman and Kruger (1999), the value of a pilot study 
is to determine possible flaws in measurement procedure, identify unclear items in a project 
as well as the behaviour of the participants about any discomfort experienced concerning 
an item in a questionnaire. In their research, Lee, Whitehead, Jacques and Julious (2014) 
agreed that the primary goal of a pilot is to offer adequate assurance to permit a big 
definitive test to be undertaken. The testing process was scientifically and academically 
sound, addressing key points of strategic implications to achieve a clear and coordinated 
selection process, implementation plan as well as clear definition of testing units.  The actual 
pilot testing process occurred over four weeks, and in Figure 2 are the weekly processes 
involved during the testing.
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PLATFORMS
• WiSeUp

(Blackboard)

• Microsoft Teams

CLASSES
• Synchronous

• Asynchronous

ACTIVITIES
• Lectures

• Assessments

• Discussions

FEEDBACK
• Students

• Lecturers

Figure 2: Weekly processes involved during the testing

• Platforms: Online access for teaching and learning during the testing, WiSeUp
(Blackboard) was used as the primary LMS and Microsoft Teams as an additional
eLearning platform to leverage online teaching. 

• Classes: During the testing classes were conducted in both synchronised and
unsynchronised online delivery mode and a standard timetable was used to
avoid clashes. 

• Activities: Besides regular lectures, students were given weekly tasks such as
assessments, quizzes as well as participation in discussion groups.

• Feedback:  To observe students’ and lecturers’ levels of satisfaction during the
testing, a weekly survey was conducted using an online questionnaire.

While the testing was taking place, to salvage the academic year, a decision was taken 
to commence with asynchronous learning for the rest of the student population where 
students were sent materials by academics through various platforms such as the LMS, 
WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams and Google docs to mention a few.

A synopsis of the testing pilot results 

The responses of the testing pilot from the four campuses are presented in this section 
according to the critical objectives of the testing. Table 1 shows the number of participants 
per campus according to their Faculty. 

The pilot testing was conducted over four weeks, and data were collected using online 
questionnaires with both structured and open-ended questions from both lecturers and 
students to determine their experiences with the testing project. The presented results 
respond to the primary keys objectives of the testing pilot. 

One of the objectives of the pilot was to ascertain the extent to which training 
provided in the University enabled lecturers to deliver online lectures, for example, 
competently record lectures, upload recorded lessons and study materials to LMS, and 
share the link to the lessons with students. Most lecturer participants from all the campuses 
indicated that training enabled them to deliver online classes as well as uploading of learner 
guides, study materials and other supporting material in the LMS. Some of them were even 
able to upload videos, YouTube links, and voice-over PowerPoint. This preliminary result 
goes along with other studies that show that training is one of the factors that needs to be 
considered by an institution before the implementation of eLearning (Mbodila et al., 2019; 
Shamase, 2016; Vale, 2016; Arden, 2014). According to Mbodila et al. (2019), staff training 
is a fundamental factor that equips them with essential technological and pedagogical skills 
related to ICT use in learning and teaching. 
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Table 1: Number of participants per campus

Campus Faculty
Number of 
participants

Level of study

Mthatha Faculty of 
Commerce and 
Administration 
(FCA)

75 Level 1 = 25
Level 2 = 25
Level 3 = 25

Faculty of Natural 
Sciences (FNS)

35 Level 1 = 15
Level 2 = 10
Level 3 = 10

Faculty of 
Educational 
Sciences (FEDS)

35 Level 1 = 15
Level 2 = 10
Level 3 = 10

Butterworth Faculty of 
Education Science 
(FED)

45 Level 1 = 25
Level 2 = 10
Level 3 = 10

Faculty of 
Engineering and 
Technology

59 Level 1 = 29
Level 2 = 15
Level 3 = 15

Buffalo City Faculty of Science, 
Engineering and 
Technology (FSET)

125 Level 1 = 45
Level 2 = 40
Level 3 = 40

Komani Faculty of 
Education 
and School 
Improvement 
(FEDSI)

60 Level 1 = 20
Level 2 = 20
Level 3 = 20

Faculty of 
Economics and 
Information 
Systems (FEITS)

20 Level 1 = 10
Level 2 = 5
Level 3 = 5

Lecturers 38

Online tutors 46

Total 538

The study also sought to identify any challenges lecturers and students experienced 
concerning logging into the online platform, inviting students to join the forum, sharing 
documents ‘live’ during lectures, and stimulating interaction with students during online 
lectures. Both lecturers and student participants reported that they were able to access the 
online platform, download, and share study materials effectively. Participants also indicated 
that they used various platforms for sharing and conducting live classes; however, most 
students were using the LMS (WiSeUp) to download study material that was zero-rated by 
various mobile services. Lecturers and students also indicated that Microsoft Team was the 
platform most frequently used for synchronous, live classes. Figure 3 shows the platforms 
that were mostly used during the testing pilot.
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Figure 3: Online platforms for synchronous class (N=492)

On a question as to whether or not students were able to access study materials on time, 
students indicated that they were able to access learning materials. However, with the 
challenge of the connectivity, not all of them managed to get such materials on time or 
participate in all the synchronous classes. This challenge is because most WSU students 
are located in rural areas where the network connectivity is poor which caused problems 
for live streaming as well as downloading or uploading materials. This shows that WSU in 
South Africa, like universities in other developing countries, grapples with infrastructural 
inequalities (see Subedi et al., 2020, p.  70; Williamson et al., 2020, p.  110). Although people 
may have internet access, people in city centres often enjoy faster internet compared to 
those living in rural areas (see Sudedi et al., 2020). 

Similarly, when asked if they were able to log in to join ‘live’ lectures, hear the lecturer 
clearly, and interact with the lecturer during online lessons, the participants indicated that 
the internet connection was a challenge most of the time during synchronous classes. 
Hence, they had experienced challenges in joining live lectures, hearing the lecturers 
clearly while interacting with the rest of the class. The issue of network coverage in certain 
parts of South Africa, particularly in the rural areas in the Eastern Cape province, is still a 
significant delaying aspect in rolling out online teaching and learning at WSU. Students’ 
home environments as shown in this case study presented obstacles for students studying 
from home during the lockdown. Some students live in small households with their siblings 
and extended family members. These experiences further militate against participation in 
synchronous learning for students living in these circumstances. In addition, young people 
who do not ordinarily have digital access in their homes are likely to have fewer digital skills 
and this may undermine their ability to learn effectively (see also Williamson et al., 2020). 

The quality of internet access presents real challenges for students in rural South 
African universities such as WSU as well as the University of Fort Hare, University of 
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Limpopo, University of Venda and the University of Zululand. To address this, most 
lecturers used asynchronous approaches for teaching to allow students to access study 
materials at a convenient time, and they adopted multi-modal pathways such as video 
recorded mini-lessons and made use of social media and communication platforms such as 
WhatsApp (see also Morgan, 2020, p. 137).

A standard Likert scale was used to determine the extent to which both students and 
lecturers were satisfied with the quality of ‘help’ received from support staff, such as ICT 
and faculty offices. Participants selected responses which ranged from 5, indicating strongly 
agreeing to 0 indicating strongly disagreeing with the statements given. Figures 4 and 5 
illustrate the responses of students and lecturers, respectively. 

Figure 4:  Students’ overall satisfaction with the quality of help (N=454)

Figure 4 shows that 54% of the students found the support they received in connection 
with connectivity issues either fair, agreed or strongly agreed that support was adequate, 
while 46% either did not receive any support at all, disagreed or strongly disagreed that 
there was any support. The fact that almost half the respondents were dissatisfied with ICT 
support was cause for concern. 

Concerning support from the Faculty, specifically the Head of Department or the 
Dean, 46% of the respondents found such support either fair, agreed that they received 
enough support, or strongly agreed that support was adequate. In comparison, 54% either 
did not receive any support at all, disagreed or strongly disagreed that there was any 
support. Again, the fact that more than half of the students did not receive any support at 
all is cause for concern. 

A further question sought to find out student satisfaction with support from the 
lecturers. 58% found such support either fair, agreed that they received enough support or 
strongly agreed that support was adequate while 42% either did not receive any support at 
all, disagreed or strongly disagreed that there was any support. It would have been expected 
that at least more support would have been received from the lecturers who interacted 
with students daily online. To mitigate these challenges, a call centre was established in the 
University with a dedicated operator from each Faculty responsible for receiving all student 
queries. The call centre also has representative operators from support functions such as 
the teaching and learning centre, student affairs and the ICT department. This is expected 
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to help improve student support as the University moves to level 2 of the lockdown. It 
should be noted that all of these decisions had to be made against a backdrop of significant 
institutional financial constraints. A standard Likert scale questionnaire with a scale ranging 
from 1  to  5 and not applicable (N/A) was used to determine lecturers’ satisfaction with 
the quality of  ‘help’ received from support staff, such as ICT and faculty offices: 1 = very 
dissatisfied; 2 = dissatisfied; 3 = neither dissatisfied nor satisifed; 4 = satisfied; 5 = very satisfied; 
and N/A = not seeking such help.

Figure 5:  Lecturers’ overall satisfaction with the quality of help (N=38)

Concerning lecturer satisfaction with connectivity issues, 90% of the lecturers who 
responded to the question found the support satisfactory by either agreeing or strongly 
agreeing that support was adequate (10% indicated not applicable to the question). With 
regard to support from the Faculty, specifically the Heads of Departments, again the vast 
majority either agreed or strongly agreed that support was adequate (90%) while 10% 
indicated that the question was not applicable to them.  A further question that sought to 
find out lecturer satisfaction with support from the Dean revealed that 80% of the lecturers 
either agreed or strongly agreed that support was adequate. The positive feedback from the 
lecturers could be attributed to the fact that in preparation for ERT the University issued 
laptops and data cards to academics and academic support staff who directly support online 
learning. In order to mitigate challenges experienced by lecturers in the faculties, academics 
who are experts in eLearning were identified as champions in their respective departments 
so that they could assist other lecturers experiencing challenges. In addition, lecturers could 
also use the call centre. This is expected to help improve student support as the university 
moves to level 2 of the lockdown. 

Phase 3: Lockdown Level 3, June/July/August 2020

Armed with the results from the testing phase, and some of the intervention measures 
discussed above, the 29 June 2020 was set as the roll‑out date for online learning to all 
students.  A continuous reflective questionnaire was developed for online learning to enable 
continuous feedback from both lecturers and students during the roll‑out.  The university 
calendar was adjusted to end in February 2021. While laptops had been procured for funded 
students as this would be recouped from their grants and bursaries, debate on unfunded 
students in light of the “no student to be left behind” principle continued.  The Students’ 
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Representative Council argued that if no student was to be left out of the online learning 
and teaching process as indicated by the Minster of Higher Education and Training, then 
all students needed to be issued with laptops regardless of funding source.  A resolution was 
eventually reached to issue laptops to all students who had requested them regardless of 
funding. Due to the dispersed geographical location of students throughout the country, 
challenges concerning the distribution of laptops soon emerged. The main challenges in 
the delivery process were inadequate, incomplete, unverifiable or incorrect contact details, 
especially physical addresses and phone numbers, supplied by students despite a request 
made to them through an online survey to update their details on the university system. 
For example, some students had a postal box address in rural areas without a physical 
address. Another challenge was the issue of students registering their parents’ contact details 
(e.g. cell phone numbers) on registration forms instead of their own numbers. To mitigate 
the challenges, ICT at WSU developed an App called WSU website mobile verify to verify 
student and staff details. This application assisted students to update their information by 
including contact and address details. The issue of network connectivity also continued to 
affect many students. 

Phase 4: Lockdown Level 2, August/September 2020

Level 2 lockdown triggered preparation for the return of students from 24 August 2020. 
This date was brought forward from the originally set date of 2 September 2020 for those 
faculties and campuses that felt ready. During deliberations at Senate, some campuses 
and faculties indicated that they were ready in terms of the Covid‑19 health and safety 
protocols to accept students and were therefore given the green light to so. Online learning 
continued with students only accessing facilities such as residences, library, and laboratories 
but accessing tuition from their residences. F2F tuition commenced under strict social 
distancing conditions only for students involved in practical subjects for which it is not 
possible to learn remotely.

Phase 5: Lockdown Level 1, September/October 2020

Lockdown level 1 saw preparations for and the return of all students. A cautious approach 
was adopted where initially online learning continued with restricted F2F contact 
only for practical subjects. This was gradually relaxed with F2F allowed in venues with 
numbers as stipulated by the National Coronavirus Command Council. Collection of 
laptops continued for those students who could not be reached during levels 2, 3 and 4. 
Implementation of alternative assessment was adopted where necessary to replace the 
traditional sit-down examinations. Following the upsurge in Covid‑19 cases towards the 
end of November 2020 in the Eastern Cape Province, all F2F tuition was suspended again 
in favour of online learning. Online learning is set to continue when the 2021 academic 
year commences.

Proposed Framework for Online Intervention 
The Covid‑19 emergency has precipitated a much wider uptake of educational technology 
in the University, which had not been widespread prior to 2020. The benefits of such 
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use are undoubted and is one of the few ‘silver linings’ of the pandemic in our context. 
Resistance to technology or lack of access to hardware, bandwidth and EdTech proficiency 
had been at the heart of the low number of courses with an online presence prior to 2020, 
but the pandemic forced the institution’s hand in this regard and the achievement of the 
goal of blended learning will undoubtedly continue if and when WSU returns to contact 
classes for all in 2021 or beyond. A resolution has already been reached by the Institutional 
Management Committee that at the resumption of the 2021 academic year online learning 
will continue. Processes are already under way to procure 7 200 laptops for the anticipated 
2021 first-year intake.

As part of our recommendations, we present in Figure 6 a framework that can inform 
future long-term interventions while providing both students and staff an effective online 
education. 

Assessment of 
Online Teaching 

and Learning

Testing Pilot
Lecturers’ 
Feedback

Students’ 
Feedback

Evaluation of 
Feedback

Lecturers’ 
Support

Students’ 
Support

• Training
• Tools of Trade
• e‑PAL and e‑Tutor
• Technical Support
• Call Centre

• Training
• Tools of Trade
• Academic Expert

• Refine Online Pace
• Refine Policies / Procedures
• Design Online Standards

Technical Task Team

Figure 6:  Proposed framework for online intervention

• Training of students, more specifically students registered with WSU for the first time,
should be compulsory. Training should include sessions on how to use the LMS system. 
At a strategic level, the use of technologies should be integrated in the teaching and
learning ecosystem of education. Most of the learning activities should be done online, 
such as the submission of assignments, and technologies should be used as part of the
students’ learning experience. Regarding the latter, lecturers should provide students
with opportunities to do projects, use digital tools to collect information, create
presentations and so on. E‑tutor and technical support for students should form part
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of student success initiatives. As part of the blended learning model, F2F tutors should 
either double up as e‑tutors, or e‑tutors should be appointed to augment the support 
provided by F2F tutors. Technical support should readily be provided to students who 
may encounter technical problems in using their laptops or need to install software to 
be able to learn.

•	 The establishment of a call centre to respond to or redirect student queries may 
alleviate most of the burden felt by support staff and lecturers in the Faculties. The call 
centre is the first point of entry into the university and directs queries to the relevant 
departments. The centre deals with faculty-specific issues, academic support and 
psychosocial support, thus enriching students’ learning experiences.

•	 Many historically disadvantaged universities were confronted with staff and students 
who lacked the tools of trade to work effectively online. Universities, especially 
disadvantaged institutions, should budget for laptops (and associated maintenance and 
insurance costs) for staff as part of their recruitment processes. As far as students are 
concerned, arrangements are underway to ensure that part of the government National 
Financial Aid Scheme (NFAS) bursary allocated for the purchase of books, for example, 
goes towards the provisioning of laptops. 

•	 Technical task teams should be established to help develop, refine policies, procedures 
and standards on online learning. These teams should comprise both academic and 
support staff. 

•	 Providing training to staff to teach online is pivotal to the success of online learning. 
Universities should forge partnerships with online universities both nationally and 
internationally and encourage academics to register for programmes on online teaching 
as part of their blended learning/online learning strategy and staff development.

•	 The importance of establishing academic experts in the Faculties is central to the success 
of online teaching. The experts provide assistance to lecturers struggling with online 
teaching and ameliorate the stresses associated with online learning. Most universities 
do not have enough human resources to provide training for both students and staff. 
Academic experts therefore provide this intervention to their own peers. These teams 
also collaborate across Faculties and share best practices which helps with the buy-in 
and provides staff with an opportunity to experiment with different platforms.

•	 Universities in far-flung areas have experienced connectivity challenges. In addition, 
students from these areas also struggle with internet connectivity at home. Consequently, 
asynchronous instruction, including the recording of short videos for students, should 
be the primary mode of teaching and learning. Social media platforms such as 
WhatsApp should be used as additional resources.

Conclusion
Although pandemic conditions may present challenges for education, they also afford 
higher education institutions an opportunity to craft long-term solutions. Moving 
forward, implementation of well-thought-out blended learning approaches will continue 
to leverage on the use of technologies and student and staff support frameworks as part 
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of the education eco-system. Research and reflexive teaching are central in refining and 
developing strategies for online learning. Data analytics and monitoring and evaluation 
strategies are important interventions that will guarantee long-term solutions. While 
blended learning is the way of the future, we are aware that is poses many other challenges 
that will become evident in the immediate future. These challenges will likely relate to the 
issue of pedagogy, staff and student capacitation, the realities of student under-digitisation 
etc., which are challenges we hope to address in future submissions resulting from the WSU 
pilot project. 

In this article we have discussed ERT as an emergency resource during times of 
disruption such as the Covid‑19 pandemic and highlighted the dynamics and challenges 
engendered by this model of teaching and learning. Secondly, we have argued that our 
context and education policies present additional problems that militate against the 
adoption of online approaches to teaching and learning. In the final instance, we have 
offered a framework that is best suited to the WSU context and could be used during 
and after the lockdown. The framework is drawn from our experience of the pilot project 
implemented to introduce online learning in response to the national lockdown resulting 
from the Covid‑19 pandemic working with students who are readily able to access online 
learning, students with intermittent access to online facilities and students who cannot 
access online education. 
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Abstract
In response to the spread of the Covid‑19 pandemic, the President of South Africa declared a national 
lockdown that commenced on 27 March 2020. This posed numerous challenges to the higher 
education sector, one of which was the preparation of students forced to stay at home to be able to study 
remotely under unique and often unfavourable circumstances. This article outlines and reflects on the 
conceptualisation, development, and implementation of an online orientation programme aimed at 
preparing students to rapidly move to emergency remote learning as a result of a nationwide lockdown. 
Teaching and Learning Centre staff in the Faculty of Commerce, Law and Management at a South 
African university rapidly created a short online orientation programme in the institutional Learning 
Management System, using Salmon’s five-stage model as a conceptual framework. The objective was 
to enable students to acquire the skills and knowledge required for continuing with the university 
academic programme from 20 April 2020 via emergency remote learning. The orientation programme 
covered the priority areas of how to get started in emergency remote learning, broad study skills, how 
to use the required technologies for learning, and managing personal well‑being during social isolation 
and emergency remote learning. In this article, the conceptualisation and development of the orientation 
programme is analysed, before reflecting on its implementation, challenges, mitigating measures, and 
lessons learned. Feedback from students indicates that the majority of students felt more prepared 
for continuing the academic programme, although they still reported feeling anxious about the many 
uncertainties. The intervention emerges as a useful strategy for helping students transition during a 
crisis and contributes to the understanding of how to prepare students for rapid transition to Emergency 
Remote Learning.
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Introduction
The South African Covid‑19-related national lockdown meant that tertiary institutions 
had to rapidly move to a different mode of teaching and learning. Hodges, Moore, Lockee, 
Trust, and Bond (2020) refer to this shift as “Emergency Remote Teaching” (ERT), which 
they define as “a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode 
due to crisis circumstances” (para. 13). The purpose of the shift to ERT is to provide quick 
access to teaching and support during the emergency. Emergency Remote Teaching and 
Learning (ERT&L) is therefore different from the usual design and development of online 
learning programmes. Johnson, Veletsianos, and Seaman (2020) emphasise the importance 
of student support in the shift to ERT&L classifying it as the “steps taken to support, care 
for, and enable students to succeed” (p. 16). Effective online learning takes place within a 
learning community where students are not just supported academically, but with other 
forms of support as well (Hodges et al., 2020). Thus, the need for the online student 
orientation to assist students to transition to Emergency Remote Learning (ERL) as 
illustrated by this article.

For student success and support entities, the shift to ERL meant orientating students 
from diverse backgrounds (i.e. different socio-economic contexts and levels of preparedness 
for tertiary studies) and (in some cases) remote locations for studying remotely during a 
global pandemic. Due to the unique conditions, there were no formal guidelines for how 
this orientation should be done, or what would be necessary to ensure that students are 
appropriately and adequately prepared for ERL. Nevertheless, the Academic Advisors 
and teaching and learning staff involved in the development of the online orientation 
programme, were able to draw on existing literature and a conceptual framework, survey 
data, and past experience to develop a suite of resources and activities aimed at rapidly 
preparing students for ERL.  This was in part possible due to the existing policies and student 
support practices within the faculty (the Faculty of Commerce, Law, and Management or 
CLM) at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits). Approximately 9  000 registered 
students in the faculty were automatically enrolled in the orientation programme and 6 131 
students accessed at least some of the resources and activities during the orientation period 
(15 to 20 April 2020). The article highlights the context of the orientation programme 
within the institution and then reviews the current literature relevant to its approach and 
implementation. The conceptualisation and development of the orientation programme 
is then described, before reflecting critically on its implementation, challenges, mitigating 
measures, and lessons learned.

Background and Context

Institutional framework to guide student success

The Wits Institutional Framework for Student Success (WIFSS) (2019) forms the 
institutional backbone that guides Wits’s approach to student success and support and 
places the student at the centre of the academic project. As such, it is intended to inform 
and guide the student success and support work done within faculties and elsewhere in 
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the university. The purpose of the WIFSS (2019) is to strengthen the student success and 
support services on campus, strengthen the links between and amongst these services, and 
create a system of student support that students can navigate with greater ease. The WIFSS 
(2019) identifies four main areas of student support, namely (pp. 14-15): Academic Support, 
Health and Wellness, Material Needs, and Personal Development, all of which are addressed 
in annual orientation programmes (and elsewhere).

Faculty approach to student success and support

The CLM Teaching and Learning Centre houses, amongst other functions, the faculty’s 
student success and support programme, known as the Road to Success Programme (RSP) 
(De Klerk, Spark, Jones & Maleswena, 2017; Spark, De Klerk, Maleswena & Jones, 2017). 
The RSP is directly involved in first-year student orientation and the institutional First 
Year  Experience programme, annually. Four Academic Advisors and 16 peer advisors 
(known as Success Tutors) work in the unit to provide advisor support to students in the 
faculty (Spark et al., 2017). Since its inception in 2015 (De Klerk et al., 2017), the RSP 
has evolved to cover all four main areas of student support (including student orientation) 
identified in the WIFSS (2019), with all advisors either providing the required support to 
students or else referring them to specialists within the institution who can.

Theoretical Framework
For online students to be successful, they need to be supported through a structured 
development process. Salmon (2004) created the five-stage model as a framework for 
adopting a structured approach to online learning design in higher education, using 
constructivist pedagogic theory. The five stages of the model are: (i) access and motivation, 
(ii) online socialisation, (iii) information exchange, (iv) knowledge construction, and 
(v) development. The use of this model during the design process offers appropriate 
support to online students in each stage as they develop expertise in online learning 
(Salmon, 2004). Although there has been some critique of the model (Moule, 2007), it has 
been applied to support the design of online courses in different contexts (Johnson, 2017; 
Karaman & Orhan Özen, 2016).

Given the need described earlier to rapidly design an orientation programme for 
students transitioning to ERL, the authors decided to focus on the first three stages of the 
five-stage model. The aim of Stage 1 (Access and motivation) is to provide a welcoming 
and encouraging introduction to the new learning environment, thus teaching students 
how to access the new learning environment and available technical support. The aim 
of Stage 2 (Online socialisation) is for students to become familiar with the online 
learning environment and the tools that are available. Students can start to interact with 
facilitators and other students by sending and receiving messages. The aim of Stage 3 
(Information exchange) is for students to undertake various learning activities and make 
use of the available learning materials (Salmon, 2004). Once students had completed the 
online orientation programme, lecturers in individual courses would continue to provide 
scaffolded support for their students in this new learning environment.



64   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 61‑75  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1428

Literature Review

Transition to emergency remote teaching and learning

Much of the early literature examining the impact of Covid‑19 on higher education 
has focused on the readiness of institutions, faculty experiences, and the support for staff 
to transition to a new way of teaching (see Bozkurt et al., 2020; Ferdig, Baumgartner, 
Hartshorne, Kaplan-Rakowski & Mouza, 2020; Johnson et al., 2020). Very little of the 
initial literature has focused on the preparedness of students and how to assist students to 
transition to a new way of learning. However, several authors have raised concerns around 
inequities and differences in technological access for students (Adam, 2020; Bozkurt et 
al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020). Adam (2020) notes that in addition to internet access, 
students require digital literacy and self-directed learning skills to benefit optimally from 
ERT. Bozkurt et al. (2020) highlight how the disruption has forced students to “regulate 
their own learning and become digitally savvy” (p. 3). The transition to ERT has required 
institutions to equip students with the necessary skills and resources to learn effectively in 
a remote setting. 

The importance of support and care for students during the disruption has been 
considered by some studies. In a US survey of faculty and administrators, 58% of staff 
reported needing assistance with information on how to best support students studying 
remotely (Johnson et al., 2020). Johnson et al. (2020, p. 17) suggest that institutions should 
ask the following question: “Are resources available to students to help them develop 
strategies for success in online learning environments?”. Furthermore, these authors suggest 
that institutions undertake a needs assessment of students when transitioning during a 
crisis to determine whether they have access to the requisite technologies and to maintain 
awareness of socioemotional needs and inequities. To aid the transition of students during 
the disruption, some institutions have focused on the development of caring relations 
(Noddings, 2012) or the “pedagogy of care” (Bali, 2015) by listening to students and 
participating in open dialogue and then providing additional support to address their issues 
and challenges. 

Due to the social isolation resulting from the pandemic, students appear to be suffering 
a great deal of anxiety, are dealing with issues of health and safety and are facing increasing 
financial pressures. This means that students would also require more emotional support 
than ever before and that institutions need to understand the social contexts in which 
their student live (Adam, 2020). Early student guidelines or reflections on the transition to 
ERL have highlighted the importance of setting up study routine schedules, to regularly 
engage with learning activities and to seek help when they have difficulties (academic or 
socio-emotional) (Bozkurt et al., 2020; COL, 2020). A transition to ERT&L thus demands 
students are oriented to the skills and resources, study habits, and awareness of their needs 
befitting remote studies. Unsurprisingly, the Commonwealth of Learning’s guidelines 
on distance education during Covid‑19 therefore recommends educational institutions 
“provide orientation to students to effectively use online learning and to develop self-
directed learning skills by creating an engaging learning enrolment” (COL, 2020, p. 9).
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Online student orientation

As students transition from a face-to-face learning environment to an online environment, 
many are likely to feel anxious about their ability to succeed (Abdous, 2019). An 
orientation programme is commonly provided as a support mechanism for new university 
students to address expectations and requirements and to boost their preparedness (Abdous, 
2019; Wozniak, Pizzica & Mahony, 2012). Within online learning programmes, there are 
additional concerns around student success and student retention. Student orientation 
has been shown to have a positive impact on online student retention and success (Jones, 
2013; Stone & O’Shea, 2019). As many face-to-face institutions also began to offer online 
learning, they had to rethink and redesign their learner support services. This necessitated 
the establishment of orientation programmes that help prepare students and set expectations 
for their online learning experience (Farrell & Brunton, 2020; Jones, 2013). An orientation 
programme also starts to build a community of students and provides direction and support 
for students who are encountering a new learning environment (Ludwig-Hardman & 
Dunlap, 2003). Without proper induction to online learning, students may be unaware of 
what resources are available to help them or become challenged by the unfamiliarity of the 
Learning Management System (LMS) (Cho, 2012; Levy, 2006).

Several authors have proposed the objectives and topics to be contained in an online 
student orientation programme. Cho (2012) suggests four objectives for students: (i) to 
develop understanding about online learning, (ii) to use the LMS skilfully for learning, 
(iii) to solve any possible technical issues when using the LMS, and (iv) to develop self-
awareness about the learning skills required to succeed. Bozarth, Chapman and LaMonica 
(2004) recommend that the topics in an orientation programme focus on “enhancing 
technological and self-management skills, while providing a realistic image of the online 
learning experience” (p. 89). Institutions also need to make decisions about whether 
to deliver the orientation online or in person, whether it is compulsory for all students 
to complete the programme (Harrell, 2008), and whether the orientation is self-paced 
or facilitated (Abdous, 2019). Another design consideration is the use of facilitators or 
moderators to encourage participation, assist those students who require help and respond 
to discussion posts (Wozniak et al., 2012). A benefit of an orientation course is that it 
provides a “risk-free playground” for students to become familiar with an online learning 
environment in a space that is not formally assessed (Wozniak et al., 2012). As learner 
needs are diverse, an orientation programme cannot address the needs of all students, but it 
does provide the means for students to know where to obtain further help.  Wozniak et al. 
(2012) caution that an orientation course is not a once-off event as “students will tend to 
access resources as they are needed and may return to review them several times” during 
a semester (p. 908). This is confirmed by Douglas, Rogers and Ahuja (2018), who see an 
orientation as only the first part of a programme for supporting students during their first-
year experience.
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CLM Student Orientation to Emergency Remote Learning

Rationale and conceptualisation

The team involved in the conceptualisation, development, and implementation of the 
ERL orientation comprised Academic Advisors from the RSP, the CLM Assistant Dean 
for Teaching and Learning, and colleagues from the CLM Online Learning Team, all of 
whom work in the CLM Teaching and Learning Centre. It was acknowledged that students 
would have to be prepared for ERL, in the same way that mechanisms were being put 
in place to assist academics to transition to ERT. This would be achieved by creating a 
student orientation and support site in the Wits LMS, to which all CLM students would 
have access. Shortly after the lockdown commenced, CLM conducted an online survey of 
its students to gauge their technology and access needs during this period. Subsequently, 
survey results, coupled with information about concerns raised by students shortly after 
the national lockdown commenced, were used during the orientation programme 
development phase. This included students’ apprehension about online learning, concerns 
about how the move to ERL might affect their performance, and uncertainty about their 
competence to participate in an unfamiliar mode of learning. Consequently, it was agreed 
that the orientation programme should introduce and orientate student to online learning 
(which would include how-to guides, videos, and other resources), provide low-stakes 
opportunities to model online assessment tools, and enable communication between 
students and advisors.

In order to collate their ideas, the team conducted a virtual brainstorming session 
using an online platform called Padlet where participants could populate and share ideas 
with each other. By drawing on previous interactions with students, the survey results, 
Salmon’s (2004) five-stage model, and literature about ERT&L and student orientation, 
advisors identified student needs in relation to ERL. Consequently, the team determined 
what type of resources needed to be developed (e.g. guidelines, infographics, videos, and 
activities) to achieve the desired objectives of the orientation programme. It was agreed that 
the orientation programme would be delivered through a platform that is easily accessible 
to all students (in alignment with the first stage of access and motivation of the five-stage 
model [Salmon, 2004]). Thus, the institutional LMS was selected as the platform for the 
orientation. The LMS had been zero-rated (i.e. little-to-no-data was being used when 
students and staff accessed the LMS) as a vital ERL resource with which many students 
were familiar (although this familiarity was limited, as not many had used the LMS for a 
full range of learning activities) and could be accessed from a variety of devices, including 
mobile devices. Furthermore, the issue of unpredictability meant that the orientation site 
had to be adaptable in order for minor changes and updates to be made throughout the 
period of ERT&L. As such, delivering the orientation programme through the LMS could 
be of value to students not only during the orientation period, but for the remainder of the 
semester (and beyond ERL).
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Aims and objectives of the orientation programme

The first aim of the orientation programme was to develop resources and activities for 
equipping students with the requisite skills and abilities to learn remotely during the period 
of ERT&L, thus aligning with the second stage (online socialisation) of Salmon’s (2004) 
five-stage model. The programme had to provide advice and guidance for creating a home 
study environment conducive for learning from home, orientating parents/guardians/
family members to the demands of home study, assisting students with the development and 
implementation of revised time management plans and study techniques to accommodate 
the realities of ERL and Covid‑19, and prepare them for online assessments (i.e. extended 
submission windows, taking quizzes through the LMS, and committing to honour pledges).

The second aim of the orientation programme was to develop a platform for commu
nicating with students during lockdown and aligns with stage three (information exchange) 
of the five-stage model (Salmon, 2004). This would include explaining to students how to 
access student advisors within the faculty and provide information about other student-
affairs-related university support services. Regarding communication, although student 
correspondence occurred centrally through the Office of the  Vice-Chancellor or the Dean 
of Students in most instances, there was faculty-specific information that had to be shared 
with students. Additionally, central messages with particularly important information, 
would be strategically reposted on the faculty student orientation site to ensure maximum 
exposure to the information. For students to contact faculty student advisors, the details 
and contact information for the advisors would be made available on the home page of 
the orientation site. The orientation site would also provide information on how to reach 
central university support services, such as the Wits Counselling and Careers Development 
Unit (CCDU) for booking online therapy sessions, contact details for the toll-free Wits 
Student Crisis Line (available 24/7 throughout the year to all registered Wits students), and 
information about the services offered by the Wits Gender Equity Office (GEO) during 
the ERT&L period.

The third aim of the programme was to monitor student engagement with orientation 
activities to identify students who were, possibly, experiencing challenges with ERL. 
Academic Advisors would then be able to reach out to these students in an attempt 
to identify reasons for not engaging with the programme. It was anticipated that not 
all students registered on the orientation site would visit the site or participate in the 
orientation activities. This would apply particularly to postgraduate students enrolled 
for research degrees, those with connectivity and internet access challenges, those with 
inadequate devices or no device at all, and those who simply could not adapt to ERL. 
Nevertheless, analysing student engagement data daily during the orientation period would 
enable the team to identify, in particular, information about undergraduate students who 
might be struggling to access resources, which (together with reports from the institutional 
Business Intelligences Services) would enable Academic Advisors to contact students who 
were not actively accessing online resources in the LMS.
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Orientation programme structure, sequencing, and pacing

To achieve these aims and objectives, the team developed a four-day programme within 
the LMS. Each day was split into two parts (a morning and an afternoon session) with tasks, 
activities, and resources linked to each session. Once students navigated to the orientation 
site, they would come to a landing page where they were welcomed and introduced to 
the site and its objectives. On this landing page, students were able to view a three-minute 
orientation video that had been created using a free online resource called Biteable. With a 
focus on “low-tech” accessibility and to cater for students with connectivity issues as much 
as possible, all information contained in videos or podcasts was also made available in text 
format. The introductory message explained that there would be daily sessions for students 
to complete, with each day’s activities launched on that day. This meant that students would 
be guided through the daily activities and they would have to come back the next day to 
access the next set of tasks and activities. The orientation programme was rolled out over 
a four-day period using this staggered approach. The team felt this would provide students 
with adequate time to engage with each component of the orientation programme and 
allow them to complete the relevant tasks and activities without overloading them with 
too much information. Students were given two additional days after the fourth day of 
the orientation programme, to submit the final assignment and complete the evaluation 
form. Further details about the activities and components of each day are provided in 
Table 1 below.

Table 1: � Breakdown of activities and components of the ERL orientation 
programme

Focus Activities and Components

Day 1: Getting Started 1.	 Watch orientation video and read welcome message
on site home page.

2.	 Take a poll about initial feelings towards ERL and
perceived preparedness for ERL.

3.	 Upload a picture of yourself to your LMS profile.
4.	 Complete the Data Usage Management for Mobile Devices

lesson aimed at aiding with data use optimisation.
5.	 Review information about zero-rating on the Wits

website and what this means.
6.	 Read guidelines for orientating those at home to what

ERL means and use the accompanying infographic to
set up a suitable study environment.

7.	 Review guidelines for replying to a forum.
8.	 Listen to the Town Hall Address from the Deputy Dean

of CLM.
9.	 Raise opinions and concerns in the Town Hall Forum.
10.	Review infographic about what to expect from course

sites in the LMS.
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Focus Activities and Components

Day 2: Excellence Skills 1.	 Review Frequently Asked Questions section.
2.	 Visit Faculty Information Portal for additional 

information about ERL and Covid‑19.
3.	 Take a poll to gauge the suitability of home study 

environments for ERL.
4.	 Review guidelines about etiquette for engaging in 

online spaces.
5.	 Review infographic with ten tips for studying online.
6.	 Review infographic with information for taking notes 

when studying remotely.
7.	 Read guidelines for managing time when studying 

remotely.
8.	 Draft a time management plan using the time 

management template provided.
9.	 Review the infographic for taking online assessments.
10.	Watch the How to Access E‑Books video to be able to 

access e‑books from the library.

Day 3: How-to Guides 1.	 Review updates about zero-rating on the Wits website.
2.	 Watch the How to Navigate the LMS video.
3.	 Take a poll to gauge level of comfort with using the 

LMS for ERL.
4.	 Watch the How to Use Turnitin video.
5.	 Watch the video for How to Access a Microsoft Teams Live 

Meeting.
6.	 Read the guide on How to Use the Lesson Tool in 

the LMS.
7.	 Read the guide on How to Use the Chat Function in 

the LMS.
8.	 Read the guide on How to Take an Online Quiz in 

the LMS.
9.	 Take the online quiz to test your knowledge of online 

learning and practice using the quiz tool.
10.	Optional activity: Complete the free Microsoft Digital 

Literacy online course.

Day 4: Personal Well‑being 1.	 Review updates about zero-rating on the Wits website.
2.	 Watch the video on Mental and Emotional Wellbeing 

During Social Isolation and/or review the accompanying 
infographic.

3.	 Review the CCDU Lockdown Wellness Chronicles on 
the Wits website and view the poster about Cyber 
Bullying from CCDU.

4.	 Take note of the Wits Student Crisis Line contact 
details.
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Focus Activities and Components

Day 4: Personal Well‑being 
(continued)

5.	 Review the South African Social Sector Directory of
Services Contact Particulars document with information
about national contact centres and services during
Covid‑19.

6.	 Learn about Covid‑19 by reading the infographic
about Covid‑19.

7.	 Review the infographic about keeping your hands
clean to help prevent the spread of Covid‑19.

8.	 Complete the Online Orientation evaluation form.
9.	 Watch the final assignment instruction video and do

the assignment.

Methodology
The authors adopted a Design-Based Research (DBR) methodology, which is commonly 
used within the learning sciences, and involves the development of a context-based 
solution or intervention in response to a particular educational problem (Anderson & 
Shattuck, 2012). The approach would typically see researchers analyse interventions 
iteratively (i.e. design, review, and iterate), but owing to a lack of time and scope during 
the Covid‑19 emergency, an exhaustive iterative approach was not possible. Nevertheless, 
DBR is used to address real-life issues in education, like rapidly orientating students to 
ERL, and entails the collection of data in multiple ways, which is what the authors did for 
this study.  The intention is to use this orientation programme and the lessons learned from 
it as a baseline for subsequent online orientation programmes, such as those for incoming 
first-year students.

Data collection occurred in a number of ways over the course of the four-day 
orientation programme. Student engagement was tracked daily and at the end of the 
four-day period via the LMS Statistics tool. For the purposes of this article, only high-
level user access and engagement data will be analysed (i.e. the number of individual 
student visits for the four-day period and the number of clicks per user), although it would 
be possible to drill down further on activity and assessment data if required. Students’ 
preparedness, perceptions, and level of comfort was gauged using the LMS Polls tool and 
this data will be analysed for this study. Additionally, final-assignment-submission data from 
the Assignment tool was analysed and will also be shared in the Findings and Discussion 
section below. Finally, student evaluation data, collected at the end of the orientation 
programme using an online survey created in LimeSurvey, was analysed to gauge students’ 
perceived readiness for ERL, their level of comfort with using online tools and resources, 
and to identify further support needs. An analysis of the aforementioned data is shared and 
discussed in the Findings and Discussion section below.
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Findings and Discussion

Figures and statistics

Prior to the launch of the ERL orientation programme, 9 088 registered CLM students 

(of which 4 937 were undergraduate and 4 151 postgraduate) were added to the LMS 

orientation site. An announcement was posted on the site to inform all students about the 

orientation programme that would launch the following day. The team knew that not all 

students would participate in the orientation activities (in particular those enrolled for full-

research degrees and some of the postgraduate programmes), which were not compulsory. 

Nevertheless, they wanted to make sure that the resources on the site were available to all 

CLM students. The orientation programme was launched on 15 April 2020 and concluded 

on 18 April 2020, although students were able to submit final tasks until 19 April 2020 

and could complete evaluations until 20 April 2020. During the four-day period under 

review, 6 131 individual students accessed the orientation site and although it is difficult 

to determine how many completed every component of the orientation programme, the 

team is satisfied with a 67% engagement rate over just four days.

Table 2 shows the result of the three daily polls administered on the first three days 

of the orientation programme. Poll  1 was completed by 4 688 individual students and 

asked about students’ preparedness for ERL and the prospects of online studies. Poll 2 was 

completed by 3 899 individual students and aimed to assess the suitability of their home 

study environment for ERL. Finally, Poll 3 was completed by 3 285 individual students 

and asked about their level of comfort with using the institutional LMS as an online 

learning platform.

Table 2: Daily poll results

Poll Question Results

Poll 1: How do you 
feel about taking your 
studies online?

•	 2 464 respondents (53%) felt nervous or extremely nervous 
about ERL and taking their studies online.

•	 1 695 respondents (36%) felt both nervous and excited 
about the prospects of ERL.

•	 529 respondents (11%) said they were either excited or 
extremely excited to participate in ERL.

Poll 2: What best 
describes your home 
study environment?

•	 931 respondents (24%) said their home study environment 
was either not suitable or less than ideal for ERL.

•	 1 513 respondents (39%) said they could make their home 
study environments work in the current circumstances.

•	 1 455 respondents (37%) deemed their home study 
environment either suitable or ideal for ERL.
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Poll Question Results

Poll 3: How comfortable 
are you to use the LMS 
as an online learning 
platform?

• 490 respondents (15%) said they felt uncomfortable with
using the institutional LMS as an online learning platform.

• 1 676 respondents (51%) indicated they were comfortable
using the LMS for ERL.

• 1 119 respondents (34%) indicated they were more than
comfortable using the LMS as an online learning platform
during ERL.

Six hundred and fifty-eight (658) individual students completed and submitted the rich-
picture final assignment, while 1 113 individual students completed the online orientation 
evaluation. Assignment submissions were lower than expected, although not surprising 
considering that tasks were voluntary and that marks were not awarded (both factors 
anecdotally observed to influence students’ decision to engage with learning activities). 
Evaluation results were resoundingly positive, with more than 80% of respondents finding 
the shared resources and information useful, indicating the orientation programme was 
worth their while, and expressing high levels of satisfaction about their ability to use online 
assessment and communication tools. However, the authors recognise the limitation of the 
study in that those students who completed the entire programme were likely those who 
found it most useful (thus reflecting a great deal of satisfaction in the survey). Another 
concern is that about 30% of the respondents indicated that they still felt apprehensive 
about taking their studies online and that they were uncertain about the unfamiliar 
learning environment they were entering.

Discussion 
The development and rollout of the orientation programme presented more challenges 
than initially anticipated. The team had limited time in which to implement the various 
solutions that would achieve the desired outcomes, while having no formal guidelines on 
which to base the orientation programme for ERT&L. To mitigate these challenges, the 
team drew on information gleaned from the online student survey conducted shortly after 
the lockdown commenced, Salmon’s (2004) five-stage model, existing knowledge about 
online learning and orientation programmes (Abdous, 2019; Bozarth et al., 2004; Cho, 
2012), the limited literature about ERT&L that existed at the time, and established holistic 
student support principles to develop and implement the ERL orientation programme. 
Needless to say, this period was fraught for students as the orientation polls indicated that 
53% of students were nervous or extremely nervous about ERL and 24% of students 
were living in home environments that were unconducive for ERL studies. Therefore, 
the development of this programme helped to address some student concerns and further 
highlight issues of accessibility and more general factors affecting learning. Furthermore, a 
“low-tech” approach (e.g. making available text versions of video or audio files, amongst 
other things) was adopted to reduce the challenges (where possible) for students with poor 
connectivity and limited data. 
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A major concern was that some students could not access or did not benefit from this 
orientation programme during the orientation period. More than 20% of students enrolled 
on the site did not access the orientation programme during the orientation period, while 
only about one in six students completed the evaluation. In alignment with Douglas et 
al. (2018) and Wozniak et al. (2012), this was mitigated by keeping the site and resources 
active and accessible to students throughout the academic year. Academic Advisors and 
peer advisors continue to use the site to communicate and consult with students, while 
adding new resources when needed (e.g. guidelines for examination preparation and online 
examinations). Regarding the low survey response rate, although a 12% response rate to 
the orientation programme evaluation is less than ideal, one should bear in mind that 
none of the activities were compulsory, and that survey fatigue may have contributed to 
the low response rate. The lessons learned from the development of this online orientation 
programme can be applied in the development of similar programmes for online learning 
in the institution and the development of support mechanisms to assist students during any 
future periods of disruption. 

Conclusions
Due to the rapid transition to ERL, an online orientation programme was quickly 
conceptualised and developed to support students in the Faculty of Commerce, Law, and 
Management to make this transition. This conceptualisation was based upon Salmon’s (2004) 
five-stage model, a review of the literature, a student survey and the previous experiences of 
the orientation programme developers. The majority of students within CLM completed at 
least some of the activities during the orientation period and the students who responded 
to the evaluation mainly responded positively. The team is satisfied that the programme 
achieved its main objectives of introducing and orientating students to online learning, 
providing resources that helped students acquire knowledge and tools for ERL, providing 
how-to guidelines and videos for ERL, modelling the use of online assessment tools in a 
low-stakes environment, providing advice and guidance about personal well‑being during 
social isolation and while studying remotely, and enabling communication between students 
and advisors via LMS communication tools and email. The approach to the development 
of this online orientation programme is offered as a contribution to the field to assist in the 
rapid development of online orientation programmes for any future periods of disruption 
to higher education. Additionally, the programme offered the team an opportunity to gain 
insight into the challenges students face, their needs during this period, and to identify 
students who were either ill-prepared for ERL or did not access the online orientation 
programme at all during the orientation period. 
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Abstract
While all students are affected by the advent of the Covid‑19 pandemic, the first-year student 
population remains a special category of vulnerability for higher education. This is on account of the 
way the Covid‑19 pandemic has disrupted their transition into university and complicated the nature 
of their entry into and through the formal academic cycle. This article uses the notion of a ‘double 
transition’ as a framework for positioning and locating the first-year student transition within the 
context of the prevailing Covid‑19 pandemic. ‘Double transition’ refers to an additional transition 
coupled with that of the first-year transition, with regard to the extraordinary situation of students 
navigating their entry into the unfamiliar terrain of academia while simultaneously navigating the 
Covid‑19 pandemic. The article provides a circumscribed summary of the effects of Covid‑19 on 
university students and looks to describe and explain the nature and shape of first-year transitions in 
relation to the transition necessitated by the Covid‑19 pandemic. It concludes with four key strategies 
for supporting first-year students as the pandemic continues. 

Keywords
Covid‑19; first-year students; online teaching and learning; student transitions; transition support 
systems

Introduction
This article is written at a very dire time in global and South African history, as the 
Covid‑19 pandemic continues to reconfigure society in devastating and possibly permanent 
ways. The article herein focuses on one particular aspect of the Covid‑19 crisis as it affects 
higher education: the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on first-year university students. 

In recent months, the advent of the Covid‑19 pandemic has seen a fundamental and 
dramatic restructuring of the global and national higher education agenda, including the 
cessation of normal campus operations and the swift move to online teaching and learning 
systems. The Covid‑19 pandemic caught South Africa’s higher education sector mostly 
off-guard. This sector has had to hastily engage in relatively new and largely untested online 
teaching and learning systems, showing up and adversely impacting the number of students 
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and staff who do not have access to the requisite technologies and connectivity, or even 
electricity in the case of those staff and students from poor or low-income backgrounds. 
Never before has the issue of access to, and affordability of, internet services been so crucial. 
It is within this prevailing context of disruption and uncertainty, that the fate of one of 
the sector’s most vulnerable sub-populations, i.e. students in their first year of university 
study, has unfortunately become subsumed amongst multiple competing issues on the 
higher education agenda. It is anticipated and, indeed feared, that universities, preoccupied 
with online teaching and learning and making up for lost academic time in the academic 
calendar, may lose the focus on matters of student transition and support. 

Over the past two decades a great deal of effort has been invested by South Africa’s 
universities in matters of First-Year Experience, much of which has drawn from an 
immense body of global scholarship about student transitions and support (Nyar, 2019). 
Such scholarship makes a persuasive case for seeing the first year of university study as 
qualitatively different from the rest of the higher education journey and, further, for 
affording specialised attention to the first year (Gardner, 1986; Upcraft et al., 2005; Astin, 
1993; Tinto, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Johnston, 2010; Greenfield et al., 2013). 

The first-year transition is based on the idea that first-year students have specialised 
needs on account of the critical importance of the year.  The first year of university study is 
seen as the foundation of the higher journey, one which sets the emotional and academic 
tone for the rest of the higher education journey of students and often determines the ways 
in which students respond to the rest of their studies and their time in the higher education 
system. Throughput data in many countries and contexts across the world has consistently 
shown that the initial weeks of the first year are also the time at which students are most 
likely to drop out from their course in the first year of study.   As such, the first year may 
well function as the basis of students’ decision to stay or exit the higher education system 
(Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1996; Kantanis, 2000; Thomas, 2002; Thomas & Quinn, 2006). It is, 
therefore, recognised as a critical transition period which may well affect the educational 
outcomes of students in a more profound way than other types of transitions (Upcraft & 
Gardner, 1989; Tinto, 1993; Terenzini & Pascarella, 2005).

Given the importance of the first year of study and the corresponding disruption posed 
to the first year of study by the Covid‑19 pandemic, a number of questions arise: How 
will first-year students navigate the ‘new’ face of the higher education journey? How is 
transition understood and experienced in the context of the first year of study? What can 
universities realistically do to support first-year students through the Covid‑19 pandemic? 
This article seeks to respond to the aforementioned questions, by way of critical reflection 
and analysis.

How Does Theory Assist in Our Understanding of Student Transition?
Research and theories on life transitions are abundant in fields such as psychology and 
sociology, and have helped inform thinking about the subject in higher education. One 
of the most popular starting points for a theoretical understanding of transition in higher 
education is that of Nancy Schlossberg, a clinical psychologist (1981). Schlossberg’s work 
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on life transitions is widely used by many student affairs professionals, particularly so 
in the areas of academic advising and career services. Schlossberg proposed a transition 
model which describes transition as “any event or non-event which results in changed 
relationships, routines, assumptions and roles” (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 33) and identifies 
four major factors which allow individuals to deal with transition: Situation, Self, 
Support and Strategies (Schlossberg, 1981). Later, Schlossberg collaborated with student 
development theorist, Arthur Chickering, in order to adapt her transition theory to apply 
to college students. They describe the ways in which college students move through the 
transition process as a series of phases, termed “moving in”, “moving out” and “moving 
through” (Chickering & Schlossberg, 1995, p.1).

In the field of higher education, student transition is most helpfully framed through 
the sprawling field of student development theory, which looks to explain and understand 
the developmental growth of university students (Chickering, 1969; Perry, 1970; Loevinger, 
1976; Vygotsky, 1978). The student development literature looks to understand the 
individual experience and interpretation of transition, but also explores how transition 
happens in the interface between the characteristics of individual students (socio-economic 
background, prior experiences of learning, etc.) and the broader social and political context 
in which the student is located. Towards this end, O’Donnell, Kean and Stevens (2016) 
explain the role of institutions and larger social contexts in relation to student transition. 
They understand transition as the intersection between the student and the social context 
in which the student is embedded. Further, the meaning attributed to the transition by 
the student experiencing it, and the ease with which the student navigates the transition, 
depends upon the social contexts in which the transition occurs and the amount of support 
available to the student. 

Accordingly, higher education scholars, such as Vincent Tinto, Alexander Astin, Ernest 
Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini have argued persuasively that universities must support 
student transitions, and indeed have a responsibility to do so (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1993; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Hussey & Smith, 2010).  Towards this end, for example, Hussey 
and Smith (2010) propose that part of the purpose of higher education is to support the 
transitions experienced by students, and further, that the design and delivery of higher 
education should be predicated on the concept of student transition. 

Hussey and Smith state:

‘Transition’ is not a precise term. Transitions are large, complex and significant changes 
that occur in a student’s life: a nested pattern of lesser changes. They may concern 
their learning, circumstances, self-concept, autonomy, maturity and so forth. They are 
changes that the student, parents, friends, prospective employers and educators judge to 
be of real significance. Some may be intended and brought about by design, others may 
emerge by happenstance; some will be evaluated as positive, others negative. Examples 
include such things as the transition from home to university; from dependent 
youngster to independent adult; from novice to knowledgeable, skilled practitioner or 
from engaged student to disaffected dropout. Those involved in education have the task 
of deciding which transitions are desirable and which are undesirable, and amongst the 
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former, the priority and order in which they need to be made. Teachers and other staff 
have to decide how to go about helping students through these transitions and how to 
detect and measure progress. All this is just describing what higher education has always 
been about, but describing it in this way changes it from an institution-based system 
through which students are processed, to a student-centred system, which, at least 
to some extent, attends to the needs of the individual and their capacity to progress. 

(Hussey & Smith, 2010, p.120)

While centring the role of higher education institutions, it is also recognised that students 
hold agency. Students play an equally important role in facilitating their own transitions 
through higher education. It is argued that students have a joint responsibility to manage 
their transitions and facilitate their own educational outcomes, and further, that universities 
must be demanding of their expectations for students and work to develop agency and 
active self-government in their students (Tinto, 1993; McInnis, 2001). This is in line with 
Sanford’s theory of student development (Sanford, 1968), which suggests a ‘challenge-
support balance’. The ‘challenge-support balance’ theory is based on the idea that too much 
challenge may alienate and frustrate students while too much support may never push 
students into achieving their full developmental potential. Sanford advocated that optimum 
student growth and development is best facilitated by an appropriate blend of challenge 
and support. 

Of particular interest to this article for the purposes of understanding student 
transition, is the work of Gale and Parker (2014). They argue that higher education tends 
to see transition in terms of three broad conceptualisations of transition, i.e. induction, 
development and becoming, which may not do justice to the real lived experiences of 
student transition. They make a case for seeing transition for the dynamic, negotiated 
and non-linear phenomenon that it is. Similarly, Quinn (2010, p. 127) argues for seeing 
transition in terms of complexity. She advocates for using the pluralised form of transition, 
i.e. as in “multiple transitions into, out of, through, across and re‑entering higher education”. 

Gale and Parker’s (2014, p. 737) definition of transition as “the capability to navigate 
change” is particularly instructive in its acknowledgement that transitions affect students 
differentially, particularly those from low-income or historically disadvantaged backgrounds 
(Gale & Parker, 2014; Briggs et al., 2012; Thomas, 2002). As expostulated by Thomas (2002, 
p. 413): “If a student feels that they do not fit in, that their social and cultural practices are
inappropriate and that their tacit knowledge is under-valued, they may be more inclined to 
withdraw early.” Reference is made here to Pierre Bourdieu’s seminal theoretical work on 
habitus and cultural capital, which helps to explain differences and disparities in educational 
outcomes (Bourdieu, 1973). Bourdieu theorised that less advantaged students who have not 
had the benefit of exposure to the discourses and practices of the higher education system, 
will not adapt as easily as those who have already had the benefit of cultural capital acquired 
from their backgrounds and networks. Students from privileged class backgrounds are less 
likely to encounter constraints or barriers than those who are less advantaged. 
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Together, these various theoretical arguments provide a framework for understanding 
student transition. One may, therefore, draw the following conclusions about transition: 

(a)	 Transition is about more than the student’s individual experience of it. Transition 
cannot be understood without reference to the context in which the transition 
takes place, and the social and cultural factors involved in that transition; 

(b)	Universities have an obligation to support students throughout transition; and that 
support must involve agency from students to help facilitate their own success in 
their studies;

(c)	Transition affects students differentially. Some students will fare better than others. 
This is due to the amount of cultural capital to which they have access.

This more general conceptualisation of transition helps better understand the nature of 
educational transitions, more specifically, the first-year transition, and further, how this 
particular educational transition has been complicated and, indeed, disrupted by the advent 
of Covid‑19. The first-year student population can be said to be facing a ‘double’ transition 
of sorts: first, a first-year transition involving the challenges typical of the first year of 
university study; and, second, an overlapping, equally unsettling, transition, involving the 
adaptation to a Covid‑19-mediated way of life at university.

Understanding the First-year Transition in the Context of Covid‑19 
Transitions are a permanent and indeed inescapable part of the human condition, and often 
have far-reaching consequences for those experiencing them. The process of transition can 
require individuals to alter their perceptions of self, relinquish familiar reference points, 
objects or persons, de-link from previous or existing support structures, and sometimes 
make uncomfortable adjustments to accommodate their altered or new realities. As such, 
transitions can involve a wide array of emotions, some of which can leave individuals feeling 
disoriented, or even traumatised. Feelings of anxiety, depression or trauma can accompany 
transitions. In line with the arguments of scholars advocating support for the transition that 
takes place in higher education, there is an urgent need to develop support frameworks for 
students. Such support frameworks can mitigate some of the effects of the two transitions 
taking place simultaneously at the point of vulnerability in the higher education journey, 
which is the first year of study.

Challenges of the first-year student transition

The first-year student transition serves as an example of a life transition involving 
fundamental change in which individuals struggle to adapt and require support and 
coping resources. The first year of university study can be aptly described as a ‘culture 
shock’. Students in their first year of study must familiarise themselves with the complex 
ecosystem of processes, procedures and specific requirements of the university system. For 
example, logistical competencies are required to navigate such basic university processes 
and procedures as timetables, maps, schedules, lecture notes, finances, etc. There is an 
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acute emotional and psychological component to the first-year transition for students, as 
students navigate the complex bureaucracy of the universities, establish new relationships 
and adjust to the discourse and demands of academia. They face a wide range of challenges 
and stressors in their new environment, which predisposes them to high levels of anxiety 
and stress (Clark, 2005; Christie, 2009). While some students may possibly navigate this 
transition with relative ease, other students experience difficulties in adjustment and require 
support (Briggs et al., 2012; Gale & Parker, 2014). 

The new and changing nature of academic learning, involving departure from the 
predictable frameworks of school to the relative anonymity and autonomy of university, 
represents one of the most significant challenges for the first-year student. Students 
often struggle in order to develop the requirements for academic learning, i.e. flexibility, 
autonomy and self-directed learning involving reading and critical thinking in ways that are 
profoundly different from high school learning strategies (Ramsden, 1992; Cook & Leckey, 
1999; Krause, 2006; Lowe & Cook, 2010). First-year students also struggle to adapt to 
teaching which takes place most often in large and unfamiliar classroom settings, generally 
under conditions of relative anonymity. Large class learning is typically associated with 
limited student engagement and insufficient depth of learning, and may, as Cuseo (2007, 
p. 2) notes, “initiate maladaptive learning habits or predispositions to learning that linger 
beyond the first year”. 

Challenges of the Covid‑19 transition

Covid‑19 is a novel disease and hence unanticipated and unexplored. The rapid transmission 
rate and high mortality rate of Covid‑19 renders the disease especially frightening. For first-
year students undergoing their introduction to university while coping with the Covid‑19 
pandemic, their transition can be described as especially traumatic. As Schlossberg et 
al. have noted, the impact of a transition increases exponentially when the transition is 
unanticipated (Schlossberg, 1981). While the challenges of the first-year transition are 
anticipated for the most part, they are often not fully understood or the extent of those 
changes are unappreciated. Students are often not fully aware of the nature and extent of 
the first-year transition, until they are able to fully experience the transition for themselves. 
The Covid‑19 pandemic heightens the complexity of the first-year transition on account 
of the wholly unanticipated nature of Covid‑19. 

The unanticipated nature of the Covid‑19 pandemic echoes the theoretical 
understanding of the fundamental nature of transition as unpredictable and irregular 
(Briggs et al., 2012; Gale & Parker, 2014). Under normal circumstances, the first-year 
transition is a destabilising process. When coupled with the exigencies of the Covid‑19 
pandemic, the first-year transition may well become impossible for students to navigate. 
For first-year students, the Covid‑19 pandemic has come to represent an additional layer of 
complexity in the context of their introduction to higher education. 

The impact of transition is also measured in terms of the degree to which it alters 
familiar routines and daily lifestyle. First-year students have had to negotiate their transition 
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to online learning, while living under conditions of enforced social distancing – all in the 
context of the new and unfamiliar setting of academia and the world of the university. Due 
to problems with registration processes, they were only able to experience approximately 
six weeks of traditional contact learning before the commencement of the national 
lockdown on 26 March 2020 and the subsequent implementation of a raft of Covid‑19 
restrictions on daily life. Mathiba’s article (2020) describes the challenges facing students as 
a result of Covid‑19 as a “raft of problems”. Campus closures took place in a haphazard and 
confusing way, with many students having to incur costs for unplanned travel, housing and 
last-minute relocation. Moreover, the hasty nature of South Africa’s national lockdown has 
ensnared many students in bureaucratic predicaments regarding accommodation, transport 
and food, for example, in terms of refunds for meals and accommodation, or problems of 
lease agreements for those students who are renting accommodation off‑campus and are 
locked into contracts with landlords.

Many students are experiencing financial hardships on account of sustained job and 
income losses as a result of Covid‑19. The closure of universities has also cut certain 
students off from employment opportunities, such as those students who may have had 
part-time work in libraries or cafeterias; or resources, such as those students who may have 
been receiving food as part of a meals programme offered by their university. Accordingly, 
first-year students are most likely to be suffering psychological impacts on account of the 
profound disruptions to their daily lives. Such disruption is compounded by the Covid‑19 
imposed restrictions on their social lives and the sudden removal of their daily routines of 
socialisation. It is possible to surmise that prolonged social distancing may well predispose 
students towards modifying or changing their socialising habits, including their willingness 
to be in crowds or any or all highly populated spaces. 

As an unanticipated transition, the move to online teaching and learning has been 
sudden and unprecedented for all of South Africa’s students. While South Africa’s 
universities have had some limited experience with online teaching and learning, including 
blended learning, universities are generally not well-positioned to support large-scale online 
learning. The move to online teaching and learning has been hasty, with little preparation 
and limited educator training. Students have struggled to transition to online teaching and 
learning, despite the availability of learning materials and zero-rated applications. Moreover, 
the overload of information through different software platforms, mobile applications 
and emails may be an additional source of anxiety and stress for students (Dell, 2020; 
Macupe, 2020).

Given the sudden onslaught of the Covid‑19 pandemic, there are limited studies on 
the effects of Covid‑19 on the mental health of university students. It can, nonetheless, be 
surmised that the Covid‑19 pandemic holds serious mental health and trauma implications 
for students (Brookes et al., 2020; Salari et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020). Students may 
experience the disruption to the normal routines of daily life as destabilising, requiring an 
adaptation of their normal coping strategies towards adversity and putting them at risk of 
adverse adaptive strategies. For those students who may also be preoccupied with illness or 



84   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 77‑92  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1429

caring responsibilities on account of Covid‑19, this may represent time taken away from 
their studies and further anxiety about the effect on their studies. Constant exposure to 
news and information about the pandemic, including misinformation and sensationalist 
news, may also continue to compromise the mental health and well‑being of students. 

Given the well-established intersection between poverty and mental health, the 
demographic likely to be most severely affected by Covid‑19 are those from low-income or 
disadvantaged communities. Students from such backgrounds may experience pronounced 
isolation and frustration in the course of their learning, in addition to the customary 
stressors of their daily existence, such as financial hardship, food insecurity and precarious 
home environments. Certain categories of vulnerable students in the first-year student 
population may face an increased risk of anxiety and depression during the pandemic, 
such as those students who are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer (questioning), 
Intersex, Asexual and Other non-heterosexual people (LGBTQIA+), disabled or with 
some form of illness or impairment.

The double transition is summarised below in a tabular synthesised form as Table 1. 
This table helps to succinctly illustrate the nature of this ‘double transition’ and all the 
disruption that is involved in the double transition with regard to the dynamics of the 
first-year transition which is being simultaneously experienced. By closely positioning 
the two transitions under the organising framework of common transition categories, viz. 
Academic, Social/Psychological and Logistical, it is possible to appreciate the depth and 
extent of the disruption of the Covid‑19 pandemic and how the pandemic has deepened 
and intensified all the existing challenges of transition.

Predicted Long-Term Impacts of the Double Transition

Prolonged financial hardship

Depending on the trajectory of the Covid‑19 pandemic in South Africa, financial hardships 
for students could possibly continue and extend for several years to come. First-year 
students may well be disillusioned by their untimely introduction to the higher education 
system. They may even question the value for money of an education under the restrictions 
of Covid‑19 and possibly make the decision to leave the system altogether in light of the 
longer-term outlook for employment. Some may leave the system altogether simply on 
account of Covid‑19 induced impoverishment. It is possible to surmise that South Africa’s 
‘missing middle’ (i.e. those students from poor or middle-income backgrounds who do 
not qualify for national government funding support on account of their combined family 
incomes being higher than the minimum family income amount stipulated for assistance) 
may expand on account of Covid‑19 job losses and impoverishment of families and 
communities. 



Ansilla Nyar:  The ‘Double Transition’ for First-Year Students: Understanding the Impact of Covid‑19 …   85

T
ab

le
 1

: 
T

he
 d

ou
bl

e 
tr

an
si
ti
on

 o
f 
fi
rs

t-
ye

ar
 s

tu
de

nt
s

T
ra

ns
it
io

n 
C

at
eg

or
ie

s
Fi

rs
t-

Y
ea

r 
T
ra

ns
it
io

n
C

ov
id

‑1
9 

tr
an

si
ti
on

A
ca

de
m

ic
•	

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 e

xp
ec

ta
tio

ns
 a

nd
 a

ss
um

pt
io

ns
 

ab
ou

t 
th

e 
na

tu
re

 o
f a

ca
de

m
ic

 le
ar

ni
ng

 a
s 

w
el

l a
s 

th
e 

st
yl

e 
an

d 
pa

ce
 o

f i
ns

tr
uc

tio
n.

 
•	

N
ee

d 
fo

r 
se

lf-
di

re
ct

ed
 le

ar
ni

ng
, i

n 
w

ay
s 

th
at

 a
re

 p
ro

fo
un

dl
y 

di
ffe

re
nt

 fr
om

 h
ig

h 
sc

ho
ol

 le
ar

ni
ng

 s
tr

at
eg

ie
s. 

•	
Im

m
er

sio
n 

in
 t

he
 la

rg
e 

cl
as

sr
oo

m
 s

et
tin

g,
 

un
de

r 
co

nd
iti

on
s 

of
 r

el
at

iv
e 

an
on

ym
ity

. 

•	
A

br
up

t 
en

tr
y 

in
to

 a
 c

om
pl

ex
 le

ar
ni

ng
 m

od
al

ity
, w

hi
ch

 p
ut

s 
pr

es
su

re
 o

n 
st

ud
en

ts
 t

o 
ac

ce
ss

 t
he

 r
eq

ui
re

d 
co

m
pu

te
r 

ha
rd

w
ar

e 
an

d 
in

te
rn

et
 c

on
ne

ct
iv

ity
.

•	
Po

ss
ib

ili
ty

 o
f b

or
ed

om
 a

nd
 a

ca
de

m
ic

 d
ise

ng
ag

em
en

t 
in

 a
n 

on
lin

e 
te

ac
hi

ng
 a

nd
 

le
ar

ni
ng

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t.

•	
In

 t
he

 c
as

e 
of

 in
fe

ct
io

n,
 t

im
e 

lo
st

 t
ow

ar
ds

 s
tu

di
es

. 

So
ci

al
/

Ps
yc

ho
lo

gi
ca

l
•	

W
id

e 
ra

ng
e 

of
 c

ha
lle

ng
es

 a
nd

 s
tr

es
so

rs
 

in
 t

he
 n

ew
 e

nv
iro

nm
en

t, 
in

cl
ud

in
g 

th
e 

es
ta

bl
ish

m
en

t 
an

d 
ne

go
tia

tio
n 

of
 a

 r
an

ge
 

of
 d

iff
er

en
t 

pe
rs

on
al

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 w

ith
 

bo
th

 p
ee

rs
 a

nd
 f

ac
ul

ty
.

•	
Pr

ed
isp

os
iti

on
 t

o 
lo

ne
lin

es
s, 

se
lf-

do
ub

t 
an

d 
ho

m
es

ic
kn

es
s.

•	
H

ei
gh

te
ne

d 
le

ve
ls 

of
 p

sy
ch

ol
og

ic
al

 d
ist

re
ss

 o
n 

ac
co

un
t 

of
 d

isr
up

tio
n 

to
 d

ai
ly

 r
ou

tin
e,

 
an

xi
et

y 
ab

ou
t 

in
cr

ea
sin

g 
in

fe
ct

io
n 

ra
te

s 
an

d 
fe

ar
s 

ab
ou

t 
fin

an
ci

al
 h

ar
ds

hi
ps

 a
nd

 
ac

ad
em

ic
 d

el
ay

s. 
•	

H
ea

lth
-r

el
at

ed
 fe

ar
s 

ab
ou

t 
C

ov
id

‑1
9,

 in
cl

ud
in

g 
fe

ar
 o

f i
lln

es
s 

or
 d

ea
th

, p
ar

tic
ul

ar
ly

 
w

ith
 r

eg
ar

d 
to

 t
ho

se
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

w
ho

 h
av

e 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

d 
th

e 
ill

ne
ss

es
 o

f f
am

ily
 m

em
be

rs
 

w
ith

 C
ov

id
‑1

9,
 e

sp
ec

ia
lly

 o
ld

er
 f

am
ily

 m
em

be
rs

. O
ld

er
 a

du
lts

 a
re

 a
t 

th
e 

hi
gh

es
t 

ri
sk

 
fo

r 
C

ov
id

‑1
9.

•	
Po

ss
ib

le
 a

ss
um

pt
io

n 
of

 c
ar

in
g 

re
sp

on
sib

ili
tie

s 
fo

r 
ill

 f
am

ily
 m

em
be

rs
 o

r 
ac

qu
ai

nt
an

ce
s. 

•	
Is

ol
at

io
n 

on
 a

cc
ou

nt
 o

f r
es

tr
ic

tio
ns

 o
n 

so
ci

al
 li

fe
.

•	
A

nx
ie

ty
 o

n 
ac

co
un

t 
of

 c
on

st
an

t 
ex

po
su

re
 t

o 
C

ov
id

‑1
9 

ne
w

s 
an

d 
po

ss
ib

le
 

m
isi

nf
or

m
at

io
n.

 
•	

Im
pa

ct
 o

f s
ic

kn
es

s 
or

 e
ve

n 
de

at
h 

of
 a

 c
la

ss
m

at
e, 

ro
om

m
at

e, 
an

d/
or

 u
ni

ve
rs

ity
 s

ta
ff 

m
em

be
r 

kn
ow

n 
to

 t
he

 s
tu

de
nt

. 

Lo
gi

st
ic

al
•	

N
ew

 o
r 

gr
ea

te
r 

re
qu

ir
em

en
ts

 fo
r 

lo
gi

st
ic

al
 c

om
pe

te
nc

ie
s 

in
 t

er
m

s 
of

 a
ll 

m
at

te
rs

 o
f t

he
ir

 o
w

n 
fo

od
, t

ra
ns

po
rt

 a
nd

 
ac

co
m

m
od

at
io

n,
 a

s 
w

el
l a

s 
un

iv
er

sit
y 

pr
oc

es
se

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
ed

ur
es

 (
e.

g.
 t

im
et

ab
le

s, 
m

ap
s, 

sc
he

du
le

s, 
le

ct
ur

e 
no

te
s, 

fin
an

ce
s, 

et
c.

).

•	
N

ee
d 

fo
r 

pr
of

ic
ie

nc
y 

in
 n

ew
 o

nl
in

e 
le

ar
ni

ng
 t

oo
ls 

an
d 

m
et

ho
ds

, w
hi

le
 le

ar
ni

ng
 t

o 
co

m
pl

y 
w

ith
 C

ov
id

‑1
9 

sa
fe

ty
 a

nd
 h

yg
ie

ne
 p

ro
to

co
ls 

in
 d

ai
ly

 li
fe

. 
•	

In
se

cu
re

 a
cc

es
s 

to
 p

er
so

na
l p

ro
te

ct
iv

e 
eq

ui
pm

en
t 

(P
PE

), 
su

ch
 a

s 
m

as
ks

 a
nd

 s
an

iti
se

rs
.



86   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 77‑92  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1429

Mental health crisis for students

A long-term mental health crisis is predicted for students. The implications of a sustained 
immersion in the Covid‑19 pandemic, with all the attendant fear, anxiety and depression 
in parallel with pre‑existing high levels of stress, have not yet been explored for students. 
The timeframe of the double transition must be taken into account. Short spells of the 
double transition can obviously be considered less detrimental than prolonged exposure to 
the stresses and uncertainties of the pandemic. The potential long-term consequences for 
students may only be understood in the future, as the pandemic continues and depressive 
symptoms fully present themselves. It would be prudent for universities to invest in the 
mental health of students, before mental health problems become entrenched. Therefore, it 
can be said that monitoring and oversight of the mental health of students should be seen 
as an immediate strategic priority for universities. It is necessary to follow the trajectory of 
the mental health and well‑being of students, as the pandemic continues. 

An uncertain future for online teaching and learning

The extent to which online teaching and learning is able to find purchase with students, 
will only be seen in the coming months and years. There are few learning strategies which 
explicitly speak to the special needs of first-year students. The subject of specific pedagogies 
for first-year students remains one which is largely unexplored (Nathan, 2005; Erickson 
et al., 2006; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011). While the move to online teaching and learning 
has happened on account of necessity, it has also been propelled by far-reaching and naïve 
assumptions about South Africa’s digital readiness and the idea that the 21st‑century student 
population will be more adept at online teaching and learning than previous generations 
of learners. It can be argued that while students are, on average, more acclimated to 
technology than previous generations of students, this should not automatically assume the 
high levels of technological proficiency that would, for example, be needed for successful 
online teaching and learning. The latter is particularly true in light of the fact that modern 
forms of technology are continually updating and changing. 

Long-term academic disengagement is a risk of the double transition. Students may 
quickly become bored with learning materials, particularly so in a home-centric learning 
environment which can be isolating and prone to distractions. The double transition 
may inculcate poor learning styles and habits during the pandemic which may linger 
throughout their time in the higher education system. It is also possible to predict that 
some students may embrace online teaching and learning, and appreciate the flexibility and 
convenience of online teaching and learning as a more appealing option than traditional 
classroom forms of instruction, which has long been criticised for its redundancy in terms 
of 21st‑century learning. Of course, much depends on educator expertise, and the ability of 
institutions of higher education to provide the training and education which can strengthen  
teaching strategies. 
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Loss or dilution of  ‘the university experience’

Universities offer a sense of social engagement and connection for students. The Covid‑19 
pandemic has deprived first-year students of all the experiences involved in an active 
and engaged student life, as well as the multiple opportunities for personal growth and 
social development that university life has to offer. The experiential aspect of university 
goes beyond teaching and learning and extends to a wider universe of campus-based 
experiences, such as accommodation, employment, career advice, mentoring, psychological 
support services, all of which encompass the student lifestyle (Morgan, 2012). Under 
the restrictions of the Covid‑19 pandemic, first-year students miss out on the vibrancy 
and immediacy of the engagement with the totality of student experiences at university. 
Moreover, all the tools traditionally employed by universities to aid students transition 
(e.g., orientation, mentoring and various support services) are now significantly diluted or 
weakened by the recourse to all online modes of interaction.

It goes without saying that theories of transition in higher education must now take 
into account the ‘double transition’ and find ways to mitigate its insidious impact on the 
educational outcomes of first-year students. The Covid‑19 pandemic may be seen as a 
critical watershed issue that could influence the life trajectories of students in both short 
term and long-term scenarios.  As the first year is understood to be the crucial determining 
year for how students respond to the rest of their studies, this experience of the Covid‑19 
pandemic and their ‘double transition’ may well prove to be a formative one for students 
and exert a lasting impact. As this moment is evolving, it will remain incumbent on 
educators to study the effects of the ‘double transition’ on future generations of learners. 

Strategies to Mitigate the ‘Double Transition’
It is difficult to make definitive pronouncements in the prevailing contexts of uncertainty 
and unpredictability surrounding the Covid‑19 pandemic. It is, in fact, impossible to 
predict the effects of Covid‑19, and there is also much about the Covid‑19 virus that yet 
remains clinically unclear or unknown. There are, however, a number of ways in which 
the double transition can be addressed in the hopes of ameliorating the challenging 
circumstances of first-year students and providing some (short- and long-term) relief for 
their circumstances. Several recommendations are advanced here, some of which relate to 
the broader macro-environment, and some of which can be reasonably effected within the 
higher education system. 

First, financial relief for cash-strapped students is a matter of critical urgency. Higher 
education should be included in the national financial stimulus plans for economic and 
social recovery. Universities are also urged to explore and possibly tap into various social 
and economic funding measures put in place by national government in order to alleviate 
the financial hardships caused by the Covid‑19 pandemic. The matter of fee reductions for 
students has not been explicitly addressed by the Department of Higher Education and 
Training (DHET) as well as the university sector (Deklerk, 2020). Given the costs borne 
by students of the shift to online platforms, the variability in quality of online teaching 
and the lack of access to critical elements of learning such as labs and clinical experience, 
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the current fee structure bears the need for review. Moreover, innovative ways to design a 
safety support for students should also be considered and explored with the private sector 
and donors, both local and international. This recommendation for a financial safety net 
for students is made in light of the financial hardships suffered by universities on account 
of Covid‑19 and the likelihood of subsidy reductions, and the curtailment in student 
admissions.

The future of online teaching and learning is uncertain as universities are re‑examining 
their customary approaches to teaching and learning on account of Covid‑19. A great deal 
of institutional introspection is currently taking place about the renewal of the current 
teaching and learning model, and with regard to lessons learned during the Covid‑19 
pandemic. It is, however, clear that universities must now disengage from the emergency 
mode in which the transition to online teaching and learning first took place. Universities 
must now improve their pedagogical practice in terms of the delivery of online teaching 
and learning. It is also imperative that educators receive training and support, as they 
continue the work of online teaching and learning under the Covid‑19 pandemic. 
Knowledge transfer from Unisa (University of South Africa), South Africa’s largest open 
distance higher education institution, is critical and, indeed, expected during this time.

Mental health is considered a priority under normal circumstances of the first-year 
student transition. In the context of the first-year double transition, provisions for the 
mental health of students and access to high-quality mental health services, assumes ever 
greater importance. It is therefore imperative that student support be scaled up as the 
Covid‑19 pandemic runs its course. While this may mean large-scale interventions such as 
ensuring sufficient numbers of well-trained counsellors, it can also mean smaller thoughtful 
strategies such as exploring the use of electronic devices for counselling, and possibly 
relaxing bureaucratic restrictions on such things as loaning of devices or access to lending 
resources. During this time of anxiety and uncertainty, it is urged that universities actively 
work towards inculcating a wider institutional culture of treating students with greater care 
and kindness than they have previously done. All departments who actively interface with 
students, i.e. admissions, fees, and security, should be trained in the dynamics and nuances 
of the double transition for first-year students, with the goal of developing more thoughtful 
and considered interactions with students during the Covid‑19 pandemic. 

However, it is important to recognise that provisions for mental health support should 
not only be the province of universities. It should be considered holistically as a critical 
element of South Africa’s broader response to the Covid‑19 pandemic and expanded into 
the country’s primary health care services, so that all those who need it have immediate 
access to skilled psycho-social support 

While the Covid‑19 pandemic has inevitably endowed universities with a new 
singularity of purpose in their operations (i.e. focusing on the curriculum and recovering 
lost academic time), matters of student support should not be overlooked or compromised 
in any way. It is incumbent upon the First-Year community, and indeed all university staff, 
at all institutions of higher education, to ensure that matters of First-Year Experience and 
student support remain central to institutional agendas. 



Ansilla Nyar:  The ‘Double Transition’ for First-Year Students: Understanding the Impact of Covid‑19 …   89

Conclusion
This article has shown the complexity of the various challenges involved in the double 
transition of first-year students to higher education. While the large body of theoretical work 
as detailed in the first part of this article, has provided a roadmap of sorts to guide student 
transitions, it nonetheless offers no clear roadmap to dictate how this particular transition – 
the double transition – can best be managed. There is a need to develop a framework, as has 
been advanced herein and encapsulated in Table 1, that will best understand the complex 
trajectory of the double transition. Only time can predict how first-year students may 
move into different phases in this particular transition. This may involve moving beyond 
the current experience of turmoil and distress towards a period of acceptance in which 
the double transition is incorporated into the lives of first-year students. The implications 
of this double transition will vary widely in terms of the personalities of students and their 
individual repertoire of coping strategies. As Bourdieu and his various proponents remind, 
the extent of social capital and networks at the disposal of students will play a significant, if 
not defining, role in the way the double transition is managed. 

It is possible to reframe the double transition as an empowering experience, despite 
the stress and trauma involved in this type of ordeal. Indeed, all transitions can be seen to 
hold a silver lining of sorts in the ways that they propel psychological growth and bring to 
the fore many positive qualities and characteristics in the personalities of individuals that 
will increase their ability to negotiate difficult and complex situations in their future. This 
article has advocated some strategies to mitigate the worst of the double transition, all of 
which can be reasonably effected by those in the higher education sector. It can be said, in 
closing, that for those working in the higher education sector, it is critically important to be 
aware of the impact of transitional experiences on the student population, and to continue 
to practise the kind of intentional care, trust and respect needed to guide and encourage 
first-year students through the challenges of the double transition.
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Abstract
In March 2020, the South African President Mr Cyril Ramaphosa announced a national lockdown 
due to the rising cases of the Covid‑19 pandemic. As a result, some of the higher education institutions 
closed under lockdown level 5 and strategies had to be developed to adapt to the “new norm”. 
Consequently, students and the living and learning spaces in South Africa were affected, necessitating 
therefore that transformation in all spheres takes place. This study, through a qualitative research 
design, investigated the effect of Covid‑19 on students and the living and learning spaces at a selected 
university in South Africa. Fifteen students and ten Residence Advisors (RAs) were telephonically 
interviewed. The results revealed that the living and learning spaces had been significantly transformed 
by the Covid‑19 pandemic. The operations of these spaces had been compelled to change in order 
to comply with the Covid‑19 regulations, such that student learning was shifted from face-to-face 
to online learning. This meant more time spent indoors, stricter measures now in place and the RA 
roles having been broadened to ensure that they also monitor compliance. The study also noted that 
even after the pandemic, things will still take time to get back to normal. This article concludes that 
Covid‑19 has had a huge effect on the living and learning spaces as well as students at the selected 
university and that both students and staff should play their roles effectively to ensure that everyone 
remains safe. 

Keywords
advising; Covid‑19; living and learning; residence life; student affairs

Introduction
According to Jones Lang Lasalle (2016), there is a huge demand for student accommodation 
in Africa due to an increased enrolment rate. Therefore, most students opt to reside in the 
accommodation offered by the institution whether insourced or outsourced. Student 
accommodation or residences refer to a living place provided by institutions (DHET, 2015). 

http://www.jsaa.ac.za
mailto:blessingk1%40dut.ac.za?subject=
mailto:shabangunondu.sn%40gmail.com?subject=


94   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 93‑105  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1430

For the purposes of this study the student residences will be termed ‘living and learning 
spaces’. The living and learning spaces characterise the concepts of learning while living 
in the university’s shared spaces. Furthermore, this is a concept used in integrating the 
accommodation and academic aspect in student development. There is limited literature 
on student living and learning, particularly in Africa. Gopal and Van Niekerk (2018) argue 
that the demand for student housing in South Africa is very high, mostly due to limited 
institutions of higher learning as well as unconducive learning environments at home. 

Parameswaran and Bowers (2014) and Tshimangadzo, Nkhangweleni Azwitamisi and 
Tshifhiwa (2020) note that studies have shown that students who reside in university 
learning and living spaces perform better in all aspects of life than those who do not stay 
in residences. A study conducted by Eurostudent (2011) concluded that students residing 
in university residences are likely to see studying as their main occupation, and this in turn, 
it is believed, “may have a positive effect on their duration of study and grades”. There are 
factors which can substantiate the reasons for student success while residing in residences. 
The reasons can be due to the social and educational programmes implemented in the 
residences which facilitate student development in all aspects. Swartz (2010) contends that 
student living and learning communities are strategically crucial as they are ideal locations 
for both learning and teaching and recreational and social life, consequently creating a sense 
of community, “a home away from home”. Wartz (2010) argues that students in living and 
learning spaces ought to have four crucial functions namely: 

• A leadership function – the living and learning spaces are a training ground for
student leadership

• A pedagogical function – living and learning spaces are places of teaching and
learning, induction, and orientation. 

• A social function – the living and learning space is a place where students have
fun which is crucial to student life and engagement; and

• A cultural function – societies and clubs are strongest in living and learning spaces
(Swartz, 2010).

Each of the foregoing forms an important element in the development of each student, 
and therefore speaks to the richness of the living and learning spaces in fostering a 
developmental agenda.

According to Gopal and Van Niekerk (2018), living and learning spaces build unity 
and commonness of purpose. Thus, first-year students look up to their seniors, and find 
the support and encouragement that accrue from loyalty to the living and learning spaces. 
Students from rural communities find residences a vital bridge to the complexities and 
uncertainties of a large institution. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) attest that research 
suggests that living in an on-campus residence when doing a four-year university degree 
has a positive impact on student performance, adjustment, and retention. Therefore, with 
the emergence of a pandemic like Covid‑19, which makes social distancing mandatory, 
research must be conducted to assess if staying on‑campus still has a positive impact 
on student performance. Residence students are exposed to numerous extracurricular 
activities which in turn promote self-growth, thus leading to improved performance. 
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A study conducted by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) further revealed that living in 
university residences from the first year of study increases the chances of completion on 
time by 12%, and students regarded ‘at risk students’ are well nurtured due to an increase 
of social interaction. There are numerous advantages of living in the institution’s living and 
learning spaces for students and these include that students interact more frequently and 
informally with academic peers and staff. For instance, most staff employed as residence 
advisors are university academic staff. Hence, they are able to interact informally with the 
students, making it easier for students to approach them whenever they need assistance and 
guidance. Students residing in the university living and learning spaces participate in more 
on‑campus activities than those who do not. More on-campus activities are facilitated 
on the residences and the accessibility is easier for students who reside in on‑campus 
residences. 

Students in living and learning spaces are more likely to persist and graduate since 
most tutors live in the same spaces, hence making it easier to oversee their development 
and learning. Living and learning spaces also facilitate improved psychological development 
for students, hence reducing the rates of suicidal thoughts and mental health challenges 
experienced by students. It is of paramount importance to also note that in the living 
and learning spaces there are “living and learning” programmes which are implemented 
to enhance the integration of cultural, physical, social, intellectual and spiritual growth of 
students in a way that each complements the other. Ultimately, the students will attach 
more importance to intellectual values, liberalism, secularism, and aesthetics. 

The Transformation of Living and Learning Spaces due to Covid‑19
Covid‑19 has left no living and learning space in the South African universities unaffected, 
and its consequences are felt. The impact Covid‑19 has had on living and learning spaces 
and on students is huge and deeply felt. Universities are still trying to cope with developing 
or strengthening the systems of living and learning, and ensuring that students still be 
exposed to as much knowledge as possible. According to Mohamedbhai (2020), to be 
able to contain the spread of the virus and also ensure that the lockdown measures are 
followed, there was no choice for the African countries but to close education institutions 
(higher education institutions). Mohamedbhai (2020) further states that higher education 
institutions have had to ensure that their programmes are delivered online through 
distance learning to all their students with the use of information and communication 
technology (ITS).

One of the huge transformations that has taken place in living and learning spaces, 
is that where Covid‑19 has accelerated the digital transformation of higher education, 
universities have been forced to develop virtual cultures. Classes are now online for the 
rest of the year 2020 as universities have been forced to stop being physically operational 
(Martin-Barbero, 2020). Due to this, higher education institutions have had to make sure 
that learning continues, and this has led to disturbances of the lives of many (Martin-
Barbero, 2020). Martin-Berbero (2020) states that this transformation has led to the 
inequalities between the students with resources and those without access to the resources.
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According to Makhanya (2020), before the Covid‑19 pandemic, South African 
universities depended on contact teaching. This made teaching seem equal to all. 
However, students come from different socio-economic backgrounds and no student 
should be marginalised, so universities must ensure that they cater for all their students 
(Makhanya, 2020). 

Transformation in living spaces has been well observed. According to Mzileni (2020), 
there is a lack of the infrastructure in the townships and villages of South Africa, that 
is required for students to function accordingly. Furthermore, in terms of the learning 
experience, it is well noted that many communities and households are non-conducive 
spaces for students and hence the universities were made conceptual residential institutions 
for the utilisation of face-to-face contact learning (Mzileni, 2020). Universities are aware 
that regardless of the advancements in technology and the innovations contributed thus far, 
the undergraduate students still require to be hosted physically in on‑campus residences 
in order to concentrate well on their studies (Mzileni 2020). However, the reality is that 
not all the students residing in on‑campus residences in general have high concentration 
levels. Research by Mzileni (2020) shows that, over 15 000 campus residence students under 
normal circumstances would have high concentration level when off‑campus. Mzileni 
(2020) further states that, for students with lower concentration levels it has been hard to 
facilitate seamless teaching, and due to this, universities have had to use their own resources 
every day to transport students (that under normal circumstances reside in on‑campus 
residences) from off‑campus to campuses and provide Wi-Fi connectivity to all students 
who live off‑campus. (Mzileni, 2020). Some universities are unable to provide all required 
resources to all students. Consequently, the transformation Covid‑19 has brought to living 
and learning spaces has had quite a significant impact on students as evidenced by having 
to move the normal learning process from lecture venues to online learning. Students 
also having to adhere to health protocols, most of which are new to them, and stretch 
the resources of institutions, thus exacerbates the fault-lines where mainly the poor and 
destitute students are struggling even more.

Conceptual Framework
This study will be based on a conceptual framework on e‑resilience in education by Van 
der Laar (2020). This framework was developed as the response to the ‘shock’ caused by the 
Covid‑19 pandemic in the higher education sector’s teaching and learning. This framework 
is relevant to this study because the living and learning spaces have shown resilience to the 
pandemic thorough the incorporation of technology.  As shown in Figure 1, the framework 
comprises four levels that are nested and interact together and shape e‑resilience of the 
educational systems after a ‘shock’ (Van der Laar, 2020). The first layer (Dark blue) is the 
resilience at an individual level. Layer two (Purple) is the resilience at the programme level. 
The third layer (Green) highlights the resilience at an institutional level and finally layer 
four (Pink) reveals the resilience at the macro level. Students and residence advisors have 
been affected by the pandemic on a personal level in most facets of their lives. However, 
mechanisms had to be developed to ensure that everyone copes. The use of technology 
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has affected many students, thus support from the institutional level is very crucial. Marota 
(2020) further reveals that during this pandemic institutions of higher learning need to 
upskill their staff so that they will be able to assist students as well. For this study, the 
importance of upskilling of the residence advisors is crucial as they are the ones who will 
be dealing with the students on a daily basis since contact classes are still prohibited. Hence 
the relevance of this conceptual framework. 
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Figure 1: � E‑resilience in education conceptual framework  
(Source: after Van de Laar, 2020)

Research Methodology
The study was conducted at a University of Technology in South Africa. A qualitative 
research design and methodological approach through purposive sampling was utilised. 
Ames, Glenton and Lewin (2019) define purposive sampling as a non-probability sampling 
aimed at producing the sample that can be logically assumed to be representative of the 
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population.  The main goal of purposive sampling is to focus on particular characteristics of 
a population that are of interest, which will best enable researchers to answer the research 
questions. This sampling method was used for the study as the students and residence 
advisors are representative of the entire population and they were chosen from various 
residences.  The participants for the study consist of 15 students and 10 Residence Advisors 
(RAs), and of the 15 students, 2 were Student Residence Assistants (SRAs). Student 
participants were identified through residence advisors from various residences in Durban. 
The RAs were personally contacted by the researchers as they are also RAs at the selected 
institution. The participants comprised female and male undergraduate students residing 
both in insourced and outsourced residences in Durban and their RAs. It is of paramount 
importance to note that most of the participants were from outsourced residences as shown 
in Table 1. This is because there are more outsourced residences than insourced at the 
selected institution. The age group of the student participants ranged from 19-32 as shown 
in Table 1.

Table 1:  Student participants summary

Number of participant 
(students)

Age Level of 
study

Insource/outsource 
residence

Participant 1 23 3 Outsource

Participant 2 24 1 Insource

Participant 3 32 3 Outsource

Participant 4 19 1 Insource

Participant 5 20 1 Outsource

Participant 6 22 4 Outsource

Participant 7 22 21 Outsource

Participant 8 23 3 Insource

Participant 9 20 2 Insource

Participant 10 21 2 Outsource

Participant 11 30 4 Outsource

Participant 12 23 3 Outsource

Participant 13 21 2 Outsource

Participant 14 25 3 Outsource

Participant 15 19 1 Insource

Due to Covid‑19 and the emphasis on maintaining social distancing, data was collected 
telephonically, where all participants were called during the time that their individual 
interview was set to suit their availability. This data collection method was appropriate for 
this study because the researchers and participants managed to interact, and it was easy 
to reach out to respondents from various residences without seeing them face to face. 
The interviews lasted between 10 and 15 minutes. All participants were requested to sign 
consent forms via email which gave permission for their participation. The interviews 
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were recorded, subsequently transcribed verbatim and coded. Pseudonyms were used by 
the researchers in all instances to circumvent any possible link to participants. A narrative 
enquiry method was used to explain the students’ and RAs’ views on the effect of Covid‑19 
on the living and learning spaces and how these spaces have been transformed due to the 
pandemic and the national lockdown. 

Ethical Considerations
Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the selected institution and the 
department of student housing and residence life. Ethical clearance was obtained through 
the selected institution’s research ethics committee. Students and RAs were subsequently 
approached, and their participation was voluntary. Privacy and confidentiality were 
maintained throughout the study. 

Data Analysis
Themes were identified from the transcribed interviews. Four major themes emerged from 
the interview with the students and three themes also emerged from the interviews with 
the RAs. The themes are reflected in Table 2.

Table 2:  Emerging Themes

Students Residence Advisors

1. Introduction of online learning Phasing of students into residences

2. Improved hygiene The issue of accessing PPEs

3. Increased stress levels Internet connectivity issues and studying in 
the residences

4. Insufficient resources

Introduction of online learning

All the participants indicated that the introduction of online learning was a huge effect of 
the Covid‑19 pandemic. As a result of the national lockdown and Covid‑19 the selected 
institution introduced blended learning which is defined by Ibrahim and Nat (2019) as an 
“effective approach to the passive knowledge engagement of a massive number of students, 
which also increases learning outside the traditional face-to-face learning environment”. 
There was a huge transformation amongst students as they were not used to solely relying 
on online learning. 

This online thing is a huge trouble for me as am not used to this, even at rez I don’t have time to 
breathe, this is my fourth year here and this is the hardest year, am really drowning. (P6)

This online learning is not for us. (P10, P2, 15)

Personally I am used to working in a group and I like asking my lecturers questions in class, but 
with this online learning it is very hard to even ask the questions as that hand icon on my team’s 
class just disappears and I end up not asking anything, technology is still difficult but am getting 
there slowly but surely. (P11)
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Participant  12 also highlighted this: “Even though online learning is a challenge, I think my 
lecturers are trying very hard. I even send them WhatsApp messages and they do respond hence it’s 
not that bad.”

These respondents attest that one major effect of the Covid‑19 pandemic was a shift from 
face-to-face lectures to online lectures which meant that even when they are in their 
residences, they have to attend classes which requires huge commitment and dedication. 

Improved hygienic behaviour

The participants revealed that they are more conscious about their hygiene due to the 
Covid‑19 pandemic. Sang and Dewi (2020) state that hand hygiene is extremely crucial in 
preventing the spread of the Covid‑19 virus. 

Covid‑19 actually transformed me to be clean freak. (P3)

Most of the respondents stipulated that everyone is now aware of the importance of being 
clean and everyone is playing their part in ensuring that all areas are clean and sanitised. 
P4 revealed that: 

Am really shocked that even our cleaners are doing a splendid job, before Covid‑19 our kitchens 
were always dirty. I don’t want to even mention the bathrooms, but since we came back from home 
under level 3 of the lockdown, I can really see a change. All the places are clean and even me and 
my roommate we make sure we sanitise again before getting into the room, we want to be safe.

WHO (2020) concluded that, for the spread of the virus to be minimised, everyone should 
adhere to the stipulated hygienic protocols. Therefore, it is quite interesting to note that 
students in the living and learning spaces are actually adhering to the protocols. Hence, the 
change in their hygienic behaviour would mean even after the pandemic good hygienic 
behaviour will still be maintained. 

Increased stress levels 

According to WHO (2020), It is normal to feel sad, stressed, confused, scared or angry 
during a crisis. Most of the participants indicated that after a month on national lockdown 
they have been stressed as well as bored. At level 5 of the lockdown, the participants 
indicated that they were at home and after a month of staying indoors and doing nothing 
they started getting stressed. 

Just by watching news and seeing those figures rising day after day, made me anxious. (P2)

Khosravi (2020) posits that pandemics impose a spectrum of psychological impacts and at 
the individual level, these adverse effects can cause new psychiatric symptoms and intensify 
the pre‑existing mental illnesses.

Khosravi (2020) further notes that in such a condition, society members may undergo 
some negative experiences, such as fear and anxiety about falling ill or dying and feelings 
of helplessness. In South Africa, students started returning to campus residence under 
lockdown level 3 and only 33% were the first cohort. 
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When I came back to campus under level 3 I was the only one in my floor, I have never been 
scared in life, I thought of going back home but I couldn’t as I was supposed to attend classes, it 
seemed like I was seeing things in the residence, I was traumatised to the extent of resorting to 
binging. I had no one to talk to and being stuck alone in the room is quite stressful. (P4)

It is crucial to note that under normal circumstances programmes were implemented in the 
residences to facilitate the living and learning aspect. Due to Covid‑19 and social distancing 
no social or educational programmes have been implemented and previous studies have 
shown that living and learning programmes enhance student well‑being. Therefore, without 
those programmes students will not be developed or assisted on how to deal with stress 
during a pandemic. Wahl (2013) concurs that Living and Learning programmes improve 
student learning, development and success at higher education level. Consequently, due to 
the Covid‑19 pandemic, contact programmes were halted thus disadvantaging the students.

… we used to have programs [sic] at res and they were very helpful, we used to meet with each 
other and socialise thus easing our minds but with this corona we cannot do that and its bad, 
I don’t know if the online programs [sic] will be effective enough. (P14)

Additionally, when asked if things will get back to normal anytime soon, most students 
believe that things will take time to get back to normal. Hence the institution should devise 
strategies that can last for a long time and not only serve short-term purposes.

Student housing should think of ways for us to have our residence programs online as the way we 
are living is a new normal and we should adapt, its gonna [sic] take a lot of time for things to get 
back to normal, we are still going to be wearing masks … (P7)

Insufficient resources

It is crucial to note that most of the participants who resided in outsourced residences 
indicated that there was a shortage of resources in their residences.

Our landlord just bought the sanitizers on the first week of our arrival and we are now buying 
our own sanitizers, at least the institution gave us masks. (P11)

Those who reside in insourced residences highlighted that everything is provided for them.

We have all the resources that we need, I just don’t like that I get checked every time I come inside 
the gate even after 2 minutes, they still check my temperature. (P15)

DHET (2015) notes that there is a huge increase in the number of students who get 
accepted to study in the universities in South Africa, hence the rise in demand for student 
accommodation as well. The institution under study outsources 90% of their student 
accommodation and the landlords are responsible for providing all the resources required 
by the students to enhance the living and learning. However, the participants in most 
outsourced residences indicated that Wi‑Fi is a challenge, especially during this period 
where it is needed the most, and there are no sanitisers and in some rooms with three 
people residing in a single room. 
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Phasing in of students into residences

As the students are slowly being brought back to campus in a phased in manner, most of 
the residence advisors are experiencing challenges with adapting to the new normal way of 
living with the students as they state that there are so many new rules and regulations that 
they need to ensure they themselves and students adhere to.

The transformation is mainly noted on a communication basis as well as on an 
interaction basis between students and the residence advisors. Before the pandemic and 
the lockdown, all residences had programmes running to ensure students engage in 
residences they are assigned to, but since they have been phased during the pandemic, that 
engagement is no longer there.

… since my students have come back the interaction is no longer the same, I am starting to feel
that my relationship with them is more stricter and I am not happy about that, because when they 
see me they think I will be hard on them with keeping to the rules and regulation. (R4)

I had so many programmes that I had organised especially since I was a new residence advisor, but 
now I cannot implement those programmes because we can no longer have physical interactions, 
but we hope we can prepare to move them to be virtual. (R7)

The issue of accessing PPEs

Most residence advisors mentioned several times during their different interviews that they 
are facing challenges with accessing things like masks and sanitisers and this is making their 
work difficult in the residences.

… the hugest [sic] transformation of this pandemic is having to constantly wash hands or sanitise
them. This becomes hard when such is not regularly provided in the residence. Also the masks are 
an issue as some students do not wear them and have to be constantly reminded, then you end up 
feeling like you are on their back, but you know how significant it is to ensure to limit the spread 
of the virus. (R1)

Internet connectivity issues and studying in the residences

The university is now defined as no longer the building, but it is now where students 
reside, this being a very huge transformation. The students in the residences now have 
their lectures online in their rooms, they also have their tests and exams virtually in their 
rooms and for this to be progressive and effective they require good internet connectivity. 
Most residence advisors mentioned the issue of the lack of connectivity as most residences’ 
Wi‑Fi signals are not of good strength. Due to this issue, most students are struggling to 
study in the residences, and because of this most students end up going outside of the 
residence to find facilities like municipal libraries to have connection, and due to this they 
end up being more susceptible to the virus and increase the chances of exposure in the 
residences. 

… most students since they have returned have been coming to me and complained about the
WiFi connectivity, stating that how are they expected to keep up with their school work if the 
WiFi connection in the residence is so poor, another student even went further and told me that 
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the transformation of blended learning is so difficult on them since they cannot connect properly 
like the rest of their classmates. This then means that these students are mainly behind with their 
schoolwork. (R5)

Discussion
This study aimed to reveal the effect of the Covid‑19 pandemic on the living and learning 
spaces and students at a South African university. It was conducted during the period of the 
lockdown on levels 3 and 2. The following findings are evident from data presented:

•	 that the main transformation issues with residence advisors were those of policies 
and protocols of the phasing in of students back into residences, 

•	 and the issue of PPEs in the residence,
•	 as well as the internet connection issues and studying in the residences. 

According to Badrick (2017), about the internet connectivity issues, it cannot be denied 
that what attracts and keeps students retained is the matter of how strong the Wi‑Fi 
connectivity is in that area. Badrick (2017) further states that the university internet users 
expect connectivity that is sustained and will not fail them. Ntshingila (2020) states that 
since institutions started implementing the online learning protocols it was noted the 
living circumstances and finances of all students vary and some are not pleasurable, and 
the students from disadvantaged backgrounds suffer the most during this time. With the 
incorporation of Van de Laar’s (2020) conceptual framework of e‑resilience in higher 
education into this study, it has been shown that the shift to the use of technologies at the 
selected institution had a huge impact since 90% of the students emanate from marginalised 
backgrounds. Therefore, this was a huge transformation for the students as they are expected 
to be resilient despite the challenges faced. 

The results further revealed that the students are dealing with a lot of issues which are 
leading to high stress levels. Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) attest to 
the fact that social distancing is a public health action which can make people feel lonely 
and isolated and can thus increase stress and anxiety. Most students are currently staying in 
single or double rooms and no visitors are permitted at the institution under study and no 
gatherings are permitted. Hence, most students feel lonely – which can increase stress levels. 
It is crucial to note that both students and residence advisors at the selected institution are 
taking their health and hygiene seriously. All the participants indicated the need to stay 
safe and take charge of their health, which is a huge transformation for others – especially 
students who did not follow basic hygiene procedures before the pandemic. From the study, 
it is evident that services are differently provided in outsourced and insourced residences. 
Most students and RAs indicated that the landlords did not provide proper resources 
during the pandemic, for example, Wi‑Fi and PPEs. It is crucial to note that in trying to 
address the challenge, the institution under study released a communiqué on 28 August 
2020 indicating that if landlords do not provide proper resources in the living and learning 
spaces, the institution will use their budget to provide resources to the residences and the 
funds will be deducted from the landlord’s account. With this measure taken, it is believed 
that some of the concerns raised by students and RAs will be rectified as they have been 
affecting their living and learning, respectively. 
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Conclusion
The study explored the various effects that Covid‑19 has had on the living and learning 
spaces of students as well as residence advisors. The study indicated that the main issues that 
students were faced with since they were returned in a phased manner back into the living 
and learning environments, were the introduction of online learning which most struggled 
with at first, and the fact that hygiene was improved and increased which is a positive 
development. Some students stated that their stress levels were elevated in relation to 
coping with the transformation that was taking place in the living and learning spaces. The 
issue of insufficient resources was also noted, where most students did not have relevant 
or sufficient resources, which made it hard for them to cope with the transformation 
taking place. With the residence advisors, it was noted that the main issues were around the 
phased-in return of students into residences, where there was not a clear system of doing 
this. And this was a very clear indication that it was all due to the transformation from what 
was regarded as normal previously which is now regarded as a new normal of doing things 
within the living spaces of students. The other issue raised was the issue of accessing PPEs 
as most had not received proper directives regarding this matter. Internet connectivity issues 
and studying in the residences was the other main concern that was prominent between the 
students and the residence advisors. All these issues were due to the huge transformation in 
the learning and living spaces, due to Covid‑19.
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Abstract
The Covid‑19 pandemic has led to changes from traditional face-to-face teaching and learning to 
online systems. These changes have resulted in a concerted focus by local and international scholars 
on how some students are disadvantaged from accessing pedagogy due to a lack of resources and 
supportive living conditions that enable meaningful off‑campus learning. Simultaneously, disabilities 
in higher education is getting international attention, too, highlighting how students with disabilities 
are vulnerable to further exclusions and mental health problems. This article focuses on the pedagogical 
arrangements during the Covid‑19 pandemic and the challenges and opportunities associated with 
online and remote learning for university students with learning disabilities. The article draws on the 
narratives of fifteen students with learning disabilities from a university in South Africa. An analysis 
of students’ narratives within the Capability Approach’s concept of conversion factors revealed how 
circumstances could enable or constrain students’ abilities to achieve what they value in higher education. 
Students’ narratives show that they engage better with online and remote learning despite some notable 
challenges. In conclusion, the pedagogical arrangements aimed at alleviating the disruptions caused by 
the Covid‑19 pandemic can address the unmet educational needs of students with learning disabilities 
even though they have to overcome specific barriers. 

Keywords
Capability Approach; conversion factors; Covid‑19; learning disabilities; online learning; student affairs; 
university students with special needs

Introduction
The Covid‑19 pandemic brought considerable changes to the higher education system 
that required unconventional responses (Adnan & Anwar, 2020), such as online and remote 
learning. These responses rely on technology, which many universities, students, and 
lecturers in South Africa were not prepared for (Mhlanga & Moloi, 2020). Overall, debates 
on Covid‑19 and education attend more to challenges and inequalities that disadvantage 
students from accessing digital pedagogy within online learning. This article draws insights 
from students with learning disabilities’ narratives to highlight both the challenges and 
opportunities of online learning during the Covid‑19 pandemic. 

http://www.jsaa.ac.za
mailto:2014214742%40ufs4life.ac.za?subject=
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The literature on the Covid‑19 experiences of students with disabilities, although 
scarce, discusses their mental health. Zhang et al. (2020) established that students with 
disabilities are affected by isolation and loneliness during the lockdown. Prolonged isolation 
can cause stress, anxiety, and depression (Galea et al., 2020; Benke et al., 2020), forcing 
students to turn to social media (Mahlaba, 2020). Asuncion et al. (2012) established that 
students with disabilities spend at least double the time on social media than on academic 
work, thus exhausting resources on non-academic activities and increasing the risk of 
depression and anxiety, as noted by Dobson-Lohman and Potcovaru (2020). While any 
student can face these challenges, those with disabilities are more susceptible to periodic 
acute depression and anxiety because of pre‑existing conditions (Zhang et al., 2020). 

Online Learning for Students with Disabilities 
Online learning, which involves students’ virtual participation in academic activities, offers 
students some degree of control over the time, place, path, or pace of learning (Hashey 
& Stahl, 2014). Students can self-manage, plan, deliver and track their learning process 
(Almaiah et al., 2020). Various students with learning disabilities find online learning flexible 
(Crespo, 2020), hence suiting their academic needs. Flexible learning conditions require 
self-directed learners who are autonomous, responsible, show initiative in formulating 
and assessing their learning goals and requirements, and adopting strategies to attain goals 
or achieve expected learning outcomes (Mahlaba, 2020; Knowles, 1975). Students with 
learning disabilities might not have the same kind of control over the learning process 
because of difficulties with time management, problem-solving, and planning (Lee Booksh 
et al., 2010) – common clinical symptoms of learning disabilities. Hence, online and remote 
learning might not suit some of them. 

Furthermore, Roberts, Crittenden and Crittenden (2011) suggest that students with 
learning disabilities are less likely to succeed in online learning where their disabilities 
interfere with accessibility and usability. Students who require accessible instructional 
technology such as screen-readers, can be disadvantaged if it is not available (Hashey & 
Stahl, 2014). Cluttered learning content can be inaccessible to students with learning 
disabilities (Burgstahler, 2015), and thus they can be marginalised in online learning 
platforms. This subject matter becomes pertinent as the online method has become the 
norm owing to the Covid‑19 pandemic.

A Capability Approach to Understanding Students’ Learning Experiences

The Capability Approach developed by Amartya Sen (1999) accounts for individual real 
freedoms (capabilities), well‑being (“the wellness of a person’s state of being”) (Sen, 1993, 
p. 36), and the achievement of what people have reason to value (Robeyns, 2017).
Therefore, the Capability Approach is useful in examining conversion factors that affect 
how people function towards achieving what they value. 

Conversion factors concern one’s ability to transform resources or opportunities into 
achievements (Robeyns, 2017). These factors can be personal, social, and environmental 
(Robeyns, 2017) and, for students, encompass resilience or external factors such as learning 
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conditions and disability policies. The conversion factors associated with online learning 
determine how circumstances affect what students value to achieve. Students in this study 
reported that they appreciate passing and having a qualification that opens up economic 
opportunities. Students’ experiences are thus analysed to determine how they converted 
online learning engagements towards attaining a qualification they value as instrumental in 
getting employment. 

Methodology
Narratives of fifteen full-time students who registered a learning disability with the 
University of the Free State, South Africa, were gathered through semi-structured interviews. 
Research participants were recruited using a combination of snowballing and convenience 
techniques because participants were difficult to get. Data was collected in 2019 for a 
broader Ph.D. study on the university experiences of students with learning disabilities. 
This data is useful in highlighting the challenges students experience in face-to-face classes 
to form the basis for arguments on whether online learning created opportunities for them. 
Four participants who were still studying in 2020 were contacted telephonically to follow 
up on how they experienced learning while working online and off the university campus 
during the Covid‑19 pandemic. The study adopts a narrative inquiry research design 
(Polkinghorne, 1995), which is a qualitative research method involving first-hand accounts 
of experiences (Rudrum, 2005) focused on a particular population, in particular, social 
circumstances at a specific time (Riessman, 2008). Data were analysed descriptively to give 
a clear understanding of how online and remote teaching affected students. The emphasis 
is not on exhaustive personal life stories (Ball et al., 2013) but on the themes that focus on 
learning experiences during the Covid‑19 pandemic. Therefore, the article seeks to answer 
the question: “How does online learning instituted during the Covid‑19 pandemic affect 
students with learning disabilities?” 

Learning Experiences as Narrated by Students with Learning Disabilities
Narrated accounts of students’ learning experiences reveal difficulties in conventional 
classes as conditions are often unsupportive. Learning disabilities are invisible (Schabmann 
et al., 2020), and the symptoms are not typical of what many are accustomed to concerning 
disability. Students reported that they often devise ways of accessing and understanding 
learning content. One student with ADHD1 complained that: “There is nothing done 
for people like me in class. You have to find ways to make it work.” ADHD can cause 
poor concentration, inattention, hyperactivity, high distractibility levels, and severe body 
impulsivity (Daley & Birchwood, 2010). A student with ADHD can have trouble sustaining 
attention for long periods or experience difficulties following instructions, especially under 
pressure, even when one understands the instructions (Lee Booksh et al., 2010). Therefore, 
there is a need for alternative learning settings for such students. 

1	 Classified as a learning disability under the South African Higher Education Disability Services 
Association coding framework and the National Student Financial Aid Scheme disability policy.
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Nonetheless, these students have to attend face-to-face lectures and write tests and 
examinations on a stipulated date and time. Learning is expected to continue regardless of 
episodic flare‑ups of adverse symptoms of ADHD as described below: 

I have one or two days where I get very depressed and go through a mental shutdown that I don’t 
have control over. During that time, I can’t focus on my studies. I just go to the lecture for the sake 
of it. (Liz)2

The above challenge can be overcome if students have options to access classes. It would 
help students if online learning accommodations3 form part of the university’s disability 
support services. Unfortunately, students with learning disabilities are often denied online 
learning accommodations (Crespo, 2020; Barnard-Brak & Sulak, 2010). The flexibility 
in accessing instruction in remote learning allows students with emotional difficulties to 
choose a suitable time to study and a convenient date to submit assignments. 

Furthermore, the attention challenges and high levels of distractibility noted in Daley 
and Birchwood (2010) which affect students with ADHD are represented in participants’ 
stories. Overcrowded classes, a reality at many universities in South Africa due to higher 
education’s massification (Allais, 2014), compound students’ difficulties. The description 
below is telling: 

My attention is very bad such that if someone just clicks a pen, my attention goes there, then I 
stop listening to the lecturer. If it happens 3-4 times, I lose all attention. … My first year was 
incredibly tough because we were 800 students in some classes. Students were sitting on the floor 
and some on the steps. It was very bad for my attention. It felt like time wasted to attend a lecture 
because, at the end of the day, you ask yourself, “What did I get out of that lecture?” Sadly, you 
can’t really point at anything. (Frank)

Complexities between external and intrinsic conditions where learning conditions 
exacerbate learning disabilities are apparent in students’ stories, as noted above. Personal 
and environmental factors intersect to disadvantage students with learning disabilities. 
A further example involves busy lecture schedules that can cause sensory overload (Kong & 
Maha, 2019) and undermine students with learning disabilities’ class engagement. Students 
expressed frustrations with long lectures through statements such as, “I lose interest after 
some time”, “My mind shuts down after 45 minutes into the lecture,” and “I end up 
hearing only sounds, not the actual words of a lecturer.”  Therefore, some lecture schedules 
can be restrictive for students with learning disabilities whose attention span is short. Yet, 
students still attend classes and contend with these limiting learning conditions. 

Also, students with dyslexia raised complaints about fast-paced lectures. Of concern 
is lecturers’ lack of skills to adapt teaching methodologies such that they accommodate 
the information processing needs and learning styles of students with dyslexia. Students 
complained about transmissionist teaching methods, as indicated in this excerpt: 

2	 Participant names are pseudonyms. 
3	 Disability accommodations are adjustments to curricular, instructional and physical settings for students 

with disabilities to fully-participate in higher education (Barnard-Brak & Sulak, 2010).
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It’s tough with dyslexia to understand when the lecturer is teaching fast. There’s too much 
information given out in class. Most of the time, I am lost. I don’t hear [understand] anything. 
(Brenda)

The auditory perception and visual processing disorders that cause difficulties in making 
sense of sounds (Kelly, 2018) pose challenges for students with dyslexia in understanding 
taught content. Non-engaging teaching methods can be problematic for such students. As 
such, students’ learning abilities can be affected negatively, as described by Brenda above.

Furthermore, this study revealed that sit-in and hand-written tests and examinations are 
not an ideal assessment presentation for them. Some students struggle to finish tests on time 
due to slow reading and writing speeds and difficulties expressing ideas on paper, common 
symptoms of dyslexia (Lewandowski et al., 2013). The degree of complexity varies, but 
students in this study acknowledged that they hardly pass when they write examinations at 
traditional venues because the conditions do not support the full display of their intellectual 
abilities. As such, students sought and received accommodations where they get extra time, 
separate sound-proof exam venues, and scribes to read and write for others. 

Even though students reported benefits from these arrangements, the separate 
provisions pathologise learning disabilities and sustain students as disabled. For example, 
using a scribe to read and write for a student can create a sense of inadequacy in a student 
with a learning disability (Sainio et al., 2019). It can reinforce the idea that relying on 
someone else to write written exams is the only successful way of articulating exams. 
Alternative assessment modes (D’intino, 2017), such as online tests (with audible text-
readers), can improve the accessibility and articulation of exams for students with reading 
and writing difficulties. 

The above narrated learning experiences indicate that the set‑up of learning spaces 
and teaching and assessment methodologies affect how students with learning disabilities 
engage with learning in face-to-face settings. Online and remote learning can be viewed 
positively for students with learning disabilities as it creates opportunities for students to 
learn without any worries associated with the conventional lecture method. Therefore, 
online-based assessments, which became mandatory after universities’ closures, confirm this 
opportunity presented by the Covid‑19 pandemic to create favourable assessment settings 
beneficial to most students with learning disabilities. Students also shared their experiences 
of online learning in the following section. 

Students’ perspectives of online learning during the Covid‑19 pandemic

This article collected students with learning disabilities’ experiences of learning during the 
Covid‑19 pandemic. Follow-up telephonic calls were made with study participants who 
were still studying in 2020 as the Covid‑19 pandemic unfolded. Discussion points included 
what was available to support online learning, what worked or not for students when 
working off‑campus, challenges encountered in terms of resources and capacity, and any 
other ways online learning impacted their lives as university students. 
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The narrated students’ experiences indicated that they adapted well to online and 
remote learning. For example, students who already had proper technology, stable internet 
connections, technological skills, and family support sustained online learning. These 
students’ resourcefulness before the Covid‑19 pandemic positioned them at an advantage 
when they secured specialised computer software to aid with comprehension, spelling, 
and syntax. Others used dyslexia fonts and reading and writing enhancing software, which 
improves the accessibility, articulation, and quality of assignments. Dyslexia is associated 
with difficulties in the sequential naming of letters and words (Hall, McGregor & Oleson, 
2017), which can cause slow and weak reading fluency and poor comprehension of 
written text that necessitates assistive computer software. These arrangements support 
Wilde, Ryan, and Woodin’s (2020) view that those with disabilities can straightforwardly 
become productive during the lockdown because most systems compel them to overcome 
obstacles and force them to be autonomous. Therefore, the level of the study participants 
allayed accessibility and competence challenges that Mukeredzi, Kokutse and Dell (2020) 
viewed as affecting students’ engagement with online learning during the Covid‑19 
pandemic in South Africa. Students also reported no difficulties in locating learning 
resources on web-based sites, including accessing the university library resources while off 
the campus.  The university continues to provide students with disabilities with extra time 
and extensions on submitting assignments as part of the disability accommodations. There 
are, therefore, indications that online learning suited most students with learning disabilities 
during the Covid‑19 pandemic. 

Opportunities for learning online and remotely during the Covid‑19 pandemic

The less structured approach to learning created opportunities that suited most students 
with learning disabilities in this study. Students reported that learning online enabled them 
to engage well with their studies during the lockdown because there were few distractions 
compared to being in overcrowded classes that trigger severe anxiety and panic attacks. For 
example, one student with ADHD who appreciated the online learning arrangement stated 
that she “failed a test dismally” after writing in a “fully-packed exam hall” while on‑campus. 
Others who struggle to learn in big-sized classes said that the online experience is less 
anxiety-inducing. Besides, students stated that online lecture content was low-data-
compatible and thus shorter. Some appreciated online learning because there is access to 
learning material without any pressure to engage with it instantly, and there is unlimited 
access to recorded lectures. The following extracts capture the opportunities experienced 
by students with learning disabilities during online and remote learning:

I actually benefited a lot from learning online. … Lecturers made PowerPoint slides with voice-overs, 
and then we could listen to them repeatedly while following the slides. What I liked is that lectures 
that normally take 2 hours in face-to-face classes ended up taking just 1 hour.  To me, learning online 
was a better experience than face-to-face classes. (Sammy) 

Learning online at home suited me very well. I study and work better with tests when there are 
no people around me. So, there was lots of working in my room and overnight when everyone was 
not around to call for my attention. So, I managed to do what needed to be done without anyone 
bothering me. (Tess)
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Online learning was also beneficial to students because they had to write assignments. 
Blackboard quizzes and self-marking tests that were less demanding than usual exami
nations. Students indicated that they prefer writing assignments to exams that usually 
require memorisation and good information retrieval skills, which many students with 
learning disabilities struggle with (Swanson & Siegel, 2011). Thus, online assessments 
allowed students with learning disabilities to better integrate information better, unlike 
having to cram and retrieve information under pressure during the sit-in examinations. 
Brian, who has dyslexia, shared that replacing examinations with long assignments enabled 
him to perform very well and he had a 15% increase on his average marks.   With ADHD, 
Sammy experiences acute levels of test anxiety. She reported that she was “impressed by 
her marks” because online assessment methods were “friendly for her disability” as she 
could write when not feeling anxious, resulting in her achieving “impressive marks”. Such 
accounts indicated some of the opportunities created by online learning for students with 
learning disabilities.

Students with learning disabilities often operate within rigid assessment systems 
(Tinklin, Riddell & Wilson, 2004) that do not allow the full display of students’ skills and 
capacity for learning. Limiting conditions usually cause discrepancies between students’ 
intellectual potential and actual academic achievements (NILD, 2016). Therefore, the 
flexibility in Covid‑19-initiated online learning allows variety and creativity in assessing 
students, which had positive effects on students’ academic performances. 

Challenges associated with online and remote learning

despite the opportunities created for students with learning disabilities through online 
learning, some faced challenges that affected their learning abilities (see the two narratives 
below). For example, the asynchronous learning approach, where students complete 
academic activities without direct contact with lectures (Smith & Basham, 2014), pose 
some of these challenges. Firstly, the lack of student-lecturer interaction made it difficult 
for students to ask questions and get timely and adequate responses on academic issues 
of concern. These students mostly rely on and benefit from individual consultations 
with lecturers since some have information processing needs that affect their ability to 
understand the whole lecture at a given time. As confirmation two disabled students 
narrated how a lack of in‑person teaching affected them:

In most cases, we got slides that we had to go through on our own. So it wasn’t actually teaching. 
It affected my marks negatively. … Sometimes, when I emailed a question, lecturers would answer 
it in a way they want to, without answering it satisfactorily. It was difficult to make a follow up 
because sometimes I got my response days after or the given answer confused me further. It is not 
the same as going to consult the lecturer in person, and I did not like online learning because 
of that. (Liz) 

The only problem I had was that when you had a question, you couldn’t ask it immediately. 
I prefer to go physically and sit down with the lecturers and have them answer my questions. 
I didn’t like emailing lecturers. It was very difficult for me to formulate my questions in an email. 
(Sammy) 
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Liz’s account exposes some lecturers’ lack of skills in delivering teaching on online platforms 
or lack of commitment to changes in teaching modes. These challenges include lecturers 
who need to reach out to students and teach effectively online. The university where these 
students are based created an online platform with zero data rated where lecturers can 
present virtual classes with students so that they can chat and ask questions. Lecturers can 
also add audio descriptions on the PowerPoint slides to explain written text, upload videos 
of tutorials, and make learning content more interactive. PowerPoint with audio, however, 
is effective if the text and images are not distracting for students with attention difficulties 
or too cluttered for students with dyslexia to understand.

Students also noted that working on their computers all the time was distractive. Those 
with a short attention span reported that they ended up clicking on web pages that were 
not relevant to academic work and thus lost valuable time. The quotes below illustrate 
this point:

I was distracted working online at home. Now I was in front of the computer screen the whole 
time. I found myself clicking on new stuff and focusing on other things that pop-up instead of 
focusing on my assignments. (Brian)

I couldn’t ignore social media. Even WhatsApp is on my laptop. I don’t know, I needed that 
distraction while studying. The temptation of getting lost in social media was always there and it’s 
funny how it felt like it’s necessary. (Tess)

Online learning increased the students’ risk of losing concentration by following non- 
academic platforms. Students with ADHD who have low task vigilance (Ross & Randolph, 
2016) can lose total focus if they are distracted. Therefore, students risked losing interest in 
academic work where there was low motivation to learn or no strategies to self-regulate 
work habits (Ek & Isaksson, 2013). These advantages and disadvantages of online learning 
are analysed next using the Capability Approach concept of conversion factors.

Conversion Factors Associated with Online Learning for Students with 
Learning Disabilities
In engaging analytically with the data, personal, environmental and social conversion 
factors were identified from students with learning disabilities’ narrated experiences of 
learning online during the Covid‑19 pandemic. The researcher analysed these intervening 
factors to determine their effect on students’ conversion abilities that shape educational 
trajectories towards achieving suitable grades and qualifications they value. 

Personal conversion factors

An inherent condition that affects a student’s ability to focus on academic work or deficits 
that affect students’ level of understanding lectures qualifies a learning disability as a 
personal conversion factor. A learning disability can thus pose the risk of diminishing the 
learning abilities of students. Students’ pro-activeness in acquiring assistive software, being 
autonomous, resilient, and motivated to ensure that academic tasks are completed on time 
is evidence of their personal conversion factors. The effects of these characteristics were 
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enabling, and enhanced students’ ability to perform well and achieve valued educational 
outcomes. There are, therefore, individual personal conversion factors that affected students 
in different ways. 

Environmental conversion factors

Environmental conversion factors are those associated with a university or home set‑up 
(e.g. physical learning conditions, policies and practices). The study observed university 
arrangements that either diminish or expand students’ capabilities before and after the 
Covid‑19 pandemic. The over-crowded classes noted by students as distractive and anxiety-
inducing are environmental conversion factors that affected learning negatively. This study 
stated these factors as having a constraining effect on students’ academic engagements. The 
home-working arrangement that some students, including Brian above, find challenging 
is also an environmental conversion factor. Working online all the time and spending 
resources on non-academic material has a potentially diminishing effect on students’ efforts 
to achieve valued educational outcomes. However, having a home environment where 
students can learn when people who can distract them are out-of-reach, as narrated by Tess 
above, is an environmental conversion factor that contributed to students’ academic success. 
The flexible assessment methods necessitated by online learning are also a conversion factor 
that positively affected students’ academic performance. This was also confirmed by Sammy 
and Brian’s narratives where students performed better than in usual assessment settings. 

Social conversion factors

The research identified social conversion factors from the interaction students had with 
teaching staff. Sammy’s and Liz’s narratives reported the lack of student-lecturer interaction 
that made it difficult to ask questions and get immediate responses. Liz further indicated 
that she struggled to understand learning content because lecturers did not teach them 
properly in virtual classes. Therefore, the lack of face-to-face interaction, which limited 
students’ access and understanding of content, risked underperformance for students with 
learning disabilities who rely mostly on individual consultations with lecturers for extra 
academic assistance. Limited direct access to lecturers affected students’ ability to attain 
good marks, making it a social conversion factor that constrained students’ capabilities. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
This article explored the learning experiences of university students with learning 
disabilities, highlighting how the online learning arrangement affected their academic 
engagements. Insights from students suggest that online and remote learning during the 
Covid‑19 university shutdown can support the needs of students with learning disabilities, 
despite some challenges. This article observes that remote learning offers students with 
learning disabilities opportunities to engage better with academic tasks, because some 
conditions under contact teaching limit their learning abilities.  The researcher conceptualised 
students’ learning experiences as opportunities and challenges, and identified conversion 
factors that interfered with students’ abilities to achieve what they value in higher education. 
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However, individual students are affected differently. Conditions that are advantageous 
to some can disadvantage others. The study supports the need for inclusive education 
systems that are not too restrictive for students to manage to learn. There is a need to 
diversify instructional material, teaching, and assessment modes, limiting disadvantages 
to students, particularly those with learning disabilities. The article recommends 
institutionalising the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) at universities to cater to all 
diversity forms. UDL involves designing learning spaces, the arrangement of physical 
environments, presentation of instruction, and assessment modes to be accessible and usable 
(without unique or separate support) by all students regardless of need (Dalton, 2020). UDL 
encourages the multiple means of representation of instruction and information, multiple 
means of learning engagement processes, and multiple means of expression by students in 
demonstrating their understanding of content (Smith & Basham, 2014). Online learning, 
made compulsory by the Covid‑19 pandemic, can fulfil these UDL principles because it 
allows multi-modal presentation and engagement with instruction. 
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Abstract
There has always been pressure on higher education institutions to enhance the employability of 
graduates and to instil knowledge, skills, and attributes that will be beneficial to future employers. 
The impact of Covid‑19 on a global, national, and local level is placing even more pressure on the 
topic of employability. Graduates are uncertain about job availability and there is a need for career 
guidance. After a national and local shutdown of university campuses in 2015 and 2016 due to 
#FeesMustFall, Career Services staff at the University of the Free State designed and created online 
work readiness programmes in order for students to continue with work preparations, no matter what 
the circumstances. In 2018, the first topics on CV‑writing and job interview skills were rolled out 
online and made available to all registered students; each semester, two additional topics were added. 
By the time Covid‑19 led to a national lockdown in South Africa in March 2020, the transition 
to online work readiness programmes was fairly easy. The purpose of this study is to determine the 
impact of the online work readiness programmes offered on the Blackboard platform from April to June 
2020 during the Covid‑19 pandemic and national lockdown. This article will provide an analysis of 
a questionnaire conducted with willing participants who have engaged and worked through the online 
work readiness programmes from April to June 2020, to investigate the impact on graduates’ readiness 
for the world of work. Through the survey, students shared their learning experiences and the influence 
it has had on their career planning. It is believed that the findings of this research study will create 
a deeper understanding of how career services, as a particular functional area in student affairs, can 
reposition itself during uncertain times to remain responsive to the needs of students.

Keywords 
career services; co‑curriculum; Covid‑19; employability; higher education institution; work readiness

Introduction
South African higher education institutions are under constant pressure to address a range 
of challenges, including unemployment, financial pressures for students and the sector, 
slow sectoral transformation, and the struggling economy of South Africa in general, 
which is exacerbated by the recent Covid‑19 pandemic (Adotey, 2020; Heleta, 2016; 
Mutekwe, 2018; Roodt, 2020; Viljoen, 2018).
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South Africa’s economy has grown slowly in the past decade due to, amongst others, 
declining public finances, mass unemployment, and issues with power and electricity. 
During the Covid‑19 pandemic, matters are worsening, with an expected negative growth 
of the economy that will most likely be contracting by 1-3% before the end of 2020 
(Roodt, 2020).

South African higher education institutions have been impacted by noticeable 
changes since the country became a democratic state in 1994. These include increased 
diversity in student and staff populations, advances in technology, learning strategies, and 
increased reflection on colonialism and how its many disguises as cultural, economic, 
political, and knowledge-based oppression still haunt the system (Heleta, 2016; Viljoen, 
2018). Furthermore, student numbers have increased significantly, the need for formal 
qualifications has intensified – coupled with a decrease in funding, and changes occurred 
in curriculums and programmes (Chipunza & Malo, 2017; Viljoen, 2018). In addition, 
the unemployment problem in South Africa is structural, in the sense that the majority 
of the labour supply (poorly educated workers) cannot find employment as there is little 
demand for low-skilled workers. However, the focus and mission of most higher education 
institutions are to address unemployment by providing high-skilled graduates for the 
workforce (Oluwajodu, Greyling, Blaauw & Kleynhans, 2015).

Intensifying the pressure on higher education institutions, Mzileni (2020) highlights 
three additional problems that Covid‑19 is bringing to the South African higher education 
context, namely: the lack of infrastructure for functional learning experiences; the 
movement towards online teaching and the struggle for students and staff to make the mind 
shift from the traditional teaching and learning contact to online learning; and thirdly, the 
dependence of undergraduates on face-to-face traditional teaching and learning practices 
to address their basic educational needs.

The South African government provided resources to the Department of Higher 
Education and Training (DHET) to develop the National Policy for an Integrated Career 
Development System for South Africa (DHET, 2017) in order to address three key priorities of 
the government, namely unemployment, poverty, and inequality. The vision of the policy is 
to assist South African citizens in accessing relevant post-school education and training, in 
order to fulfil the economic and social goals of participation in an inclusive economy and 
society (Career Development Services, 2017).

Career Services (CS – a division of Student Affairs) at the University of the Free 
State (UFS) supports the national policy by empowering and preparing students with 
the necessary transferable skills for the world of work. In 2017, employed UFS graduates 
indicated that they were very satisfied (31%) and satisfied (42%) with how the UFS had 
prepared them for employment (UFS Graduate Exit Survey, 2020). In a recent study 
conducted by Universum (2020) with more than 20 000 experienced hires globally, only 
27% of participants indicated that they felt their qualification offered them excellent 
preparation for their current position. Winani Ndlovu, Research Manager at Universum, 
denotes that these statistics exemplify the gap between academic learning and the world 
of work: 
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With organisations now focusing on diversity and inclusion beyond the expected 
gender, age and ethnic background conversation, we are seeing their recruitment 
interests widen to cover talent with different knowledge and skillset backgrounds. 
Ultimately this might start shifting employer interests to those universities that offer 
blended learning that includes work-related work in an effort to push their students’ 
preparedness for the world of work. � (Ndlovu, 2020) 

These statistics exhibit a low satisfaction rate in terms of preparation to enter the world of 
work, corresponding with employers’ experiences.

Employers believe that new employees – recent graduates in particular – lack basic 
skills, intellectual capacity, workplace skills, applied knowledge, and the ability to work 
effectively in the workplace (Oluwajodu et al., 2015). Globally, employers are struggling to 
find capable, adaptable, and skilled employees to keep up with this age of technology and 
the demands of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Laubscher, 2018). A skilled workforce 
is needed to increase business productivity and competitiveness, which in turn will benefit 
the economy and reduce poverty (Laubscher, 2018). Another factor contributing to 
unemployment is job search activities, where job searchers are not investing time and effort 
to find the correct fit (Oluwajodu et al., 2015). Therefore, CS at the UFS embarked on 
this mission to not only develop workshops and training to address basic skills, workplace 
skills, and applied knowledge, but to also upscale the offering to serve approximately 40 000 
registered students by designing and implementing an online work readiness programme 
that students can engage with at any time.

Employability and Work Readiness
Entrenching employability, as suggested by the Higher Education Academy (HEA), 
concerns the provision of “opportunities to develop knowledge, skills, experiences, 
behaviours, attributes, achievements and attitudes to enable graduates to make successful 
transitions and contributions, benefiting them, the economy and their communities” (HEA, 
2016, p.  1). The DHET (2017) emphasises their key priorities as addressing inequality, 
poverty, and unemployment. Therefore, South African universities are considered key 
players in addressing these three priorities in terms of quality of teaching and learning, 
attitude and values, actively encouraging and promoting co‑curriculum participation, and 
the use of career services to enrich the employability of students (Walker & Fongwa, 2017). 

Work readiness refers to the level on which graduates are perceived to have the 
necessary attitudes, attributes, worker traits, and coping mechanisms to be successful in the 
workplace (Brady, 2010; Caballero & Walker, 2010; Doe, 2015). The more work-ready a 
graduate is, having one or more workplace skills, the more employable and successful the 
individual will be in the workplace (Doe, 2015). Therefore, employability does not only 
mean being able to get a job, but to be able to implement work readiness skills in any 
given job.

CS at the UFS created, and continuously updates and improves, the work-readiness 
programmes delivered and offered to students, staying up to date with trends and demands 



122   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 119‑133  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1432

from the world of work. The programme is practice-based and in the format of online 
work-readiness tutorials, content, and resources. The content is structured to suit the 
learning preferences of any student – from reading material to engaging activities, to easily 
accessible information in the form of infographics or checklists, and video recordings of the 
workshop content (UFS Career Services, 2020).

Challenges and opportunities presented themselves in October 2015 when the first 
campuses were shut down due to the #FeesMustFall movement. It was during the 2015 
and 2016 campus shutdown periods that CS at the UFS re‑evaluated their offering to 
students, the delivery methods of crucial work-readiness programmes and information, as 
well as the access of students to internet-based platforms. In July 2018, CS rolled out a pilot 
study with the two most sought-after topics for work preparedness, namely CV‑Writing 
and Job Interview Skills. The reasons and motivation for having online work-readiness 
programmes were three-fold: to embrace the multi-campus model of reaching all registered 
students of the UFS on all three campuses (approximately 40 000 students); secondly, to 
deliver work-readiness programmes on a scale with a staff component of one full-time staff 
member; and lastly, in case of another campus shutdown, that work readiness programmes 
could be delivered hassle-free.

The national lockdown in South Africa due to Covid‑19 once again created new 
challenges for both academic and support staff to continue academic and service delivery 
by means of online platforms. Fortunately, the CS at the UFS was ready to continue to 
work effortlessly, positioned with six topics to prepare students for the world of work. 
Indeed, from 27 March 2020, all face-to-face workshops were replaced with online 
programmes on different online platforms generated by the UFS.

Each topic was delivered online, with various options for students – from a step-by-
step tutorial process, claiming badges and completing activities, to accessing cheat sheets or 
infographics, watching a short video recording on the topic, or viewing various resources 
and examples of profiles and CVs. Students’ participation in the online workshops during 
Covid‑19 provided an opportunity to evaluate the effectiveness of using different platforms.

Conceptual Framework
The Canadian Research Working Group on Evidence-Based Practice in Career 
Development (CRWG) has developed a framework for evaluating the delivery of career-
related services and the effectiveness of career development interventions (Baudouin et 
al., 2007). Most formal research focuses on career development or counselling, and not 
specifically on the evaluation of career services or programmes and the impact these have 
on clients or students (Benzinger et al., 2011). This framework was developed after various 
evaluation models in literature were researched, considering the strengths and weaknesses 
of each model, and ultimately deciding to develop a framework that could be easily 
incorporated into practice, easily understood, and still included all relevant information 
to evaluate career interventions comprehensively (Baudouin et al., 2017). The framework 
consists of three elements, namely inputs, processes, and outcomes.
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The first element, inputs, refers to the resources available to assist clients to change 
and to reach the outcomes. Processes signify all mechanisms involved in achieving the 
outcomes. Outcomes relate to the changes experienced by clients and the results of the 
inputs delivered through the processes. The CRWG refers to the three elements as a linear 
process, but states that the relationship between the elements is not strictly linear due to 
the outputs being influenced by the available inputs, and the nature of the inputs that can 
impact the process used.

Inputs include the resources available to the institution to deliver quality services, 
namely staff, funding, service guidelines, facilities, infrastructure, and community resources. 
Table 1 below indicates the inputs of CS at the UFS, namely: staff, funding, service 
guidelines, and facilities.

Table 1:  CS inputs

Staff 1 full-time staff member, 1 contract appointment, and 5-10 volunteers per 
semester.

Funding A budget of R100 000 for student relations activities per annum.

Service 
guidelines

CS’s mandate is to offer a range of services and resources designed to assist 
students to develop the employability skills they need in today’s world 
of work. The Student Relations portfolio provides career development 
and guidance to students and delivers work readiness programmes. The 
Company Relations portfolio offers services to employers to advertise, 
interview, and recruit talented students.

Facilities Blackboard is used as the Learning Management System. Six topics were 
planned and designed for online learning. Thirteen activities must be 
completed in order to receive a badge (as part of gamification), of which 
eight activities are automatically marked, and five activities must be 
marked manually.

CS inputs do not include any additional infrastructure such as consultants or support staff, 
and do not have community resources such as a specific section in the library dedicated to 
career development, or computer rooms dedicated to career services. 

The second element, processes, refers to the interventions and quality service factors. 
First of all, interventions consist of specific interventions (singularly focused on clients’ 
goals and outcomes with the purpose of fostering change) and generic interventions 
(interactions of service providers or third parties). The other factor, namely quality service, 
refers to the tools for measurement. Although it may provide the outcomes for this process, 
it is still considered as part of the process indicating the effectiveness of the process. Table 2 
below indicates the CS processes at the UFS, namely: specific interventions and quality 
of service.
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Table 2:  CS processes

Specific 
interventions

A work readiness programme addressing all six categories within 
this framework, namely: career decision-making, work-specific 
skills enhancement, work search, job maintenance, career-related 
personal development, and other resources (referrals). The CS work 
readiness programme consists of six topics, with activities to test 
the knowledge gained, and practical submissions to be marked 
manually by staff. The six topics are CV‑writing, interview skills, 
LinkedIn, digital world: personal branding for success, networking 
and job-hunting skills, and future of work.

Quality of 
service

CS will determine the usefulness and impact of the online 
work readiness programmes through evaluation by means of a 
questionnaire sent to students.

CS processes do not include generic interventions provided by third parties or service 
providers.

The third element, outcomes, is concerned with the result of an intervention, 
including change in the client’s competence, attributes, and broader changes for the client 
or community. The outcomes and results are organised into three categories, namely client 
learning outcomes, client personal attribute outcomes, and client impact outcomes. Table 3 
below indicates the CS outcomes at the UFS, namely: student learning outcomes, student 
personal attribute outcomes, and student impact outcomes.

Table 3:  CS outcomes

Student learning 
outcomes

The learning outcomes include the knowledge and skills that can 
be directly linked to the programme or intervention used, including 
personal management, learning and work exploration, or building a 
life or career.

Student personal 
attribute 
outcomes

Personal attribute outcomes include changes in attitude, 
intrapersonal skills (self-esteem, motivation, and confidence), and 
independence.

Student impact 
outcomes

Impact outcomes refer to the learning outcomes of interventions 
and can contribute to changes in a client’s life, such as employment 
status, pursuing training, social and relational impact, and economic 
impact.

It is important to note that all student relations projects and programmes in CS are 
planned and created in alignment with the UFS graduate attributes, which include critical 
thinking, problem solving, entrepreneurship, oral and written communication, ethical 
reasoning, and civic engagement (Strydom & Oosthuizen, 2019). In addition, all six 
student outcome domains – according to the Council for the Advancement of Standards in 
Higher Education (CAS) – were addressed in the work readiness programme: knowledge 
acquisition, construction, integration and application; cognitive complexity; intrapersonal 
development; interpersonal competence; humanitarianism and civic engagement; and 
practical competence (CAS, 2015).
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Methodology
In order to evaluate the effectiveness of career development interventions in online form, 
a convergent mixed-method design was used for the study. This implied gathering both 
quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously, analysing the data sets separately, and then 
comparing the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This approach was used to draw on 
the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research, and to facilitate an in‑depth 
understanding of the qualitative data to explain the quantitative database of the collected 
questionnaires (Creswell, 2014).

The questionnaire was guided by the CRWG framework and consisted of 74 
questions, including closed-ended, Likert type, and open-ended questions. It should be 
noted that participants weren’t expected to answer all 74 questions; the questionnaire 
started with 10 questions about the online format, followed by questions regarding the 
six topics. For each topic selected in question 1, the participant would’ve been asked 
eleven additional questions per topic. Each workshop had its own unique questions for 
evaluating the intended outcomes, followed by generic open- and closed-ended questions 
for all respondents, particularly focusing on their experiences with the online platform, 
the value of the workshops for their development, and recommendations they might have. 
The purpose of the evaluation questions was to determine students’ experiences about 
the online process (user-friendliness), the teaching and learning component of each topic 
(whether they implemented the knowledge gained), as well as the content and resources 
(what they found useful and informative).

The questionnaire was done electronically by sending an email with the link to the 
selected participants. About 2 869 students completed the online workshops between April 
and June 2020. Most of the students were between the ages of 18 and 23 (n=2221), 60,3% 
were female, 86,3% were African, and the majority were undergraduates (n=2533) from 
seven faculties, of which the Faculty of the Humanities (n=830) was the best represented, 
followed by the Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Sciences (n=588), and the Faculty of 
Economic and Management Sciences (n=567). These students were purposefully sampled 
to provide feedback on their experiences with the workshops. Of the 2 869 workshop 
participants, 116 completed the survey (response rate of 4%). Although this response rate 
is not representative of the larger population, it would suffice to provide the CS with 
feedback on how the 116 students experienced the workshops in an online format, which 
would in turn contribute to future planning. 

Data was analysed separately (quantitative and qualitative) and then merged to allow 
for a side-by-side comparison to determine similarities and elaboration on experiences, 
as well as how data related to one another (Creswell, 2014). Completed questionnaires 
delivered empirical data and were analysed using SPSS software that delivered descriptive 
statistics. The qualitative data were analysed through inductive and deductive content 
analysis by first identifying the extent to which the intended outcomes were mentioned by 
students in their provided text, followed by a more open reading of additional outcomes 
(Krippendorff, 2018). Through qualitative data, the following themes were identified that 
are aligned with the three outcomes of the conceptual framework used: student learning 
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outcomes, students’ personal attributes, and impact outcomes. Additionally, the online 
platform was evaluated, leading to the fourth theme. Each topic of the work readiness 
programme had specific student learning outcomes that were measured in this research. 
Qualitative feedback provided insight into students’ personal attributes developed through 
engagement with the content, as well as feedback regarding impact outcomes indicating 
whether participants were encouraged to move into action by implementing what they 
have learned. Both quantitative and qualitative data provided insight into how the online 
format was experienced, used, and could be improved.

Findings and Discussion
The conceptual framework discussed above consists of three elements: inputs, processes, 
and outcomes. There is little to no control over the inputs (staff, funding, service guidelines, 
and facilities); the processes consist of the specific intervention implemented (online work 
readiness workshops consisting of six topics), and determining the quality of service by 
evaluating the questionnaire sent to active participants. During the data analysis process, the 
conceptual framework was used to identify whether participants have developed or reached 
the outcomes intended with the work readiness workshops, namely: student learning 
outcomes, student personal attribute outcomes, and student impact outcomes. The first part 
of the questionnaire asked participants to identify the topics they had completed, followed 
by general feedback regarding the course. Participants then had to answer evaluation 
questions per topic they have chosen. Table 4 below shows that CV‑writing was the topic 
most students participated in (67%), followed by interview skills (37%), networking and 
job hunting (35%), LinkedIn (32%), digital world: personal branding for success (31%), and 
future of work (29%).

Table 4: Workshops/topics completed 

Topic Percentage*
Number of 
participants

CV‑writing 67% 61

Interview skills 37% 34

Networking and job-hunting skills 35% 32

LinkedIn 32% 29

Digital world: personal branding for success 31% 28

Future of work 29% 26

*Note: The majority of students participated in more than one workshop.

Participants indicated that the intended student learning outcomes were reached in every 
topic they engaged with online. The workshops created an understanding of each topic and 
the variety of resources contributed to participants’ implementation of knowledge through 
the use of practical examples. In general, participants found the content easy to understand 
and experienced the content as adequate to assist them in preparing for a job interview, 
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writing a CV, and developing a personal brand, amongst others. They further agreed that 
they were confident to go for a job interview and answer questions to the best of their 
ability. Some examples of respondents’ comments include:

It improved my knowledge of CV writing, cover letter design, my LinkedIn account, as well as the 
online presence. These are the factors potential employers are looking for. I was not able to achieve 
such a high standard without the help of this course. �
� (Participant 16; overall feedback regarding programme)

I now know the steps to have a good professional CV and cover letter, how to dress for work by 
keeping a personal brand, and how to prepare for a job interview. �
� (Participant 44; overall feedback regarding programme)

Participants found the activities in each topic very useful in terms of thinking critically 
about the implication of the specific topic on their career. For example, 78% of participants 
in the CV‑writing workshop found the CV‑writing submission activity useful, and 77% 
of participants found the cover letter activity beneficial. Furthermore, in the interview 
skills workshop, 91% of the participants agreed that the self-reflection activity assisted 
them to critically contemplate potential questions in a job interview as well as appropriate 
and professional answers, while an average of 84% of the participants experienced the 
networking and job-hunting activities as beneficial to making informed decisions, to 
critically think about the network they are building, and what kind of questions to ask 
during networking engagements.

Evidence shows that students’ personal attributes were developed throughout the 
programme, linking to most of the UFS graduate attributes, as well as the six student 
outcome domains according to CAS standards (mentioned in the conceptual framework 
section). Evaluation data were categorised according to the six student outcome domains 
of the CAS standards, namely: knowledge acquisition, construction, integration and 
application; cognitive complexity; intrapersonal development; interpersonal competence; 
humanitarianism and civic engagement; and practical competence (Council for the 
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education [CASHE], 2015). It is important to note 
that evidence did not clearly reflect whether participants gained an understanding and 
appreciation of the humanitarianism and civic engagement, although these aspects were 
included in the step-by-step tutorials and activities.

Participants referred in various ways to their knowledge acquisition, construction, 
integration, and application that were supported and made possible by the format and 
layout of each workshop topic, and that led to self-reflection (CASHE, 2015). Example 1:

The cheat sheets are just to check quickly, the step-by-step is more in‑depth, and the video is also 
more helpful as additional resource. � (Participant 11; CV‑writing workshop)

The participant reflects on the use of one tool (cheat sheets) complemented by 
another (step-by-step tutorials) to provide depth to the understanding of the content and 
knowledge gained and refers to the video as an additional resource. This demonstrates the 
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acquisition of knowledge through various resources, followed by the construction and 
integration of the knowledge to make sense of the topic at hand. Example 2:

It helped me to think of the image I am trying to put out there for my future employers.�
 (Participant 25; overall feedback regarding programme)

The participant’s words “helped me to think” confirm the self-reflection that took 
place when engaging with the content, by thinking about a personal image and how this 
could influence a recruiter or potential employer. The knowledge acquisition, construction, 
integration, and application process address the need of employers to have employees who 
are capable of applying knowledge and skills (Oluwajodu et al., 2015).

Participants also referred to the workshops and platforms as supportive in navigating 
the cognitive complexity of content and better understanding the specific topic:

If I don’t understand, I can replay the video again and again until I understand. �
(Participant 104; networking and job-hunting workshop)

The videos gave me an idea of how I can submit relevant documentation to different employers. 
Furthermore, the tutorials are clear, address the current trends, and have the ability to make 
students adapt quickly in the complex world. � (Participant 60; CV‑writing workshop)

Both comments refer to the video recordings and resources as the tools these two 
participants used to critically and reflectively think about the content and then form an 
opinion and creative approach to a particular problem or challenge (CASHE, 2015). This 
correlates with the global perspective of employers struggling to find adaptable, skilled 
employees (Laubscher, 2018). The second comment addressed both the student learning 
outcomes and the impact outcomes that Participant 60 achieved.

Participants referred to the intrapersonal development and interpersonal competence 
they gained in order to communicate or participate in a job interview, how to be 
professional, and how to adapt to the changing world of work, for example: 

I learnt that professionalism and how to carry yourself, speaks volumes for future employers.�
 (Participant 35; overall feedback regarding programme)

This remark corroborates Ndlovu’s (2020) appeal to universities to offer blended 
learning that includes work-related work to prepare students for the world of work.

Arguably, the attribute most developed by students through the workshops is the 
confidence to implement learned objectives (practical competence). For example, 92% of 
participants in the CV‑writing workshop acknowledged their confidence to write a CV 
and 89% to write a cover letter. In the interview skills workshop, 88% of participants 
indicated their confidence to go for a job interview, and 94% were confident to answer 
questions during an interview. Furthermore, in the networking and job-hunting skills 
workshop, 87% of participants were confident to communicate and network with other 
people, 90% were confident to make informed decisions between two job offers, and 90% 
were confident to apply for jobs and to keep track of email communication, requirements 
per job, and progress with applications. All participants (100%) in the future of work 
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workshop indicated that they were confident to enter the world of work, recognising 
the importance of being flexible, and 96% were confident to expand their core skills, 
competencies, and mindset skills. In the digital world: personal branding for success 
workshop, all participants (100%) were confident to use social media and online platforms 
to market their personal brand, and to build a good reputation in person and online. Lastly, 
83% of participants in the LinkedIn workshop were confident about the appearance of 
their LinkedIn profile, 90% knew how to use the job application tool, and 96% were 
confident to use LinkedIn as a networking tool.  The high percentages in all workshops 
mentioned above are representative of workshop outcomes reached, and the purpose of the 
work readiness programme met.

Some participants addressed the practical competence they gained throughout the 
programme, which is referred to as the impact outcomes. Participants reflected on how 
they updated their personal brands, CVs, LinkedIn profiles, and knowledge regarding 
workplace changes and technology. Some examples include:

I improved my CV, I am able to go for a job interview without being nervous. My LinkedIn 
account is up to date and I am not stressing to start working. �
� (Participant 11; overall feedback regarding programme)

I find it hard to talk to people. The workshop gave me courage to be the first one to start talking 
to people, asking relevant questions to know more about the industry I want to be in. �
� (Participant 44; networking and job-hunting workshop)

The video provided me with nice pictures that are accompanied with proper information 
explaining the slide to me. I preferred this method because 25 minutes later I knew what personal 
branding was as well as what not to do on my internet platforms. �
� (Participant 25; digital world: personal branding for success workshop)

These impact outcomes address the concern of unemployment raised by Oluwajodu et al. 
(2015) in linking unemployment with job seekers who do not invest time and effort to 
find the correct fit. It seems that participants grasped the content of each workshop topic, 
followed by critical thinking and reflection on the outcomes, such as the portrayal of their 
image online, networking abilities, or creating a LinkedIn profile, and then implementing 
it by making adjustments and decisions, or by creating that CV needed to apply for a job.

Regarding the online format, participants experienced the design as effective for self-
study (89%), they liked the ‘look and feel’ of the workshops (86%), and most participants 
attempted to implement the knowledge they had acquired (87%) to prepare for entering 
the world of work. Participants ‘strongly agreed’ with the notion that each topic addressed 
their needs for preparation to enter the world of work (91%); they also liked having 
options (92%) to learn about a certain topic (options between using a step-by-step tutorial, 
infographics and checklists, additional resources, or a video recording of the workshop). 
Because most students experienced the online format of the workshops as easy to navigate 
(81%), the variety of electronic content helpful to learn about a specific topic (93%), and 
the selections sufficient to learn about a topic through tutorials, videos, infographics, and/
or activities (91%), it is evident that students received all the necessary information, even 
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though not through face-to-face engagements. However, most students  (74%) still prefer 
face-to-face workshops, which could relate to the fact that the format of this online 
programme is new, and UFS students having voiced their struggles to adapt to online 
teaching and learning methods in general due to possible access or network issues. These 
findings are corroborated by Mzileni (2020), who highlights the three problems brought 
forward in higher education during Covid‑19, namely: the lack of infrastructure for 
functional learning experiences; the movement to online teaching and the struggle for 
students and staff to make the mind shift from traditional teaching and learning contact 
to online learning; and the dependence of undergraduates on face-to-face traditional 
teaching and learning practices to address their basic education needs. This is also reflected 
by the mere 7% of the UFS student population who engaged with the CS work readiness 
programme between April and June 2020.

Each workshop was designed with a variety of digital tools to help students self-
navigate, including (but not limited to) step-by-step tutorials, cheat sheets, video recordings 
of the workshops, and examples of CVs, profiles, and interview questions. When asked 
which of these platforms were the most useful, students’ responses varied within as well as 
between workshops. For example, while 71% of CV‑writing workshop participants found 
practical examples most useful, 52% in the interview skills workshop found cheat sheets 
and the video recordings of the workshop most useful. In the network and job hunting, as 
well as the digital world workshops, most students (54% and 72% respectively) favoured the 
step-by-step tutorials.

The qualitative data indicated that the workshops contributed to the management 
of participants’ expectations of the workplace. Suggestions for all topics included the 
possibility to download videos for future use; to market this programme more; to include a 
variety of resources, such as more interview questions and possible answers; demonstrations 
of certain skills, such as a real job interview or a success story of students who used their 
personal branding to get a job. For the LinkedIn topic, participants suggested the inclusion 
of videos and information on how to navigate the platform, and how to establish and use 
connections.

Conclusion
CS’s plan to move online after the 2015 and 2016 protests allowed time to plan, develop, 
organise, and implement topics. Every year, evaluation data is used to improve the topics 
over time, and when Covid‑19 and the national lockdown happened, CS repositioned itself 
to use the opportunity to move completely online – with positive results, as confirmed by 
the data.

First, it is important to note the difficulties that students experienced with online 
teaching and learning due to a lack of resources such as computers, internet connectivity, 
and anxiety about the unknown. However, the 2  869 students who did engage with 
CS’s work readiness programme, appreciated the online format of the work readiness 
programmes, which included a variety of tools to self-navigate through the learning 
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outcomes. This, together with the feedback on activities that allowed students to develop 
more skills and knowledge, ultimately led to the ability to implement what they have learnt.

The three overarching outcomes (student learning outcomes, personal attributes, 
and impact outcomes) have been achieved, with various suggestions addressing the need 
for more resources or demonstrations, which will be integrated into the programme 
going forward. For example, the one CAS standard domain of humanitarianism and civic 
engagement that has not been mentioned or consciously learned, should be addressed by, 
amongst others, incorporating information and examples of unfairness and inequality in 
the workplace, as well as how to address or resolve this.

The results of this study will be used to improve the online offering with more 
demonstrations and videos, additional content, and perhaps some peer learning activities to 
make the workshops more engaging. A more interactive approach might compensate for 
feelings of isolation when working through workshops alone. The gamification part of the 
work readiness programmes (offering badges for completion of each step-by-step tutorial) 
should also be highlighted and culminated into a co‑curricular transcript explaining the 
skills gained. Furthermore, this offering should be explained to all faculties in order to 
obtain their support to implement this programme in the final-year and postgraduate 
curriculums. CS further considers having the work-readiness programme as an online 
offering only (which can be delivered on scale to the approximately 40 000 UFS students), 
and rather using face-to-face time to address individual needs through appointments or 
classroom engagement, especially because of the lack of human resources (one permanent 
staff member responsible for student relations projects, workshops, and programmes).

Whereas some participants mentioned broader marketing of the programme, more 
attention should rather be given to campaigns for students about the link between 
employers’ wants and needs, which are addressed in the online work readiness programme. 
Furthermore, CS will benefit by sharing some success stories to create awareness and peer 
approval. Using focus groups with willing participants can also provide in‑depth feedback 
to improve the programme.

In light of the findings of the study, it is therefore crucial for CS to not only assist 
graduates to get a job, but also to equip them for the world of work by broadening 
graduates’ knowledge and skillsets to enable them to make successful transitions to 
the workplace and contribute to the economy and their communities (HEA, 2016; 
Ndlovu, 2020). Recommendations for further research are the inclusion of focus groups 
to elaborate on the skills that graduates believe they need. Secondly, CS should host think 
tanks with students and employers to determine future topics and foci in order to expand 
the online work readiness programme. And finally, consider implementing all suggestions 
from participants in this study to improve the current offering, and then to re‑evaluate it 
towards the end of 2020. It is believed that the findings of this research study will create 
a deeper understanding of how career services, as a particular functional area in student 
affairs,  can reposition itself during uncertain times to remain responsive to the needs 
of students.



132   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 119‑133  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1432

Research Ethics 
Ethical clearance was applied for and granted by the Ethics Committee of the University 
of the Free State, prior to the research. Student respondents indicated their willingness to 
partake in the study by means of informed consent on the questionnaire.

Conflict of Interest 
The authors declare that they do not have financial or personal relationships that may have 
inappropriately influenced them in writing this article. 

Funding
This work has not received any financial support.

References
Adotey, S.K. (2020). What will higher education in Africa look like after COVID-19? World Economic Forum, 

published on 8 June 2020. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/06/higher-education-africa-
covid19-coronavirus-digital-online/ [Accessed 22 July 2020]

Baudouin, R., Bezanson, L., Borgen, B., Goyer, L., Hiebert, B., Lalande, V., Magnusson, K., Michaud, G., 
Renald, C. & Turcotte, M. (2007). Demonstrating value: A draft framework for evaluating the effec
tiveness of career development interventions. Canadian Journal of Counselling and Psychotherapy, 41(3).

Benzinger, K., Kerford, K., Lumsden, L., Mahoney, K., Rodney, Y. & Keates, C. (2011). Career centre 
evaluation: A practitioner’s guide. Toronto, Canada: Canadian Education and Research Institute for 
Counselling (CERIC). 

Brady, R.P. (2010). Work readiness inventory: Administrator’s guide. http://jist.emcp.com/media/product 
attachments/files/w/o/work-readiness-inventoryadministrators-guide.pdf

Caballero, C. & Walker, A. (2010). Work readiness in graduate recruitment and selection: A review of 
current assessment methods. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 1(1), 13‑25. 
https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2010vol1no1art546

Career Development Services (2017). Career Development Services Profile. https://www.careerhelp.org.za/
sites/default/files/cds_profile.pdf  [Accessed 20 May 2020].

Chipunza, C. & Malo, B. (2017). Organizational culture and job satisfaction among academic professionals 
at a South African university of technology. Problems and Perspectives in Management, 15(2), 148‑161. 
https://doi.org/10.21511/ppm.15(2).2017.14

Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (2015). CAS learning and development 
outcomes. In J.B. Wells (Ed.), CAS professional standards for higher education (9th ed.). CAS.

Creswell, J.W. (2014). A concise introduction to mixed methods research. Sage.

Creswell, J.W. & Creswell, J.D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches 
(5th ed.). Sage.

DHET (Department of Higher Education and Training) (2017). Government Gazette, 20 April, 622(40795). 
Republic of  South Africa.

Doe, R. (2015). Work readiness among graduate students. LSU Doctoral Dissertations. 1008. https://digital 
commons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/1008

Heleta, S. (2016). Decolonisation of higher education: dismantling epistemic violence and eurocentrism in 
South Africa. Transformation in Higher Education, 8. https://doi.org/10.4102/the.v1i1.9

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/06/higher-education-africa-covid19-coronavirus-digital-online/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/06/higher-education-africa-covid19-coronavirus-digital-online/
http://jist.emcp.com/media/productattachments/files/w/o/work-readiness-inventoryadministrators-guide
http://jist.emcp.com/media/productattachments/files/w/o/work-readiness-inventoryadministrators-guide
https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2010vol1no1art546
https://www.careerhelp.org.za/sites/default/files/cds_profile.pdf
https://www.careerhelp.org.za/sites/default/files/cds_profile.pdf
https://doi.org/10.21511/ppm.15(2).2017.14
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/1008
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/1008
https://doi.org/10.4102/the.v1i1.9


Belinda Janeke: Online Work Readiness Programme: Ready, Set Go!   133

Higher Education Academy (2016). Framework for embedding employability in higher education. https://
www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/embedding-employability-in-he.pdf [Accessed 
June 2020].

Krippendorff, K. (2018). Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology. Sage.

Laubscher, E. (2018). Unskilled labour in South Africa. Medium. Published on 14 July. https://medium.
com/@erichlaubscher1/unskilled-labour-in-south-africa-af56852ed443 [Accessed 22 July 2020].

Mutekwe, E. (2018). Unmasking the ramifications of the fees-must-fall-conundrum in higher education 
institutions in South Africa: A critical perspective. Perspectives in Education, 35(2), 142‑154. https://
doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v35i2.11

Mzileni, P. (2020, April 23). How COVID-19 will affect students. Mail & Guardian. https://mg.co.za/
education/2020-04-23-how-covid-19-will-affect-students/ [Accessed 17 April 2020].

Oluwajodu, F., Greyling, L., Blaauw, D. & Kleynhans, E.P. (2015). Graduate unemployment in South Africa: 
Perspectives from the banking sector. SA Journal of Human Resource Management, 13(1), 1‑9. https://
doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v13i1.656

Roodt, D. (2020). Coronavirus could sink South Africa’s economy by 6%. BusinessTech. https://business 
tech.co.za/news/business/382489/coronavirus-could-sink-south-africas-economy-by-6-dawie-
roodt/ [Accessed March 2020].

Strydom, J.F. & Oosthuizen, L. (2019). Developing UFS graduate attributes: Enabling graduates to compete globally 
and locally while enhancing academic quality. University of the Free State: Centre for Teaching and 
Learning. 

UFS Career Services (2020). Work readiness tutorials: Career Services Blackboard page. University of the Free 
State.

UFS Graduate Exit Survey (2020). University of the Free State graduate exit survey: Employment-based report on 
the 2017 graduating cohort. University of the Free State.

Universum (2020). Universum talent research 2020: South African professionals. Universum.

Viljoen, D. (2018, March 1). Higher education: A vast and changing future landscape. Fin24. https://www.
fin24.com/Finweek/Featured/higher-education-a-vast-and-changing-future-landscape-20180228 
[Accessed April 2020].

Walker, M. & Fongwa, S. (2017). Universities, employability and human development. Springer. https://doi.org/ 
10.1057/978-1-137-58452-6

How to cite:
Janeke, B. (2021). Online Work Readiness Programme: Ready, Set Go! Journal of Student Affairs in 

Africa, 9(1), 119‑133. DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1432

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/embedding-employability-in-he.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/embedding-employability-in-he.pdf
https://medium.com/@erichlaubscher1/unskilled-labour-in-south-africa-af56852ed443
https://medium.com/@erichlaubscher1/unskilled-labour-in-south-africa-af56852ed443
https://doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v35i2.11
https://doi.org/10.18820/2519593X/pie.v35i2.11
https://mg.co.za/education/2020-04-23-how-covid-19-will-affect-students/
https://mg.co.za/education/2020-04-23-how-covid-19-will-affect-students/
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v13i1.656
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v13i1.656
https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/382489/coronavirus-could-sink-south-africas-economy-by-6-da
https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/382489/coronavirus-could-sink-south-africas-economy-by-6-da
https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/382489/coronavirus-could-sink-south-africas-economy-by-6-da
https://www.fin24.com/Finweek/Featured/higher-education-a-vast-and-changing-future-landscape-2018022
https://www.fin24.com/Finweek/Featured/higher-education-a-vast-and-changing-future-landscape-2018022
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-58452-6
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-58452-6


Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 135‑156  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1433   135

www.jsaa.ac.za

Reflective practice

Responding to Covid‑19: Experiences of Ashesi 
University’s Student Affairs Team
Millicent Adjei,i Nina N.A. Pelsii & Vanessa N.D. Amoakoiii

i     �Dr Millicent Adjei is Director of Diversity & International Programmes, Ashesi University, Ghana.  
ORCid: 0000-0002-5061-7709. Email: madjei@ashesi.edu.gh

ii    �Ms Nina Nana Aba Pels is Assistant Director, Student Life & Engagement, Ashesi University, Ghana.  
ORCid: 0000-0003-4681-9073. Email: npels@ashesi.edu.gh

iii   �Ms Vanessa Nana Darkoa Amoako is a Diversity & Inclusion Coordinator, Ashesi University, Ghana.  
ORCid: 0000-0003-1834-6758. Email: vanessa.amoako@ashesi.edu.gh

Abstract
The Covid‑19 pandemic has revealed the abilities or lack thereof of many higher education 
institutions to adequately support the academic and co‑curricular needs of students in times of crisis. 
In this reflective practitioner account, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory is used to analyse the transitional 
experiences of students amid the Covid‑19 pandemic and how the Office of Student and Community 
Affairs (OSCA) team at Ashesi University successfully supported students as they navigated the 
academic semester. One-to-one interviews with department heads of the five OSCA units were 
conducted alongside focus group discussions with a cross-section of 17 students. The findings suggest 
that (i) advising, (ii) engagement, and (iii) timely online support interventions contributed immensely 
to students’ success in transitioning from in‑person to remote learning.

Keywords 
Ashesi University; Covid‑19; crisis management; remote learning; Student Affairs; student transitions

Introduction
Students’ educational success is a shared responsibility of various stakeholders including 
staff, faculty, parents, and institutional administrators. “Student affairs staff members are 
responsible for establishing the campus conditions that affirm students and providing the 
programmes and services to meet their academic and social needs outside the classroom” 
(Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2011, p. 164). In Africa, the significance of Student Affairs 
continues to grow as more studies reveal how the practice is making important contributions 
to higher education on the continent (Moja, Schreiber & Luescher-Mamashela, 2014). 

Student affairs practice is especially vital in times of crisis in ensuring that students’ 
basic needs including housing and dining, good health and well‑being, their social worth, 
self-esteem, and mental health are adequately supported. Crisis is a significant sudden or 
unexpected event, which disrupts the normal operations and values of an institution for any 
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length of time and can threaten the well‑being of personnel, property, financial resources, 
and/or institutional reputation (Zdziarski, 2006; Brennan & Stern, 2017; Shaw, 2017). In 
the past, crisis events in global higher education institutions (HEIs) have primarily centred 
on issues concerning harassment, bullying and discrimination suits, administrative scandals, 
student unrest, strikes, mass shootings, suicides, severe weather events, and terrorist attacks 
(Wang & Hutchins, 2010; Studenberg, 2017). Crisis management plans in this regard have 
focused mostly on human and environmental safety as part of the HEI goals (Rayburn, 
Anderson & Sierra, 2020). By caring for and ensuring a safe environment for all members 
of the campus community during a crisis, students can readily transition to safer conditions 
that enable the continuity of their academic experience.

The current Covid‑19 pandemic has revealed the need for institutions to have 
adequate short- and long-term crisis management plans to ensure that the educational 
process is uninterrupted and to maintain learning continuity (Rayburn et al., 2020). 
A recent World Bank Education (2020) report on tertiary institutions’ responses to the 
Covid‑19 crisis reveals widespread institutional disruptions including those related to mass 
student displacements, weakened vital campus services and support, increased inequity, 
and inequality in accessing education. The report also mentions the inability of HEIs in 
retaining at-risk student populations and significant socio-emotional impacts on student 
well‑being. Such disruptions rattle students’ experience, threatening their overall safety 
and well‑being and eventual educational outcomes. Thus, some students are experiencing 
significant strain and remain uncertain about the future of their education. This article, 
therefore, calls on HEIs to be systematic, analytical, and intentional in understanding 
students’ transition experiences during crises. It challenges them to choose innovative 
interventions to meet students’ needs amid crises and uncertainties. 

To ensure the continuity of the various HEI functions, programmes, and processes, 
while responding to Covid‑19 protocols, many institutions have been compelled to shift 
the delivery of their core mandates of teaching, learning and engagement to innovative 
remote platforms to maintain learning continuity. Since its inception, Ashesi University has 
operated as a full-time in‑person institution with no online course offerings and teaching. 
The Covid‑19 pandemic and the government of Ghana’s directive for all HEIs to cease 
in‑person instructions until January 2021 propelled Ashesi to move all its institutional 
functions online in March 2020. Thus, the objectives of this article are to: (i) highlight the 
various innovative approaches Student Affairs Professionals (SAPs) at Ashesi University 
adopted to support students to navigate the Covid‑19 pandemic successfully; (ii) emphasise 
the impact of the responses on students’ experiences; (iii) demonstrate the critical role 
theoretical frameworks can potentially play in the practice of SAPs to make more informed 
and efficient decisions. 

Institutional Context 
Ashesi University is a four-year private, liberal arts university located in the Eastern Region 
of Ghana. It seeks “to train a new generation of ethical and entrepreneurial leaders for 
Africa” (Ashesi University, 2002). Ashesi allows students to study across a broad field 
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including the humanities, arts and sciences and elect to pursue one of six majors: business 
administration, computer science, management information systems and three engineering 
programmes. The university started with a pioneer class of 30 students in 2002 and has 
grown steadily over the years with a current student population of 1 173 from over 
20 African countries. 

Ashesi University’s Student Affairs Structure
For most HEIs, growth in numbers comes with the expansion of services to 
students including job placements, career development, housing, health, counselling, 
and co‑curricular activities (Appleton et al., 1978 p. 372). For Ashesi University, the 
SA department that handles these functions is referred to as the Office of Students & 
Community Affairs (OSCA). It is made up of five independent units namely Career 
Services, Office of Diversity & International Programmes (ODIP), Coaching, Counselling 
& Academic Advising (CCA), Student Life & Engagement (SLE), and the Health Unit. 
OSCA is headed by the Dean of Students and Community Affairs, who is also a member 
of the Ashesi Executive Committee (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Organisational structure of Ashesi University’s Student Affairs office

Conceptual Framework 
HEIs globally are experiencing many uncertainties and changes due to the Covid‑19 
pandemic. While HEIs contend with providing equitable access and support for students 
to succeed, students are navigating various transitions in their academic and co‑curricular 
commitments. To fully understand their experiences and the factors that influence the 
choices during this period, this reflective article is situated in Schlossberg’s Transition 
Theory.  The theory focuses on the various stages of transition and how individuals respond 
to the changes they are experiencing. This conceptual framework is necessary because the 
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understanding then informs the most suitable and appropriate intervention to support 
students in a practical and informed way.  According to Schlossberg and Goodman (2005), 
transition involves any life event that requires the individual experiencing the event to feel 
a change from their normal. They further posit that to understand the resources needed 
to help the individual cope with and take charge of the transition, certain conditions, also 
known as the 4Ss that influence the transition process must be understood. The 4Ss include 
the situation causing the transition, the individual self, the support structures in place and 
the strategies adopted to respond to the transition. 

• Situation refers to how the individual appraises what is being experienced to ascertain
their understanding of the situation as good or bad, the control they have over what
is happening, and the various triggers that initiate the event (Anderson, Goodman
& Schlossberg, 2012; Evans et al., 2010; Goodman, Schlossberg & Anderson, 2006;
Schlossberg, Waters & Goodman, 1995). Covid‑19 has brought about several
unprecedented changes to the lifestyles and daily routines of students, forcing them to
navigate many uncertainties. A deeper understanding of students’ sense of agency as
they navigate their changing situations is, therefore, critical to determine appropriate
and relevant support to foster successful outcomes.

• Self refers to the personal, demographic characteristics and psychological resources
of the individual experiencing the change, which affects their ability to cope; thus,
recognising the uniqueness of each person experiencing the transition. Schlossberg
and Goodman (2005) explain that factors such as socio-economic condition,
gender, age, health status, ethnicity, outlook, ego, commitment, and values affect the
way individuals experience any given event and determine their responses. They
explain that these attributes can either provide the assets and resources needed for
the transition or pose a threat or deficit, which can impact the change negatively.
The onset of the Covid‑19 pandemic has highlighted several factors such as socio-
economic inequities that have challenged the equitable distribution and access to
resources including internet connectivity, stable home settings and income (Casey,
2020). It is crucial to understand how these factors have affected students’ educational
outcomes to inform the needed interventions.

• Support focuses on the social resources that give multiple options for the individual
to experience the transition smoothly. It may come from family, social connections,
various institutional agents and structures, friendships, and peers (Schlossberg &
Goodman, 2005). The impact of critical student support on their outcomes is
buttressed by several research projects which suggest that when HEIs develop many
conditions and structures to support diverse students they are more likely to be
engaged, involved and to ultimately succeed (Adjei, 2019; Earwaker, 1992; Kuh et al., 
2011; Quaye & Harper, 2015).

• Finally, strategies elaborate on the coping mechanisms put in place by the individual
experiencing the transition to make the best out of the options available to them.
Strategies, thus, focus on the individuals’ coping behaviours to confront the change
during the transition process (Evans et al., 2010; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). Four
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different coping strategies can characterise how individuals respond to the transition: 
their information-seeking abilities, the direct action they take, different inhibitions of 
their action, and their intrapsychic behaviour (Goodman, Schlossberg & Anderson, 
2006; Schlossberg & Goodman, 2005). SAPs are in a unique position to coach, advise 
and mentor students to combine and select the most effective strategies to cope with 
the pandemic’s effect on their lives.

The 4Ss framework in Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (2005), therefore, gives us an 
excellent framework to situate this reflective practitioner account. It centres the student 
experience and offers a nuanced understanding of their transitional experiences, and 
consequently helps HEIs to situate their interventions. 

Methodology 
Following the Ghanaian government’s directive for all educational institutions to close 
their campuses to curb the spread of the Covid‑19 virus, Ashesi University transitioned 
its functions to various remote platforms. To better understand how SAPs and students 
experienced this sudden change, this research was undertaken to inform student affairs (SA) 
practice further and to offer insights into the lived experiences of the participants. More 
specifically, the article seeks to answer the following questions: 

(i)	 How did each SA unit respond to providing students with their core functions 
during the Covid‑19 pandemic?

(ii)	 How did students perceive the responses of the various SA units?

Data sources

Data was collected using a qualitative approach employing one-to-one interviews with 
department heads of the five OSCA units and focus group discussions (FGD) with a cross-
section of students. According to Creswell (2014), qualitative research is used in “exploring 
and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 
phenomenon” (p. 4). Interviews were conducted with each unit lead to respond to the first 
question. This approach made it possible to ask follow-up questions to facilitate a deeper 
understanding of their interventions, as suggested by Merriam (2009).

The transition experiences of students caused by the Covid‑19 pandemic could 
also best be understood by exploring the participants’ lived experiences, which cannot 
be described solely from the perspectives of the SAPs. FGD methodology was used to 
gather information from the students on how the interventions adopted by the OSCA 
team impacted them. Kitzinger (1995) explains that FGD allows participants to interact 
with one another and process their experiences together by asking questions and seeking 
clarifications from the interviewer and other participants. This approach enhanced the 
understanding of the various ways students in this study were interpreting their experiences 
together and individually. To validate their experiences, students were asked: How have you 
engaged with the various OSCA units since the pandemic and the move to remote learning, and 
how are these interventions impacting your academic experience? The answers to these questions 
provided critical feedback on the effectiveness of the remote services offered by the SAPs. 
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Data sample and procedure

For each SA unit, the leads were sent an invitation via email to give an account of the 
interventions their respective department implemented to ensure business continuity. 
Besides the department heads, other OSCA team members who were directly involved 
in the various programmes were also engaged to seek clarification and, in some cases, 
correction of the initial narratives received for the article. A total of 9 SAPs volunteered 
their time for the research (see Table 1). 

Table 1:  Profile of Student Affairs staff

# Gender Department Nationality

1. Female Coaching, Counselling and Academic Advising American

2. Male Coaching, Counselling and Academic Advising Ghanaian

3. Female Office of Diversity and International Programmes Ghanaian

4. Female Office of Diversity and International Programmes Ghanaian

5. Female Career Services Ghanaian

6. Male Career Services Ghanaian

7. Female Health Services Ghanaian

8. Female Student Life and Engagement Ghanaian

9. Female Student Life and Engagement Ghanaian

After the first analysis of their responses, and to further validate them, three FGDs were 
organised with a cross-section of students. Research has revealed that it is important to 
include students’ voices to ascertain the impact of institutional interventions (British 
Council, 2015). It also suggests that “when institutions listen to students and involve them 
in decision-making, they can be part of the answer in fostering empowered learners and 
responsive institutions” (British Council, 2015, p. 2). By including students’ voices, HEIs are 
more responsive to students’ aspirations for the future.

In recruiting students for the FGDs, a general email was sent to the entire student body, 
requesting them to sign up as participants. A total of 45 students enlisted and were divided 
into three groups of 15 to enable effective interaction and draw valuable information from 
their responses and insight. Ultimately, only two groups of 6 students were present for the 
first two sessions and 5 for the final session giving us a total of 17 for the FGD (see Table 2). 
Each session lasted two hours and was held via Zoom video conferencing.
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Table 2:  Profile of focus group participants 

# Gender Year of 
graduation

Department Nationality

1. Male 2021 Business Administration Congolese (DRC)

2. Male 2023 Business Administration Cameroonian

3. Male 2023 Management Information Systems Nigerian

4. Female 2022 Computer Science Nigerian

5. Female 2022 Management Information Systems Kenyan

6. Female 2022 Management Information Systems Ghanaian

7. Male 2022 Computer Science Ghanaian

8. Female 2022 Mechanical Engineering Ghanaian

9. Female 2023 Computer Engineering Ghanaian

10. Male 2020 Computer Engineering Ghanaian

11. Male 2023 Management Information Systems Ghanaian

12. Female 2022 Electrical/Electronic Engineering Ghanaian

13. Female 2022 Management Information Systems Ghanaian

14. Female 2020 Business Administration Ghanaian

15. Male 2020 Business Administration Ghanaian

16. Male 2023 Mechanical Engineering Ghanaian

17. Female 2022 Electrical/Electronic Engineering Ghanaian

Data collected from both groups of participants were recorded, transcribed, and coded 
under broad themes, namely advising, engagement, and timely online transitioning support. 
Morris (2015) supports the use of codes for interview data and asserts that “coding allows 
you to compare the responses of interviewees and convert the interviews into a meaningful, 
coherent analysis” (p. 128).

Enhancing trustworthiness 

To ensure validity of the responses received from the OSCA unit leads, data was 
triangulated with that of the FGD to ascertain how the interventions enhanced students’ 
out-of-classroom experience. Also, recognising that the authors work in different capacities 
in OSCA, bias was checked by being intentionally reflexive and deferring to other team 
members for their opinions throughout the writing of this article. The authors’ positionality 
as insiders, however, offered significant access to the members interviewed and deeper 
expert knowledge and understanding of the concepts being discussed.

Despite the above measures, the limitations of this article are recognised due to the 
small sample size, especially for the students and the very focused and unique institutional 
context, which allowed the OSCA team to undertake their interventions successfully. The 
findings in this reflection may, therefore, not be generalisable in other HEI contexts.
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Findings 
Three main themes emanated from the coding of the responses from the FGDs conducted 
with the students. Advising focused on the various ways students sought guidance from the 
OSCA team to navigate and make decisions for themselves during the transition to remote 
teaching and learning. Engagement focused on how students, through their involvement 
with different institutional agents, were able to influence broader institutional decisions 
and policies, thus, ensuring suitable adjustments to many non-academic co‑curricular 
interventions. Timely online and remote transitioning support focused on how 
students sought support from the OSCA team, with the help of technology. This ensured 
the provision of the appropriate resources and assistance to enable them to transition 
smoothly. The ensuing sections present details of the three main thematic findings.

Advising

According to Drake (2011), student advising is “about building relationships with students, 
locating places where they get disconnected and helping them get reconnected” (p. 8). 
As Crookston (1994) explains, though advising is concerned with “a specific personal 
or vocational decision”, it also involves “facilitating the student’s rational processes, 
environmental and interpersonal interactions, behavioural awareness and problem-solving, 
decision-making and evaluation skills” (p. 5). Throughout the FGDs, students mentioned 
needing more direction on managing multiple personal, home and academic challenges 
affecting their psychosocial and emotional abilities to focus and do meaningful academic 
work. This was corroborated by the Counselling, Coaching and Advising (CCA) unit, 
which reported an overwhelming increase in the caseload of students they had to see, 
resulting in them extending their advising sessions beyond regular working hours, 
including weekends. 

Students also sought the health team’s support in addressing their healthcare concerns. 
The health team provided regular healthcare advice to students through scheduled 
online consultations to ensure that they were constantly equipped with the appropriate 
knowledge to make safe and healthy decisions during the pandemic. The department also 
partnered with the University’s health insurance provider to run a weekly programme that 
enabled members of the community to call and speak to health professionals to provide 
advice on their various health concerns. Interactions with students to identify their specific 
health needs enabled the health team to lead committee discussions on ensuring the safe 
return of domestic and international students to their homes following the campus closure.

Thus, students indicated that (1) timely response and action, and (2) accessibility and 
sustained interaction, were factors that worked well for them in seeking advising support 
from the OSCA team (see Table 3). On the other hand, students mentioned that (1) more 
proactive action from the OSCA team, and (2) more targeted communication for student 
year groups were factors missing from the team’s support (see Table 3). 
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Table 3:  Student perspectives on advising

Positive factors

Timely 
response and 
action

“I think what works for me is how fast the people used to reply. You 
don’t have to wait for two days, one week, two weeks for someone to 
reply. Immediately someone replies and give you the steps to follow. 
And if you need a referral, they will do it.”

“I am currently doing five virtual internships and it got 
overwhelming because most of them had some expectations. I got 
depressed along the way. I contacted [the counsellor] and she helped 
me to work things out.”

“The second one which I can share with you is the support of the 
health centre. I remember in the beginning when we were told that 
we were going home, people started asking me if we will get masks 
and I remember calling the nurse and the Dean and asking them 
about this, and at that moment they released all the masks, sanitisers, 
and other proptective materials, so that we can go home safely.  That 
was really helpful.”

Accessibility 
and sustained 
interaction

“The counselling team was amazing.Though I didn’t reach out to 
[the counsellor], she reached out to me and constantly followed 
up at every stage (whether it was time for the final exams or final 
submissions). She was always there to send videos to help me scale 
through those difficult times, and that was so helpful!”

“It was helpful to be able just to ask [the college nurse] any question 
at any point in time, not only when I was sick.”

“The counsellor came up strong. You can book appointments with 
her. She kept listening and helping you through things, and I felt that 
was really good. Once in a while, I think for those of us who check 
with her she sends Whatsapp messages to check progress. So, I think 
it was kind of touching.”

Negative factors

More proactive 
action

“Some people were finding it difficult to come to class, especially 
those in different time zones. People were having home problems 
combining it with school. And most of these people would not go to 
the counselling department for their own good. Some people want 
to keep it to themselves. If there is something that can be done to 
reach out to people more than they reach out to the department, I 
believe that will help them.”

“I don’t think students don’t know who to go to. Going forward, we 
can try to identify some of these students and the reasons why they 
are not seeking help.”

“Sometimes we get fake news on Covid‑related issues. I think the 
health team could give us more information and precautions that we 
could follow.”
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Negative factors (continued)

More targeted 
communication 
for student 
year groups

“There was this whole email on how the university was going to 
run. But I think we need to kind of segregate the year groups and 
do a ‘new normal’ kind of reorientation because people don’t know 
where to go for what at this moment.”

“I think if you are going to make it more interactive for the students, 
I think OSCA should start early. At the beginning of each semester 
every department should post how they can be reached and what 
they can offer the students. Maybe during the semester, every month, 
you have a compulsory meet-up with the year group to check up 
and get feedback from everyone. If you send forms, I don’t think 
everyone will fill them [in] to really capture what people are saying 
and what they are feeling. Sometimes questions and responses in 
forms can be very limiting.”

“I am not sure but I feel like people don’t read their emails, so they 
might miss emails that come from the various units concerning 
certain things. That’s one challenge.” [Said in reference to the OSCA 
team exploring new ways to reach students.]

“The other thing also being that maybe for things like town hall 
meetings, we should rethink how we meet in terms of numbers. 
Maybe we can meet in smaller groups because you realise that 
sometimes people have genuine concerns but their voices get missing 
within the crowd. So most of them are not able to express how 
they feel.”

Despite the positive outcomes these interventions may have had, students alluded to the 
fact that that the OSCA team needed to have more efficient strategies in reaching out 
to them and to tailor these efforts specifically to their needs. The following subsection 
examines the steps the units took to successfully engage students outside the classroom to 
enhance their learning experiences.

Engagement

According to Pomerantz (2006), student engagement is purposefully involving students in 
the process of learning through specific and deliberate behaviours that can directly impact 
student learning outcomes. Thus, ensuring student engagement in all activities is key to 
fostering real learning and growth. The outcomes of student engagement abound in higher 
education literature: student identity development (Baxter Magolda, 1992), social capital 
development (Harper, 2008), and student persistence and graduation (Astin, 1975; Tinto, 
1993, 2005; Pascarella & Terrenzini, 2005). Thus, for the OSCA team, designing strategies 
to keep students engaged when they could no longer assemble physically was crucial in its 
responses during the Covid‑19 pandemic.

Through virtual town halls organised by the SLE team, students were able to seek 
redress for their unique challenges including the difficulty of doing schoolwork online 
(particularly balancing demanding academic and home deliverables), inadequate internet 
bandwidth, and the difficult financial situations of some families. Proactively voicing out 
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their concerns and sharing feedback enabled students to directly influence policies and 
decisions that the university leadership made to meet their unique needs. For example, 
upon recommendations from students during the town hall, the Dean of Students held 
two virtual parents’ town hall meetings to explain the various transition phases the 
University had experienced and actions taken, and to explore ways their wards could meet 
their academic obligations. Additionally, with the feedback on the inadequate internet 
bandwidth, the University increased allocations from 10 GB a month to 20 GB for all 
students to support their online academic work. They also provided housing scholarships 
for students who needed to find suitable accommodation for their schoolwork. In addition, 
the SLE unit held special remote training sessions for student leaders and club heads to help 
them continue their activities online.

The onset of the pandemic brought many disruptions to plans for student job and 
internship placements as most opportunities were rescinded. Thus, students sought the 
support of the Career Services team who worked closely with them to navigate such 
disruptions by utilising existing Career Online Portal and College Central Network 
platforms to connect students with other potential employers. The team also worked 
closely with employers to understand their unique needs to prepare students to remain 
relevant amid the volatile and uncertain job market.

By engaging with their Career Peer Advisors, students were able to communicate 
the exact areas in which they needed help from the Career Services unit. The unit used 
this information to hold career sessions on interviewing online and conducted online 
CV clinics to enable students to highlight their most relevant skills as they sought remote 
opportunities. Due to these intentional approaches, the unit was able to maintain its 90+ 
percentile career placement of the 2020 graduating class despite the volatility of the job 
market globally. These engagement interventions helped students build their self-esteem, 
gain valuable information and the confidence needed to access industries of interest and to 
find internships and employment.

Unfortunately, with little time given to send all students home because of the sudden 
closure of Ghana’s borders and campus residences, some international students became 
stranded in Ghana. These students prudently engaged with the ODIP to share their 
predicaments and seek solutions. Thus, the ODIP worked closely with the affected students 
to connect several of them with the University’s rich alumni network, parents, and consular 
missions in Ghana, through its Host Family Programme. The team also placed biweekly calls 
with these students, monthly calls with their host families, and fostered online engagements 
through hangout events for both parties to ensure their well‑being. 

For students, staying connected to their peers and the university environment, and 
being able to express their concerns were important aspects of engagement during the 
shift to remote learning. Students cited that (1) intentional platforms for dialogue and 
support, and (2) effective communication and provision of helpful resources, were factors 
that kept them engaged during the shift to remote work (see Table 4). However, (1) a sense 
of loneliness, social isolation, and (2) a disconnection from the previously lively campus 
environment made it difficult for them to engage effectively (see Table 4).
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Table 4:  Student perspectives on engagement

Positive factors

Intentional 
platforms for 
dialogue and 
support

“Because I am on the [Student Council], I engaged more with 
the SLE unit.  They asked to speak to all the year groups, and we 
suggested rolling out a survey so students could give their opinions 
about how they were faring being at home. The survey and opinion 
polls served as the main agenda items for our town hall meeting 
where students raised the discussion on fees. The town hall [meeting] 
we had was very helpful and resulted in the reduction of the summer 
school fee and housing funds.”

“For the SLE I think it is the town hall meeting. They did so well in 
organising the town hall meeting to kind of get every year group’s 
perspective.”

“I think the most important part for me is the town hall and 
what it can do for us during next semester. The town hall gives 
opportunities for people to air their views and perspectives.”

Effective 
communication 
and provision 
of resources

“The Career Services team has been of tremendous help in 
supporting me to secure a remote internship with a South African 
conpamy. They sent serveral emails about remote internships and 
resources on interviewing and personal branding. That interview was 
one of my most challenging, however, I was prepared because I used 
some of the resources [the Career Services] sent.”

“Just when the campus shut down, Cameroon also closed its borders, 
and we couldn’t go back home. The ODIP suggested to us the 
opportunity to live with a host family and connected us to one. They 
continued to find out how we were doing throughout our stay with 
host families to make sure we were safe during this pandemic.”

“It has been so amazing to receive so much support from the ODIP 
team while staying with a host family. I am grateful for the stipends 
paid into our accounts, the support from my host family, who have 
become my second family after mine in Nigeria, and the regular 
check-up from the ODIP team.” 

“When we had the online school I think SLE did well. We had 
frequent updates on our timetable and assignments. That was very 
helpful. Each time you had [a] problem with a lecturer you could 
just reach out to SLE and they will help immediately. So when 
school reopened, I think SLE did a good job.”

Negative factors

Loneliness and 
social isolation

“The transition was a bit hard on me because it just cut me off 
from a lot of things, a lot of friends, a lot of things I would have 
been doing at school. But it was like I got over it. I was able to 
recover fast.”

“For some of my friends we adopt once-a-week afternoon Zoom 
lunch or Zoom snack conversations. I did one yesterday. We can 
encourage students to support themselves by giving them suggestions 
of things they could do to support themselves virtually.”
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Loneliness and 
social isolation 
(continued)

“There is this App which people have been using during this 
quarantine, that helps you with what you are doing with your 
friends. It’s like a zoom type of thing. So you can share your 
thoughts. I was thinking that people could do it year group by year 
group or depending on those who are interested to help people 
come together during this time.”

Disconnection 
from lively 
campus 
environment

“Other school activities that can relieve our stress could be looked 
into more especially. I think one thing that OSCA can also do is to 
send forms to us students to find out what kind of things we would 
like to do virtually. Probably [students] might be able to voice out 
their opinions and know what they want to do virtually. I actually 
wanted a virtual aerobics session.”

“I think the most important things was the non‑academic things 
that can make campus life more lively and engaging because 
like my colleagues have mentioned the academic burden hadn’t 
changed much.  The workload is still a little stressful for everyone. 
And so this other aspect of social life should also help to relieve the 
academic stress.”

“Now by going virtual, there is a wide range of things that you can 
introduce to make things interesting and you can target a wider 
range of students. So basically, we were just thinking that campus 
clubs could help reduce the tension and the stress among the 
student body.”

This article provides a practical example of how student engagement can be fostered 
intentionally in times of crisis. Providing students with platforms for dialogue and 
ensuring effective communication enables students to address their grievances and provide 
meaningful feedback to enhance the provision of services from the University. It also 
enables students and supporting SA units to find more innovative ways of keeping students 
connected to their peers and the campus environment, especially in a time when feelings 
of disconnectedness, loneliness and social isolation are heightened. The final subsection will 
address the shift to working and schooling online and the specific support systems each unit 
put in place to make the remote transitioning process smoother.

Timely remote transitioning support

Considering that the University’s operations had not been previously designed for online 
student services delivery, Ashesi’s OSCA team was guided by a strategy that ensured 
accessibility, inclusivity, and equity for all students. It, therefore, adopted multiple remote 
access technologies to support student advising and engagement. This was made possible by 
the university leadership who provided monthly data stipends for all campus teams.

For students, the sudden shift to remote learning was a disruption, which required 
guidance from the student affairs team and the provision of resources to make the transition 
process smoother. Thus, throughout the FGD, students indicated that (1) timely responses 
and access to resources, and (2) time and flexibility, were factors that aided them in their 
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remote transitioning (see Table 5). However, (1) inadequate resources, and (2) heightened 
stress due to increased remote schooling demands, were factors that made the remote 
transitioning process more challenging (see Table 5).

Table 5:  Student perspectives on timely remote transitioning support

Positive factors

Timely 
responses 
and access to 
resources

“The accessibility and timely responses of the OSCA team and 
Ashesi University in general to students’ needs and questions have 
been amazing. I have friends in other universities in my home 
country Nigeria who up till now do not know what is going on 
because the universities are not telling them anything. My friends are 
amazed when I tell them I can easily email the Dean of Students and 
get a response in a few hours or be guided to who can help me.  This  
has been very helpful in this time when we are not physically on 
campus, and everything seems to be in a flux.”

“So I think that one thing that we didn’t mention as well is data. 
Data factor has actually been a huge help to us while working 
online. At Ashesi we used to have Wi‑Fi and that was also incredible 
because most of the universities don’t have that. But moving away 
now Ashesi still maintains the Wi‑Fi policy I will call it by sending 
us data and we have been able to effectively move online, and I mean 
nobody complains about it. We can complain maybe about internet 
connectivity but not about data shortage. That’s a huge factor that 
Ashesi considers and that has really helped us in transitioning online.”

“For me it is kind of an honour to be associated with an institution 
that is student-centred and taking student feedback into designing 
what the university experience looks like. So for me, it’s a pleasure to 
be one of Ashesi’s. As we are being intentional in our planning and 
stuff, let’s not forget to incorporate a lot of human feelings into this, 
such as active listening and stuff. Let’s encourage our faculty to use 
active listening. If more faculty and supporting staff could do that 
actively, it will go a long way to help us grow as an institution.”

Time and 
flexibility

“At home, I am in-charge. I have control over my timing and other 
things. And I am able to participate more in some of these events.”

“For me I will say we transitioning and doing everything online was 
very good on our part. We have been sent lecture videos and we 
revisit everything in the video. But when we were in school, when 
we go for lectures it is for the day. I mean, if you don’t take notes, 
you wouldn’t get the opportunity to revisit some of the things that 
the lecturer was saying, but here, we have the Powerpoint at our 
disposal and everything. If you want to revisit something you could 
go back and fall on these videos.”

Time and 
flexibility 
(continued)

“With regards to academics, what is working is that the online 
learning is really amazing for me. It is flexible. Wherever you can be, 
you can learn. That was flexible for me and I like it. I really enjoyed 
it so much.”
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Negative factors

Inadequate 
resources

“So I ended up sometimes not actually doing research and a paper 
because I discovered that I finished my data. I think that is something 
relevant we should note and it was a big problem for some people. 
Zoom calls take up a lot of data and more Zoom calls means more 
data spent. I think that bothered me. We should consider other 
options.”

Heightened 
stress due 
to increased 
remote 
schooling 
demands

“Some [lecturers] weren’t considerate. Like looking at the pandemic, 
we were all trying to adjust, but some of the lecturers were still 
making it seem like we were in normal times and gave us more to 
do.  This made it difficult for some of us to adjust.”

“We got assignments everyday and had classes to attend. Sometimes 
you don’t even know what is going on until someone says ‘oh we 
have an assignment and it is due today’. That was what was going on.  
So I think that was what didn’t work for me.”

“Saying it was flexible and all of that, honestly, for me, it wasn’t all 
that flexible. One thing too is that lecturers thought students were 
being relaxed. So, it was like you have workload coming from all 
angles. Most lecturers are being more strict whilst we are doing 
this virtually because they feel we are more relaxed at home.  Your 
workload, therefore, becomes more.”

Students shared throughout the FGD that they required more flexible options to connect 
with the OSCA team. Thus, to adequately help students access the various support 
interventions timeously, the OSCA units adopted several forms of technology and creative 
virtual platforms like Calendly, Microsoft Outlook, Zoom, Skype, Google Hangout, phone, 
and WhatsApp calls, depending on what was most convenient for the students. These 
platforms enabled students to receive timely responses from the team and allowed them 
to communicate their problems including experiencing fatigue from their demanding 
workloads and not having enough resources such as data to facilitate their work. Thus, 
students successfully sought remote resources and support from the OSCA team to 
navigate the challenges of their transition promptly.

Discussion
While HEIs are figuring out how to navigate the Covid‑19 pandemic to ensure their 
business continuity, it is important to understand how students experienced the pandemic. 
The findings in this reflective article indicate that students are (i) needing more advice 
to navigate the many transitions they are experiencing; (ii) reclaiming spaces and 
opportunities to engage and negotiate for policy changes and institutional decisions; and 
(iii) using technology to facilitate access to resources and support they perceive to be 
critical for their success. The three areas listed above necessitated Ashesi University’s SAPs 
to consequently restructure their processes and services to respond to students’ needs. This 
required constant reimagination and flexibility of their daily business delivery to students. 
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While students perceived some of these responses to have had a positive effect on their 
ability to transition smoothly, they also highlighted what they perceived to have affected 
them negatively. Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (Evans et al., 2010) provides an analytical 
framework to understand the various transitional experiences of the students. The theory 
offers a nuanced and informed explanation of student behaviours and experiences and 
allows SAPs to address students’ needs in a more targeted way. 

Self

The findings in this study point to students experiencing significant financial, psychosocial, 
and mental stress in an exponential way.  According to Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, these 
affect the individual’s sense of self and their perception of being in control of the change 
they experience. To understand the self-component of the 4Ss, Schlossberg and Goodman 
(2005) explain that it is crucial for SAPs to ask if [students] are optimistic or pessimistic 
about the changes they were experiencing. Do they value completion and commit to 
seeing whatever they start to a logical end, or do they give up? Do they possess positive 
psychosocial attributes such as resilience and self-efficacy which can contribute to their 
ability to endure the change? In responding to students’ needs for advice, the OSCA team 
assessed students’ state of being through the lens of these questions.

Students indicated that amongst other things, the timely response to their psychosocial 
and emotional needs through the counselling and health units to help them navigate the 
transition, enhanced their ability to gain the needed sense of control. This is consistent with 
existing student development theory situated in positive psychology, which emphasises the 
ability of concepts such as positive emotions (confidence, courage and optimism), traits 
(e.g. resilience), and institutions like universities and their agents (in this case, the SAPs) 
to invoke, inspire and empower students to have a positive outlook on their educational 
outcomes (Strayhorn, 2015). Schlossberg and Goodman (2005) posit that greater 
perceptions of control and positive assessments of situations are more likely to result in 
positive outcomes. SAPs, for instance, proactively targeted their interventions to at-risk 
students with pre‑existing mental health conditions, who had a high propensity not to 
reach out for support. Despite these proactive efforts by the SAPs, students indicated that 
more targeted communication and actions to other student groups besides at-risk students 
was needed because students generally will not access psychological and counselling 
services on their own. 

Strategies

According to Schlossberg and Goodman (2005), strategies needed during the transition 
include identifying the support options available and how to access these resources such as 
information and other financial and non-financial resources. Furthermore, the individual’s 
ability and agency to take action to mitigate challenges and develop coping mechanisms to 
face conditions beyond their control is tested. Gilbert and Griffin (2015) suggest that the 
assistance institutions offer can impact beneficiaries significantly. Harper and Quaye (2009) 
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further argue that while student engagement is the responsibility of students, institutions 
must be very intentional in creating conditions that facilitate students’ ability to access 
and effectively utilise the engagement opportunities available to them. The findings of this 
article indicate that students seized the spaces offered them for engagement to proactively 
advocate for themselves and seek specific support. The town halls became a space for 
constant (re)negotiation for several academic deliverables such as number of assignments 
and extension of submission deadlines, giving feedback on what they were struggling 
with at home (for instance, their financial and living conditions), and putting in requests 
for support.

While students can sometimes appear as vulnerable, passive and incapable of advocating 
for themselves, this particular finding reveals a tremendous demonstration of students’ 
agency to voice out their needs and seek redress and support to help them be successful. 
This finding also confirms the call for SAPs and HEIs to view students from more asset-
based narratives (Adjei, 2019; Linares & Muñoz, 2011; Yosso, 2005). Students, however, 
elaborated that the remote nature of the engagement created a lack of human connection 
and social isolation, which negatively affected their sense of belonging and community. 
This possibly contributed to the heightened number of students who sought psychosocial, 
health and other forms of advice.

A fair amount of student development literature connects students’ sense of belonging 
to their sense of mattering (Schlossberg, 1985; Strayhorn 2015), which is fundamental 
in driving and facilitating a positive sense of well‑being and helping students to thrive. 
Sense of belonging has been attributed to several student outcomes including good 
academic performance, well‑being, happiness, and good health (Hausmann, Schofield & 
Woods, 2007). According to Strayhorn (2015), students’ sense of belonging must be satisfied 
on a continual basis. This has become a challenge for many HEIs who have had to close 
their campus communities due to the Covid‑19 pandemic. The responses of the various 
SAPs to create spaces for students to continue engaging, process and develop strategies to 
cope with the isolation were, therefore, vital and supported by existing literature.

Situation and support

Situation refers to the assessment individuals give to their transition process and their 
sense of control over the situation (Evans et al., 2010). Several factors come into play in 
evaluating an individual’s situation including whether the change is considered permanent 
or temporary, good, or bad, and whether other stressors heighten transitional challenges 
(Schlossberg & Goodman, 2005).

Covid‑19 brought about a negative outlook for most students who felt disconnected 
and isolated, and experienced sudden and heightened financial difficulties from parents 
losing their jobs. Additionally, the move to remote learning and engagement exposed 
some students to significant barriers such as campus accommodation, cafeteria and dining 
services, internet access, and libraries as they no longer had access to these and other campus 
resources. The constant engagement and interactions from the students consequently forced 
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the various OSCA units to find innovative ways to meet the continuous changing needs 
of students. This finding supports existing literature which advocates the need for HEIs 
to also change their structures, systems, and processes to meet and support the changing 
demographics and situations of students which has further been complicated by the 
Covid‑19 pandemic (Kinchloe, 2008; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2011).

As evidenced by this article, support for students did not come only from institutional 
agents like the SAPs but also from their families and peers. This affirms Schlossberg’s assertion 
that support comes from multiple sources including those who work collaboratively on 
behalf of the students to ensure their success, particularly when experiencing any form of 
transition (Schlossberg & Goodman, 2005). The various ways students sought support also 
validates other student development theories like Mahmood’s (2011) theory of collective 
agency, Adjei’s (2019) capacity to hustle, and Yosso’s (2005) community cultural capital 
wealth. All these focus on how students harness resources around them to negotiate 
challenges and barriers in their academic pursuits. Despite these support resources, students 
recognised that they struggled with heightened stress resulting from spending long hours 
online, and exposure to negative and conflicting news online about the pandemic, which 
affected their mental health. 

The findings of this article highlighted the various ways students exhibited Schlossberg’s 
4Ss during their transition to remote learning and emphasised ways the OSCA units at 
Ashesi University responded to support the multiple transitions students experienced. 
The findings also suggest that all 4Ss of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory must be carefully 
addressed by institutions to ensure students do not experience significant disruptions. The 
final section of this article will focus on recommendations and final reflections for HEIs, 
SAPs, and various youth development organisations.

Final Reflections
Several literature sources posit that for HEIs to be inclusive and responsive to the changing 
needs of their diverse student populations, the unique experiences of students must be 
incorporated into their in and out of classroom engagements (Freire, 1993; Kincheloe, 2008; 
Rendon, 1994). Additionally, Barnett (2004) argues for HEIs to reimagine their purpose as 
they face continuous volatilities, uncertainties, complexities and ambiguities in executing 
their business functions. A global public health crisis like the Covid‑19 pandemic has made 
these calls even more urgent. The pandemic has revealed the changing needs of students and 
the importance of HEIs to equally reinvent themselves and continue to remain flexible and 
agile. This reflective article presents findings that show that when students are experiencing 
uncertainties and crises they adapt, adjust, and proactively apply multiple strategies to 
support the transitions they are forced to navigate. The analytical framework used indicates 
that students examine themselves, their changed situations, available strategies, and access 
institutional support that goes a long way to enhance their success. While students actively 
seek ways to respond to changes, this article has equally demonstrated the need for HEIs to 
respond with strategies that support and positively impact student success.
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The article also reveals the significant contributions theory can offer and inform praxis 
by providing a deeper and nuanced understanding of the student experience. This can 
inform the various relevant, timely and useful strategies and interventions SAPs can adopt 
to support students especially during crises. The students in this article demonstrated a 
proactive and strong agentic ability to participate in the decision-making process contrary 
to the sometimes perceived notion and presentation of students as passive entities with no 
ability to participate in their development. There is, therefore, the need for SAPs, HEIs 
and youth development organisations to broadly tap into the many assets students bring 
with them to the academic environment to inform the design and implementation of 
interventions especially during crises. 

While it was not the focus of this reflection, it would be interesting to know about 
the relationship between students’ transition experiences, the SAPs responses, and their 
academic performance. The findings of this reflective article are clear that for students to 
achieve educational success on university campuses, they would require not only the help 
of faculty but also that of SAPs who commiserate with them and understand their unique 
needs outside the classroom. According to Ciobanu (2013), “student services contribute to 
the quality of students’ learning experience and their academic success …” (p. 172). Thus, 
HEIs need to invest resources into having a dedicated and committed team of SAPs who 
will complement the efforts of faculty to enhance academic success, especially in times of 
crisis. This study, thus, provides a rich empirical knowledge in the context of student affairs, 
development, support, and effort in that regard.
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Abstract
The global pandemic caused by Covid‑19 has impacted every facet of our lives and challenged 
service delivery to students within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). The Centre for Student 
Counselling and Development (CSCD) at Stellenbosch University (SU), South Africa, is situated 
within the Division of Student Affairs (DSAf) and the centre’s reflective practitioners had to respond to 
the challenge of altering services to ensure continuous support to the SU community. The CSCD aims 
to provide the SU community with psychological, developmental and support services, with the focus on 
critical engagement, advocacy, personal growth, and optimising graduate potential. 

The CSCD has been functioning virtually since mid-March 2020. Each of the Centre’s five 
units had to respond to both the challenges and opportunities to adhere to social distancing and to 
accommodate students who did not have access to online devices. All support sessions – whether it 
be academic, social justice, career, social work, psychotherapy, crisis management, with individuals or 
with groups – had to be done virtually or via telephone. This depended on a student’s choice and 
practical reality in terms of space, privacy, and connectivity. This article aims to firstly share the risks 
and opportunities of rapidly shifting to an online supportive environment, as well as how each unit 
within the centre had to adjust its functioning to ensure minimum impact on student relationships and 
interactions. It secondly aims to portray the implications the rapid shift had on the centre’s practitioners 
and the lessons learned during the process. Sharing these lessons might empower other HEIs in Africa 
too. Lastly, considering the imperative shift to online functioning caused by the Covid‑19 pandemic, 
this article concludes with a discussion on the implications for the future functioning of the CSCD.
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Introduction
Stellenbosch University (SU), situated in the town of Stellenbosch in the Western Cape 
province of South Africa, was founded in 1918, has ten faculties on five campuses and 
currently has 31 540 students. The student profile of the university consists of 64.3% 
undergraduate, 33.2% postgraduate and 2.6% occasional students with 44.5% identifying 
as male and 55.5% identifying as female. SU is known as a residential campus with active 
residential life. Approximately 30% of SU students make use of residential housing, while 
the majority are commuting students (Stellenbosch University, 2020).

Led by the Senior Director, Dr Choice Makhetha, the Division for Student Affairs 
(DSAf) at SU comprises three centres which together facilitate an ecosystem of support, 
development, and engagement. DSAf functions to accelerate student and institutional 
success and contributes to the institutional and national socio-economic transformation 
agenda.   The Centre for Student Counselling and Development (CSCD) is one of the three 
centres within Student Affairs. 

The CSCD provides dynamic, student-centred psychological development, and 
support services for students. Specialists such as psychologists, a psychometrist, registered 
counsellors and social workers have been carefully selected to meet the needs of the 
university community.  The CSCD comprises five units that is briefly elaborated upon. 

The Equality Unit (EqU) promotes collective action towards social justice and 
discourse regarding social asymmetries at SU with focus on HIV/Aids, gender, sexualities, 
and anti-discrimination. The Unit for Psychotherapeutic and Support Services (UPSS) 
offers psychotherapy, group interventions and social work services for students with 
psychological, emotional, personal and welfare needs. The Disability Unit (DU) offers 
various services to students with disabilities or special learning needs, including the 
development of accessible texts, advice about and access to support technology and 
innovative academic support. The Unit for Graduand Career Services (UGCS) provides 
student support in the process of entering the world of work. This includes sessions about 
careers, compiling a CV, exposure to network opportunities and job-searching methods. 
The Unit for Academic Counselling and Development (UACD) offers consultations, career 
counselling and work sessions focused on academic skills, with the aim to equip students 
with the necessary skills to reach their potential.

The five-level Covid‑19 alert system has been introduced by the South African 
government to manage the gradual easing of the lockdown period and this article refers 
to the different levels of lockdown experienced in South Africa since March 2020. Alert 
level 5 was in effect in South Africa from midnight 26 March to 30 April 2020. Since the 
suspension of all on‑campus activity, preparations were made to ensure that a period of 
online learning could commence on 20 April 2020 for all SU registered students. Academic 
and support staff remained acutely aware that the students had to learn in an unfamiliar, 
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completely virtual mode during this trying time, equipped with whatever software, devices, 
and internet connectivity they could access in the places where they were residing during 
the lockdown period. 

To adapt to a shift from predominantly on‑campus, contact teaching to a fully online 
delivery mode brought about by the lockdown accompanying Covid‑19’s spread, SU had 
rapidly generated pragmatic solutions for the complex challenges that our student body, 
staff and other stakeholders face. SU’s Covid‑19 Contingency Committee, established 
in February 2020, has been expanded in March 2020 to an overarching Institutional 
Committee for Business Continuity (ICBC). It is served by a Medical Advisory 
Committee, and seven workstreams, covering student services; staff; learning and teaching; 
communications; community impact and external relations; campus operations; finance 
and legal matters; as well as research. These formed the official channels of communication, 
ensuring students and staff remain informed. 

The CSCD has been functioning virtually since 18 March 2020. Each of the centre’s 
five units had to respond to both the challenges and opportunities while adhering to social 
distancing and accommodating students who do not have access to online devices. All 
support sessions – whether it be academic, social justice, career, social work, psychotherapy,  
disability related, crisis management, with individuals or with groups – had to be done 
virtually or via telephone.  This depended on a student’s choice and practical reality in 
terms of space, privacy, and connectivity. With the number of Covid‑19 infections escalating 
across the country since the implementation of lockdown in March 2020, we assumed that 
online learning within the higher education learning environment would continue as 
the primary mode for studies for the remainder of 2020, along with academic assessment 
through online means. During the past few months, the number of vulnerable students 
increased – students not accessing the learning platform of SU (SUNLearn), students on 
financial aid, students falling into the ‘missing middle’ category in terms of household 
income, students who were previously academically excluded and students in the extended 
degree programmes, as well as students in university housing during the lockdown period. 
This had significant implications for the functioning of the CSCD. 

Before the Covid‑19 pandemic, 20-30% of our students had clinically significant 
symptoms of psychopathology and needed psychological support, yet only about 25% of 
these students were receiving treatment. We anticipated that the international health crisis 
precipitated by Covid‑19 would create additional psychosocial stress for students through 
the following risk factors:

•	 high levels of anxiety and uncertainty in society about the spread of the virus;
•	 disruptions in studies and the need to adjust to online learning and assessment;
•	 social isolation and restrictions on normal patterns of socialising and autonomy;
•	 interruptions to normal face-to-face student support systems and psychotherapy. 

The shift to online teaching, learning, engagement and assessment was a blessing in disguise 
for many students, yet challenging for some, especially those experiencing challenges 
due to disability (Lyner-Cleophas, 2020). SU students who are disabled were reporting 
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challenges in adapting to the online environment and greater levels of social isolation. They 
were thus at particular risk for depression and anxiety.

The staff of the CSCD have had very little time to familiarise themselves with the 
nuances of providing online support and the constraints associated with it before they had 
to start functioning primarily on an online platform. However, this provided opportunities 
for experimenting with different online possibilities and testing a variety of technological 
support options to be able to holistically support students. SU sponsored students with data 
to allow internet connectivity every month and the CSCD staff received a monthly stipend 
to contribute to their data costs. Their office telephone numbers were transferred to Skype 
for Business to allow them to phone clients if necessary. 

The following section describes how each unit had to practically adjust the last few 
months to ensure minimum impact on student relationships and interactions.

A Reflection on Innovative Adjustments

Unit for Academic Counselling and Development (UACD) 

The UACD offers academic and career counselling to registered students. The logical 
decision during Covid‑19 was to move all the individual counselling, psychometric 
assessments, and work sessions to an online platform. Like the phenomenon of online 
learning, online counselling can make the service more accessible for many, but it can also 
exclude many.

The availability of devices and the cost of data were important factors to consider. 
Although SU tried to mitigate these challenges by distributing laptops to students in need 
of them, availing free monthly data packages and negotiating free access to SUNLearn, it 
was soon realised that offering online counselling presented with many potential pitfalls. 
Several clients, especially those who resided in rural areas, found it difficult to identify 
physically safe spaces where they could attend private online counselling sessions. They 
often shared small spaces with friends and family. Keeping counselling sessions confidential 
was almost impossible in these cases. The quality of data connections made online real-time 
conversations challenging for some clients. It was important to determine upfront with 
each client which limitations could potentially impact the counselling process. 

When hosting work sessions online, interactive participation during a presentation 
could be a challenge. Having a co-facilitator that managed written comments of 
participants during presentations would be recommended. Interactive participation was 
also encouraged when a work session was pre‑recorded and uploaded on the learning 
management system for students to watch in their own time. They were invited to send 
questions afterwards and these were answered during an online panel discussion.

Despite our best efforts to prevent exclusion of students from online counselling 
and work sessions we had to admit that it could not always be readily accessible to 
everyone. Self-help resources on the CSCD website were expanded with a specific focus 
on challenges related to online studies. Topics included: “I find it challenging to manage my 
time”, “The workload seems more than before”, “I miss peer interaction”, “I am feeling demotivated, 
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anxious and/or depressed” and “The online assessment format leaves me feeling uncertain”. These 
topics were addressed in short video clips and accompanying text.

Disability Unit (DU)

Prior to Covid‑19, from time to time the students requested varied ways of teaching, 
flexible learning materials and adapted assessments. The DU had to negotiate “special” 
arrangements with faculties, depending on the specific needs.

Using technology to teach was heavily relied upon during Covid‑19. Chinyamurindi 
(2020) and Rowe (2020) explore the possibilities of students having access to inclusive 
technology in remote learning, which is positive, as technology can assist vastly in aiding 
inclusivity. A big challenge and risk was that some students could not cope with the sudden 
shift to online teaching and learning. The lack of structure, and the lack of face-to-face 
support systems was difficult for some students with disabilities and conditions marked 
by rigid structure preferences. Initially, bandwidth and adequate devices was a challenge, 
but most students with disabilities acquired their assistive devices before the first term 
ended, which coincided with the onset of the South African Covid‑19 lockdown. Poorer 
academic results were evident with some of these students.

Consultations with students continued virtually, including the use of Sign Language 
interpreters if needed. Communication and contact were maintained through the use of 
email, Microsoft Teams, WhatsApp calls and telephone calls. Staff meetings continued via 
Microsoft Teams. 

Equality Unit (EqU)

The EqU implements SU policies on unfair discrimination and harassment as well as on 
HIV/Aids and is committed to dealing with social injustice. Students and staff can report 
all forms of unfair discrimination, sexual harassment, gender-based violence, victimisation 
and abuse to the unit. To assist with dispute resolution, the unit also offers mediation 
services. The unit renders services to staff and students as well as training and interventions 
to combat gender violence and HIV/Aids (prevention, testing and counselling), and gives 
support with issues related to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex and allies 
(LGBTQIA+) community.

Most of our services were significantly impacted by the alert level regulations imposed 
by the South African government in 2020. We experienced declines in the number of 
cases of unfair discrimination and sexual harassment reported, ceased, or very limited 
HIV testing and limits on the ability to safely distribute internal and external condoms on 
campuses. The impact on basic HIV testing and prevention services provides an interesting 
and concerning reality as the dual pandemic of Covid‑19 and HIV/Aids continues to 
co-exist. Essential testing services and limited condom supplies were only made available 
by SU Campus Health Services when 33% of the student population could return to 
campuses in June 2020.
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The challenge of lockdown and alert level regulations created the need to rapidly 
create safe and user-friendly virtual reporting tools, support, and services. Through the 
Microsoft SharePoint and Microsoft Teams applications the EqU designed and tested 
online reporting platforms which was only done in person pre‑Covid‑19. The ability to 
continue providing support, training and services through virtual technologies contributed 
to ensuring minimum impact on student relationships and interactions. 

Unit for Graduand Career Services (UGCS)

This unit’s mandate is to connect our students to the world of work and to facilitate 
their transition from education to employment. We focus on optimising opportunities 
for students, especially our first-generation students, by closing the ‘network gap’ through 
extending their professional networks. It is a well-known fact that having an effective 
network is the most powerful tool you can use to market yourself and to find the hidden 
work opportunities (McGowan, 2013).

Two core services that speak directly to our focus required major adjustments. Shifting 
from on‑campus career fairs and on‑campus career work sessions to virtual career fairs and 
online career webinars was exciting, but also challenging. Shifting to virtual career fairs 
provided graduate employers an alternative approach to market their organisations and 
to seek new potential employees (Ådne et al., 2018). Our unit was invited by the South 
African Graduate Employers Association (SAGEA) along with 22 other universities to 
participate in the virtual career fair project. Training sessions were organised on how to 
register and navigate the platform. Training material for students was made available. For 
our online career webinars, Microsoft Teams was chosen as the preferred platform.

We initially only focused on pre‑recorded career webinars to make asynchronous 
access possible for students. This allowed students more flexibility as their academic 
schedules and personal responsibilities at home would vary. As students adapted to the 
online learning environment, we started offering live webinars. The live webinars were also 
recorded and posted on the Microsoft Teams platform for students to access afterwards. 
Students informally provided feedback on the live webinars:

• A few challenges at the beginning with sharing screens but the content of the session and the
enthusiasm of the presenter made up for the lost time. I enjoyed every minute of it.

• There were glitches at the beginning. It’s good that there were more facilitators. Please let us
know when you have this session again.

Students could log on to the virtual career fair platform on any of the three scheduled 
dates. They could also access the opportunities posted by the employers afterwards, as the 
virtual fair platform remained open for two months thereafter. We received some informal 
positive feedback from students about the virtual career fair:

• I liked being able to view information about many employers in one location.
• The virtual experience was positive.
• I liked being able to apply to multiple employers from one location.
• The opportunity to chat with employers online was a good experience.
• Webcasts offered by employers helped me.
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Unit for Psychotherapeutic and Support Services (UPSS)

Covid‑19 has had a substantial impact on the traditional methods of service delivery 
at UPSS. This is because the unit had to ensure physical distancing to comply with 
Covid‑19 regulations. Adjustments were made in the delivery of psycho-social services 
and food security matters. The shift from face-to-face to online service delivery meant 
that screening, assessment, therapy, referrals, and implementation of intervention plans were 
conducted online. Initially this transition was difficult for staff and students alike due to a 
lack of equipment or devices and data. 

Due to the lockdown and the need to provide mental health services to our students, 
we had to embrace innovative ‘tele-health’ solutions and quickly orientate ourselves to 
digital platforms. The method of engaging with students therefore changed from face-to-
face to online services through the use of digital platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom, 
Skype, WhatsApp, and telephone. Throughout the pandemic our staff provided services that 
include basic containment, trauma counselling, individual psychotherapy and counselling, 
support groups, discussion groups and food security. The first step in the online service 
delivery was to revise our ethical and consent forms to ensure ethical compliance.

The unit, as far as possible, tried to ensure minimum impact of student relationships 
and interaction. This was done through facilitating online support groups for anxiety and 
depression, grief, self-care, and financial management. These group sessions allowed for 
students to interact and form relationships with one another in an online space. Students 
shared thoughts and ideas amongst one another about a theme that was being discussed in 
the groups.

Impact on Staff
This sudden and unexpected change in service delivery indeed put staff under pressure. 
They had to demonstrate tenacity and agility to react efficiently to the needs of the clients. 
Although CSCD’s staff are well qualified and experienced in rendering support to students, 
they had to acquire new knowledge in a very short time about learning in an online 
environment. 

Simultaneously they also had to acquire new skills in online facilitation and mastering 
new software programmes. A different skillset is needed when one only has an online 
medium to gain an understanding of your client as less non-verbal cues are visible. 
Practitioners became more directive in their therapeutic stance and had to think more 
carefully about containing students when physically removed from them. Student clients 
also used the therapeutic space more effectively as they got to the depth of issues more 
easily. The time spent in sessions for many students also changed. Students would end the 
sessions after only thirty minutes as they felt they achieved the goals of the session. This 
might also of course be because of constraints around data costs.

However, to ensure that each staff member had adequate digital infrastructure to work 
from home was quite a challenge. Due to an increase in screen time, staff had to be vigilant 
about digital fatigue. For practitioners, screen fatigue became a real issue as the lockdown 
period continued. The work-life balance, especially when working from home, became a 
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matter that had to be addressed speedily and practically.  The remedy was found within the 
flexibility of staff working from home. After online case discussions and team meetings, 
staff soon learned to schedule work and home time differently. This meant working early 
mornings, late evenings or even weekends. This also benefitted students who could now 
access sessions after hours and weekends. A typical workday could therefore be structured 
differently per staff member. 

Some staff members experienced family deaths and this impacted them heavily due to 
social distancing requirements and the inability to traditionally bury a loved one. One of 
the greatest challenges is probably to be content amid uncertainty. 

Lessons Learned
Covid‑19 changed the way we work in fundamental ways and some lessons learnt will 
stay with us. The discourse espoused by Universal Design for Learning (UDL), lends itself 
to flexible teaching, learning and assessment practices (Bruner, 2016; Burgstahler, 2015). 
This way of thinking about learning responds well to student diversity, in its broadest sense, 
and would naturally include students with disabilities. What UDL means is that learning 
materials are presented in various ways, by multiple means of representation. Students, by 
nature of their various ways of processing information, their strengths, and preferences, will 
have multiple ways of engaging with learning material. 

In being reflective, it is as important to acknowledge how we have been changed 
during Covid‑19. Incorporating UDL ways of thinking about student diversity and 
learning opens us up to being more inclusive in our practices and improving social justice 
initiatives. One lesson learnt is that disabled students are not a separate entity from the rest 
of the student population. Students with disabilities are a part of the rest of the diverse 
student population and by thinking inclusively about all students, no one gets left behind 
in times of pandemics. Many students benefitted from the flexibility around assessments, 
assignments and being able to listen to recorded classes again.

Staff became more technologically literate. The enhanced technological capability 
can be explored further in hopes that all lecturers can use podcasts when teaching and 
can incorporate speech-to-text technologies for a more inclusive academic offering. 
The adjustments demanded lots of flexibility from staff and managers. Creating a safe 
environment for staff to voice their needs and uncertainties was necessary to build trust 
and resilience. 

In virtually preparing students for a world of work, the efforts to optimise our existing 
online recruitment solutions, like our career services management platform, should be 
increased. More zero-rated applications and websites would also be a game changer in 
the online learning and support environment (Mhlanga & Moloi, 2020). Employers 
and employees must co-invest in sufficient digital infrastructures for staff to effectively 
work from home. It is also imperative that the Unit for Graduand Career Services 
collaborates with graduate employers to better prepare students for the virtual and online 
recruitment space.
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Practitioners believed in having boundaries with clients but have learnt to be more 
flexible regarding this to successfully work online. Our fears about online or telephone 
counselling especially related to building therapeutic relationships, trust and support 
disappeared as we gained experience in online counselling. We learned that access to 
mental health support could be multi-faceted and students doing their practical on 
distributed platforms within South Africa could have efficient access to online therapeutic 
assistance. We did not have the waiting lists that are so common in higher education student 
counselling circles. This might be due to rendering services on an online platform. This 
brought about flexibility in service delivery where staff could conduct work after hours 
and weekends and did not extend their contracted work hours per week. This might be 
the most important lesson for us and will surely impact the way we offer services in future.

Implication for Future Functioning
The African continent does not lack creativity and can emerge with their own solutions. 
Our continent still struggles with internet connectivity, accessible devices, and electricity 
issues, to name a few. However, this period forced us to collaborate as a country: students, 
staff, public and private companies, and individuals as well as governmental sectors. There 
were endless possibilities in terms of government departments collaborating with internet 
service providers for zero-rated data costs and students on financial aid schemes, like the 
National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) could acquire laptops. Where possible, 
higher education institutions could make laptops and assistive devices available to all 
students. The use of no, low- and high-tech solutions remain options in educational settings 
in the African context (Chinyamurindi, 2020; Rowe, 2020; UCT, 2020).

The development of tailored programmes to mitigate identified risks through a range 
of interventions, located at institutional and faculty levels, need to be prioritised with the 
assistance of external funding. The building of partnerships with other entities in Southern 
Africa should be a priority. These interventions are focused largely around increasing 
human resources to adapt to the ongoing demands generated through the transition to 
online learning and the need to ensure that there is a diverse range of support options open 
to vulnerable students. One of the biggest implications for future functioning as a student 
counselling centre in higher education, is to fully use this opportunity to re‑examine our 
functioning and to be able to, in a new normal, work in a flexible manner where the needs 
of our staff can be met in order to manage their workload and get their work accomplished. 
This entails investigating models where staff rotate, work from home and with flexi-hours 
to accommodate family life and the different schedules of students. Covid‑19 accelerated a 
stronger move to a hybrid learning model and digital transformation in higher education. 

Conclusion
The Covid‑19 global pandemic has impacted and challenged service delivery to students 
multifacetedly. The pandemic facilitated an imperative shift to online functioning for the 
CSCD and assisted with the creation of ample new opportunities.  A great concern for 
future functioning is the economic uncertainty as budget cuts and the diversion of resources 
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to ameliorate the effects of Covid‑19 are set to negatively impact higher education in 
South Africa. There is great apprehension for post-Covid‑19 sustainability of universities 
and a lot will depend on what the situation is with regards to subsidy levels for 2021. 

However, learning just like working, is not totally dependent on campus boundaries. 
With the necessary infrastructure, work and study can happen in a hybrid way. Covid‑19 
created the liberating opportunity to think what the future of higher education – and 
specifically rendering virtual student support within higher education – can look like. 
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Abstract
Every year, class representatives are elected at the University of Cape Town to represent students on 
academic matters in relation to a specific academic course. A vital element of this representative role 
is to advocate for an enabling learning environment that promotes learning excellence. In preparing 
class representatives for their leadership roles, the Department of Student Affairs, in partnership with 
the Students’ Representative Council (SRC) and the Faculty Councils, host and facilitate a class 
representative induction programme. The induction typically utilised face-to-face synchronous teaching 
methods. However, since the advent of Covid‑19, adaptions to the induction programme had to be 
made in order to reflect the new normal imposed by the pandemic.

Against this backdrop, this article addresses various design-related choices encountered from 
an online education technology perspective. Key areas of reflection include working with the SRC 
Undergraduate Academic Co-ordinator and Faculty Councils as a design team in transitioning 
a, hitherto, synchronous programme catering for approximately 420 class representatives, from a 
face-to-face mode of delivery to an online mode of delivery. Particular attention is paid to the social 
constructivist design elements of the programme development process and how these elements were 
managed with regards to the enablements and constraints encountered in the virtual space by exploring 
the technological affordances of various ed-tech options available to student affairs practitioners.

This article contributes to the practitioner literature by demonstrating how ed-tech can be leveraged 
to aid in the preservation of existing practices as blended learning approaches continue to shape and 
augment the future of co‑curricular programme delivery in higher education. 

Keywords
blended learning; leadership development; online co‑curricular programmes; online learning design; 
participatory curriculum development

Introduction
Annually class representatives are elected at the University of Cape Town (UCT) to 
represent students on academic matters in relation to a specific academic course. Class 
Representatives are formally recognised in the Students’ Representative Council (SRC) 
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Constitution which forms part of the UCT Institutional Statute. The SRC Constitution 
further recognises six undergraduate faculty councils, that represent students in each of the 
six academic faculties of UCT and tasks these faculty councils with ensuring “that there is 
a functioning system of class representatives” (UCT Council, 2016, p. 14). 

The role of a class representative is to advocate for an enabling learning environment 
that promotes learning excellence. A class representative typically achieves this through 
regular engagement with the course convenor or lecturer on academic matters or 
challenges that may be faced by their class. Should the class representative not be able to 
resolve the matter at the localised class level, the class representative can escalate the matter 
to the faculty council to liaise with the Head of Department or Dean and if the matter 
remains unresolved can escalate the matter to the SRC to take up with the university 
executive (Figure 1).

SRC

Faculty Council

Class 
Representative

Class

Dean

Head of 
Department

Lecturer / 
Course Convenor

DVC Teaching 
& Learning

Figure 1:  Class representatives’ communication and complaint escalation channels

Further to this, a second responsibility of the role of the class representative is to facilitate 
the communication of important information to their class as well as refer their fellow class 
participants to the appropriate student support service should the need arise.

In an effort to prepare the class representatives for their critical role, the Department 
of Student Affairs (DSA) is tasked with inducting the class representatives. This is achieved 
through the development and implementation of the annual Class Representative Induction 
(CRI) programme. To facilitate the creation of a relevant and inclusive programme, the 
DSA utilises a participatory curriculum development (PCD) approach by partnering with 
both the faculty councils and the SRC Undergraduate Academics Co-ordinator to form 
the CRI design team (henceforth referred to as the design team). This multiple stakeholder 
approach is what distinguishes a PCD approach from a traditional curriculum development 
approach where subject matter experts and educators develop the curriculum. In drawing 
on the insights and experiences of stakeholders, a PCD approach essentially assumes that 
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each stakeholder is an expert with regards to their own reality in relation to the curriculum 
being developed. The appeal of a PCD process is that it increases stakeholder “motivation, 
commitment and ownership of the learning process” (Taylor, 2000, p.  95) thereby 
supporting the de facto social constructivist paradigm associated with student development 
in this co‑curricular space (Schreiber & Valle, 2013). Furthermore, PCD’s ability to facilitate 
the inclusion of usually marginalised voices results in the production of “relevant, flexible, 
diverse and integrated curricula, improving the chance of a successful, sustainable outcome 
[that is] manifested through effective learning” (Taylor, 2000, p. 95). 

The 2020 CRI programme was scheduled for 14 March. However, the confirmed 
arrival of the Covid‑19 pandemic in South Africa in early March resulted in the 
postponement of the synchronous and face-to-face programme. The manner in which the 
pandemic evolved worldwide soon made it clear that a face-to-face induction would no 
longer be possible. It was, however, crucial that the class representatives receive training, 
especially since their representative role gained in significance once the institution 
announced that the academic year would continue via emergency remote teaching. This 
required that the design team re‑design and re‑develop the CRI programme in order for it 
to be facilitated fully online.

This article serves as a practitioner’s reflection in addressing various design-related 
choices encountered in the process of developing the fully online CRI programme from an 
online learning and education technology perspective. 

Methodology
According to Schön (1992, p. 53) “real-world problems do not come well-formed”, and 
this was indeed the case with the advent of Covid‑19 in South Africa. Covid‑19 resulted in 
most higher education institutions being forced to move both curricular and co‑curricular 
programmes fully online. Consequently, the use of reflective practice, as originally advocated 
by Schön (1982), provides a method of making explicit the practitioner knowledge gained 
by those practitioners who were suddenly tasked with enabling this transition (Candy, 2020; 
Schön, 1982). 

Luescher (2018) develops the concept of reflective practice further within the context 
of student affairs by providing a foundation for the use of reflective practice articles as 
a methodology for reflective scholarship within the student development practitioner 
community. More specifically, Luescher proposes a set of guidelines for practitioners to 
draw on when engaging in reflective scholarship, namely:

Contextual information about the higher education system, the institution and its 
student body, and the student affairs department where a practice is housed;

Title and description of the practice, i.e. an intervention, project, initiative, programme 
or service;

Reasons for the practice: Why was this practice developed and adopted? What was its 
purpose and objectives? Who was the target group? What outcomes were envisaged?
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Conceptualisation and implementation of the practice: How was the practice 
conceived and developed? What was included/excluded? How was the practice 
implemented? What were its costs (including non-costed issues like time)? How was it 
managed, monitored and evaluated?

Reflections on the practice: What were the outcomes in terms of achieving its 
purposes? What worked, what did not work, and why? What recommendations for 
improvement can be made?

Reflections on ethics and transferability: What ethical considerations must be noted 
in relation to the practice? What is the potential of transferring the practice to other 
target groups or implementing it in different institutional and campus settings?

Reflections on the account: What is the trustworthiness of this reflective practice 
account? What biases may be implicit? How does it contribute to a scholarship of 
practice in student affairs? What further research may be required? �

(Luescher, 2018, p. 68)

This article therefore proceeds by employing the use of reflective scholarship as a methodo
logical approach given its well-suited relevance and hence also draws on both the structure 
and key components of Luescher’s guidance outlined above. 

This article draws on the following publicly available data sources:
• Framework for remote teaching at UCT under Covid‑19 (also referred to as the

Emergency Remote Teaching [ERT] framework). 
• Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Guide provided by the Centre for

Innovation in Learning and Teaching (CILT).

The “new normal” 

Having noted that the 2020 CRI programme would need to take place in a fully online 
environment, a re‑development of the programme was required in order to accommodate 
and adapt to this new normal in accordance with the provisions of UCT’s Emergency 
Remote Teaching (ERT) framework. 

In April 2020, the UCT Senate Executive Committee approved the Framework for 
remote teaching at UCT under Covid‑19. The purpose of the framework is to ensure “an 
equitable experience of learning for all students” (UCT SEC, 2020, p. 1) in an effort to 
prevent “remote teaching [from] reinforc[ing] or increas[ing] existing inequalities” (UCT 
SEC, 2020, p. 1). This framework requires that “[e]mergency remote teaching […] be 
asynchronous and designed for low bandwidth and restricted access to the internet in order 
to include as many students as possible” (UCT SEC, 2020, p. 2).

Emergency remote teaching was further enabled by the provision of laptops by  the 
institution to students who required a device, by the monthly provision of data to students, 
and finally by an agreement made between the South African Department of  Higher 
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Education and Training and South African mobile service providers to zero rate a selection of 
educational websites. The result of the latter was that  Vula, UCT’s Learning Management 
System, was zero-rated and could be utilised without a data charge (ICTS, 2020). 

The ERT framework made a point of distinguishing between emergency remote 
teaching and online teaching in that online teaching would allow for synchronous teaching 
activities to take place via platforms such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams (UCT SEC, 2020). 
In practice this meant that the face-to-face programme could not merely be moved online 
and be presented synchronously via an online platform. Instead, the framework challenged 
the CRI design team to design and develop a low-bandwidth asynchronous online 
induction programme.

Designing for the “new normal”

In keeping with Carpenter and Haber-Curran’s (2013) recommendation of theory-based 
intentionality of practice, a deliberate attempt was made to draw on both education 
technology and online learning theory in the re‑development of the CRI programme. In 
particular, use was made of the ADDIE framework,  Affordance theory,  the Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) principles, the multimedia principle, and the Community of Inquiry 
(CoI) theoretical framework to inform the many design choices made for the programme. 
Each of these will now in turn be introduced and briefly discussed so as to provide the 
reader with the necessary background to make sense of the design choices upon which the 
ensuing reflections are based. 

The Analyse, Design, Develop, Implement and Evaluate Model (ADDIE)

ADDIE is a five-stage instructional design model that systematically guides practitioners in 
the development of educational interventions (Allen, 2006). The five stages, from which it 
derives its acronymic name, are: Analyse, Design, Develop, Implement and Evaluate. Branch 
& Dousay, (2015, p. 17) characterise each of the ADDIE stages in terms of the activities 
associated with each stage as follows:

•	 [A]nalysis of the contexts and the needs of the learner;
•	 [D]esign of a set of specifications for an effective, efficient, and relevant learning 

environment;
•	 [D]evelopment of all student and course management materials;
•	 [I]mplementation of the planned instruction; and 
•	 [E]valuation of the results of the design processes, both formative and summative.

According to Reiser and Dempsey (2007, p.  11) it should also be noted that when using 
the ADDIE framework “it is often necessary to move back and forth among the activities 
of analysis, design, and formative evaluation and revision” and by doing so the ADDIE 
framework reveals its greatest strength as being an “iterative and self-correcting” process 
(Reiser & Dempsey, 2007).
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Affordance theory

In the education technology context affordance theory is interpreted as a maxim that states 
that when making choices about technologies, consideration must be given to both the 
manner in which the technologies support the learning task and how the technologies are 
experienced by the student (Beetham, 2007). The term ‘affordance’ is used to describe how 
a tool or technology might be used to enable online learning (Hammond, 2010; Aagaard, 
2018). It then follows that by assessing what the various technologies, resources and tools 
may afford the student as they embark on the learning activity, learning designers are aided 
in determining which tool, technology or resource is best suited for the pedagogic strategy 
of the specific learning task.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

The UDL provides a framework for instructional design and curriculum development 
based on research from the learning sciences, the learning differences, and the creation 
of supportive learning environment domains. This framework consists of three principles, 
namely engagement, representation, and action and expression. These principles endeavour to 
optimise learning for all students (Hall et al., 2012; CILT, 2020). The engagement principle 
emphasises “the ‘why’ of learning” (CILT, 2020, p. 1) and requires that students connect 
with the content in a manner that motivates and stimulates them to learn. This can be 
achieved by contextualising content using local examples and the use of activities that 
encourage and welcome the student voice. The second principle of representation refers 
to “the ’what’ of learning” (CILT, 2020, p. 2). This principle requires that students be 
enabled to make connections with the content in relation to their existing knowledge 
and understanding. The importance of this principle is that it acknowledges that students 
may interpret information differently based on their pre‑existing knowledge and therefore 
requires that the same content be presented in multiple different formats as well as in 
smaller sections so as to allow for effective processing of the material. The third principle of 
action and expression refers to “the ‘how’ of learning” (CILT, 2020, p. 4) and entails “creating 
multiple opportunities so that a wide range of diverse students can have equal access to and 
a means to confidently express their learnings […] and participate in educational activities” 
(CILT, 2020, p. 4). 

Multimedia principle

The multimedia principle states that human beings “learn better from words and pictures 
than from words alone” (Mayer, 2017, p. 404). Mayer (2017) however cautions that while 
multimedia can greatly aid the learning process, utilising too many elements within 
multimedia simultaneously can overload the cognitive processing of the learning and 
therefore impede learning. 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) theoretical framework

A community of inquiry is defined as “a group of individuals who collaboratively engage 
in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct personal meaning and confirm 
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mutual understanding” (Garrison, 2017, p. 2). The CoI framework presents “a process of 
creating a deep and meaningful (collaborative-constructivist) learning experience through 
the development of three interdependent elements – social presence, cognitive presence 
and teaching presence” (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2019, p. 170). A presence, also referred to as 
a sense of being, is fashioned through interpersonal communication. Moreover, in order for 
a CoI process to result in an engaging and interactive learning community all three types 
of presence, that is the social-, cognitive- and teaching presence must exist in a balanced 
confluence (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2019). These respective presences are defined as follows:

•	 Social presence is defined as “the ability of participants to identify with the group 
or course of study, communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and 
develop personal and affective friendships progressively by way of projecting their 
individual personalities.” (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2019, p. 172).

•	 Cognitive presence is defined as “the extent to which learners are able to 
construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse” 
(Cleveland-Innes et al., 2019, p. 174).

•	 Teaching presence is defined as “the design, facilitation and direction of  
cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realising personally meaningful 
and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (Cleveland-Innes et al.,  
2019, p. 177). 

Design and re‑development practice reflections 

In approaching the re‑development and design of the CRI programme, the decision to 
follow a theory-based intentionality of practice was to help ensure the adoption of best 
practices given the more general trend towards blended learning in the Higher Education 
space. This approach was also inspired by pre‑Covid events such as the 2019 NASDEV 
Best Practice Summit where strides towards harnessing the benefits and opportunities of 
the fourth industrial revolution (4IR) were already being encouraged. Collectively, these 
driving forces continued to highlight the need for more urgency amongst student affairs 
practitioners in general to take steps towards ensuring that the co‑curricular space does not 
get left behind. The arrival of the Covid‑19 pandemic necessitated the acceleration of this 
hitherto emerging agenda. 

ADDIE 

Having pivoted into the online learning design space, the first important decision was to 
adopt an instructional design model. Given the novelty of this practice as a student affairs 
practitioner, and the unfamiliar new normal, a flexible and simple design process model 
capable of supporting and maintaining the participatory curriculum development approach 
was sought and found in ADDIE. As Clinton and Hokanson describe ADDIE as being one 
of the most widely used design frameworks, it was also considered as a step towards the 
adoption of a best practice (Clinton & Hokanson, 2012).

In following the ADDIE model, the design team’s first task was to analyse the needs 
of the class representatives as well as the context in which they were going to perform 
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their role. This needs analysis resulted in the identification of a key theme sub-divided into 
four sub-themes, along which the design team could focus their efforts. The key theme 
adopted took account of the demands and voluntary nature of the class representative 
role. This overarching theme distilled the need and realisation that we were designing 
for approximately 420 class representatives from across the entire academic spectrum 
as previously trained class representatives needed to be re‑inducted given the amended 
institutional protocols as a result of Covid‑19. This meant that the programme had to cater 
for students ranging from first-year students to finalists representing all six faculties. The four 
sub-themes addressed the programme’s content requirements and included: (i) the need for 
class representatives to gain an appreciation of what it means to be a class representative and 
how this position relates to the broader student governance structures, (ii) the need for class 
representatives to be well versed in the academic policies and rules of the institution so that 
they are well equipped to answer questions or to raise concerns when policy is not being 
followed, (iii) the need for class representatives to be aware of the student support services 
offered by the institution so that they are able to refer a student to the appropriate support 
service, and (iv) the skills training the class representatives will need. 

Affordance theory

Once the content needs for the new induction programme were established, attention 
needed to be focused on how best to deliver it within an online environment. As 
Branch & Dousay (2015, p.17) suggest, “effective, efficient, and relevant [online] learning 
environment[s]” heavily depend on utilising the best resources and/or tools for enabling 
students on their learning journey, the design team turned to affordance theory. Given that 
the design team had first-hand knowledge, be it only anecdotal and implicit in nature, of 
actual student experiences in using the university’s Learning Management System (Vula), 
the decision to house the CRI within UCT’s Learning Management System was greatly 
simplified (Aagaard, 2018, p. 1). 

Vula had been declared zero-rated which meant class representatives could access the 
site without incurring any data charges. This would ensure equitable access to the resources 
and content of the induction. Class representatives were also already well versed with 
Vula. Furthermore, the affordances offered by Vula included the fact that this Learning 
Management System has multiple tools for effective content delivery and is enabled with 
various communication tools that allow for collaboration and engagement. Noting that 
the design was underpinned by a social constructivist paradigm, the use of collaborative 
communication tools offered by Vula were an important consideration for the design. 
A further affordance offered by Vula is that site analytics can be utilised to determine 
how class representatives have engaged with the site. This would allow the design team 
to identify class representatives who have been inactive on the induction site so that a 
follow-up could be made with the class representative in question as well as allow the 
design team to determine if class representatives were experiencing any challenges with 
areas or aspects of the site. 
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

After having examined the affordances of   Vula, the challenge now became for the design 
team to optimally exploit the affordances of   Vula. This entailed collating the content of the 
induction for the purposes of instructional delivery. The Principles of Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) served to guide the design choices pertaining to the content delivery. 
This enabled the design team to address unseen learning barriers in an inclusive manner. 

To actualise UDL’s engagement principle, the design team opted for short videos to 
be presented by the student leaders within the design team. For this task, the design team 
drew on further research that informed them of the specifics required for the making of 
effective instructional videos. For example, the work of Day, Foley and Catrambone (2006; 
as cited in Fanguy et al., 2019) which found that “videos where the instructor was shown 
led to higher retention of information and greater understanding and ability to apply the 
principles featured in the lecture compared to the same content presented using either 
audio and a slide deck” (Fanguy et al., 2019, p. 46) formed part of the considerations in 
creating videos. This led to the content creation and production of videos by the student 
leaders that covered sub-theme (i) on the institutional role of class representatives, and 
sub-theme (iv) that addressed the skills requirements. The actualisation of the engagement 
principle was ultimately achieved through the creation of relevant and interesting videos 
that were presented within the student discourse and from a fellow students’ perspective 
through the use of local and relatable examples. This was done in an attempt to motivate 
and stimulate class representatives to engage with the content. 

Further attempts at keeping the instructional videos interesting included the use of 
different formats. For example, the videos for sub-theme (ii) took the form of an interview. 
Over a period of one hour, the SRC Undergraduate Academics Co-ordinator interviewed 
a Faculty Manager on the various academic policies and rules that class representatives 
should be aware of and how these had been amended in the Covid‑19 context. This 
lengthy interview was then cut into shorter videos whereby one video would cover 
a particular question or topic. This interview method provided for an interactive and 
engaging discussion. For sub-theme (iii), the presenter format was reused, however this 
time the videos were presented by staff members representing various student support 
services. This provided an opportunity for each of the respective student support services to 
showcase their offerings in a video as well as advise how their services remained accessible 
and available in the Covid‑19 context. 

In further applying the engagement principle, the design team opted for learner-led 
pacing. This meant that class representatives could work through the content in their own 
time and at their own pace. The main reason for opting for a learner-led pace was the fact 
that this induction was a voluntary programme and therefore would remain secondary 
to the class representative’s academic commitments. This flexibility allowed for class 
representatives to engage with the material as they felt motivated to do so. The benefits 
associated with this design choice, however, did not come without its own risk. The main 
concern being that class representatives would simply not engage with the content and 
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would hence require dedicated monitoring of usage analytics and follow-up by the design 
team (Lowenthal et al., 2009; Hall et al., 2012). 

The first step taken in incorporating the second principle of representation into 
the induction design was to provide an overview page within Vula that introduced the 
programme, stated the purpose of the induction, outlined the learning outcomes and 
explained the programme’s methodology. A further principle of representation strategy 
employed by the design team was to release content in manageable portions. To this end, 
the content was released in accordance with the sub-themes and each sub-theme was 
presented within one Vula page. A further stipulation of the representation principle is 
that content be presented through multiple different file formats. Having noted afore that 
video had been chosen as the foremost tool for content delivery, the design team ensured 
that each video was accompanied by presentation slides, explanatory notes, a transcript of 
the video, relevant diagrams and images and, if applicable, additional resources and website 
links. The induction therefore provided for a multimedia approach that meant that the class 
representatives could view the video and take in visual and audio content or listen to the 
video and take in only the audio content or the class representative could engage with the 
content by reading the presentation slides accompanied by the explanatory notes and the 
video transcript. 

The third principle of action and expression was incorporated into the design 
of the Vula site through the utilisation of the many tools Vula offers for asynchronous 
communication, collaboration and engagement. At the end of each sub-theme a comment 
tool was integrated into the page so as to allow for comments or questions to be posed in 
relation to the sub-theme. The site also featured a chat room, the question & answer tool 
as well as the forum tool. The forum tool was set up to permit faculty-specific discussions 
which allowed for discussions to ensue between faculty-specific class representatives and 
their respective faculty councils. The forum tool could be utilised by class representatives 
to pose questions and suggestions, seek and provide advice and debate policy. Returning 
class representatives or more senior student leaders could also utilise the forums to provide 
tips and guidance to their representative peers. The chat room tool was intended for class 
representative to connect and engage with each other. Finally, the question & answer 
tool, having the affordance and functionality to be used anonymously, meant that all class 
representatives could feel comfortable posing questions to the Faculty Councils, SRC or 
the DSA.

In a further strategy to incorporate the expression and action principle, the design 
team developed relevant and locally contextualised scenario-based questions that could 
be posed to a group of class representatives to solve. These questions were specifically 
designed to encourage collaboration as well as engagement with the content in answering 
the scenarios. The multiple and varied opportunities for communication and engagement 
integrated into the induction permitted the class representative’s voice to be elicited within 
this asynchronous online space and resulted in class representatives being able to action and 
express their learning. 
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Multimedia principle

In further unpacking the opportunities that multimedia provides in online education, 
the design team noted the multimedia principle which asserts that students retain more 
knowledge from words and images than from words alone. By incorporating relevant 
content pictures in the static form such as graphics, diagrams and images as well as 
pictures in the dynamic form such as videos and narrated PowerPoint presentations into 
the induction, the design team ensured a more effective learning environment for class 
representatives (Mayer, 2017). 

As per the UDL Guide provided by CILT (2020), all videos were kept below 
15 minutes. Lengthier videos were edited and cut to cover a particular question or topic. 
Instructional text was incorporated within the  Vula pages to illuminate the content of the 
video as well as additional materials. All videos were embedded into the  Vula site which 
meant videos could be watched without data being used. Further to this, for students 
who had intermittent or limited Wi‑Fi access, videos and resources could be downloaded, 
stored and watched or read offline at a later stage. For students with low bandwidth or 
who preferred not to watch videos, a transcription of each video was provided along with 
presentation slides and explanatory notes. 

Creating a learning community 

A key benefit of the participatory curriculum development process was that the design 
team could draw on their own realities in assessing the needs of the target audience of this 
induction given their high degree of shared experience. The uncertainty presented by the 
Covid‑19 pandemic and the sudden shift from face-to-face teaching to remote emergency 
teaching left students feeling distressed and overwhelmed (Morgan, 2020). Moreover, the 
design team was cognisant that research on the experience of online learning had revealed 
that students “often feel isolated and alone in online learning environments” (Lowenthal et 
al., 2009, p. 162). In further noting that learning communities “act as academic and social 
support structures that allow students to learn in more authentic and challenging ways” 
(Dabbagh, 2005, p. 30) the design team set about ensuring the creation of a supportive 
and interactive online learning community within the induction programme. Class 
representatives needed to be enabled to perform their representative role as well as have 
a safe space where they could ask questions, seek guidance and engage with peers on 
the experiences of emergency remote learning as well as on being a class representative 
during these challenging times. The creation of a supportive learning community therefore 
was paramount to the success of the induction as well as the functioning of the class 
representative system as a whole (Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 2003; Robinson, 2000; 
Morgan, 2020).

Most noteworthy was the manner in which the design choices hitherto described 
culminated in an environment that would be supportive of a community of inquiry. The 
social presence would be enabled through the various collaborative and communication 
tools integrated into the induction site. These tools would allow class representatives to 



178   Journal of Student Affairs in Africa | Volume 9(1) 2021, 167‑181  |  2307‑6267  |  DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v9i1.1436

meaningfully and purposefully engage with one other. Furthermore, the ability of the 
Faculty Councils and SRC to be present in these virtual spaces would allow for ongoing 
motivation and support as well as serve as a continual reminder of the common purpose 
to advocate for the interest of students. The cognitive presence would be enabled through 
group activities and the release of scenario-based explanatory videos. The intention behind 
these activities is that they would encourage the “construct[ing] and confirm[ing] [of] 
meaning through sustained reflection and discourse” (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2019, p. 174). 
The third and final presence, that of the teaching presence, would be enabled through 
the sustained and ongoing facilitation and guidance of the design team throughout the 
induction programme. 

Ultimately then, these design choices also served to maintain the confluence of the 
three presences required for the existence and maintaining of a community of inquiry. 

Reflections to Aid Student Affairs Practice 
In drawing on the experience of transitioning a hitherto face-to-face synchronous 
programme to an asynchronous online programme, the practitioner has noted five 
benefits that leveraging online learning and education technology could have for student 
development practitioners. These benefits are worthy of consideration as we shape and 
augment the future of co‑curricular programmes in the new era of online and blended 
learning in a post Covid‑19 world. The practitioner by no means claims that this list is 
exhaustive. The five benefits identified by the practitioner during the design of the CRI are: 

1.	 Scalability – A co‑curricular programme that is offered online can be presented
to an unlimited number of students at no additional cost per student. In 2020, 
approximately 420 class representatives were elected. There are a limited number
of physical venues that could accommodate that many students on campus and
the cost of materials and catering for a group that size would be significant. 

2.	 Decreased risk of disruption – The benefit of creating an asynchronous online
programme has meant that we do not encounter the risks associated with running
a synchronous programme. These risks would include presenters or participants
being unable to attend the synchronous programme, load shedding rendering
a venue unusable or a number of other possibilities resulting in a disruption to
the synchronous programme. With students being able to access the content as
is suitable for them, the risk of the content not being able to be presented or
delivered is decreased significantly. 

3.	 Universally accessible programmes – Designing the online programme
according to the principles of Universal Design for Learning means that unseen
barriers to student learning are automatically catered for and the content of the
programme is accessible to all student participants. 

4.	 Student convenience – The programme can also cater for student preferences
in engaging with the content which would result in greater motivation to
participate in the programme. These preferences could be in terms of when the
student chooses to engage with the content, i.e. late at night or how the student
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wishes to engage, i.e. via video, audio or readings.  The student can also choose the 
communication channel they wish to utilise when interacting with other student 
participants or the programme design team, presenters or facilitators. 

5.	 Temporal affordance – A further benefit is that the content can be revisited by a 
student at any time and as needed. Should a student wish to refresh their memory 
or knowledge of a certain topic, the possibility is available at the click of a button. 
Further to this, the induction of new class representatives as a result of resignations 
or vacancies or as new courses are initiated in the second semester can easily be 
added to the site and the induction material is immediately available for their use. 

Conclusion 
While the transition to a completely online programme was daunting at first, the exposure 
to the benefits of online education technology theories, practice and techniques has allowed 
for an enriched student development practitioner experience. This article has sought to 
compile a reflective account of how a design team managed to preserve the strengths 
of their pre‑Covid‑19 practice and make strides towards advancing an emerging agenda 
within student affairs practice by leveraging blended learning. These advances would not 
have been possible were it not for the adoption of a theory-based intentionality of practice. 
Consequently, this account also demonstrates how the use of conceptual frameworks and 
instructional theories can guide the development and improvement of practice when 
encountering conditions of uncertainty. 
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Abstract
The Covid‑19 pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on faculty and student affairs practitioners 
which has changed the future of higher education worldwide. This reflective practitioner account looks 
into its impact on practitioners working in student affairs, some of which is not immediately visible, 
but unfortunately very significant and will surface in the medium and long term. There has been 
tremendous uncertainty for Student Affairs practitioners as a result of disruption from familiar routines 
and unexpected disengagement with their clients, the students. The change management perspective 
and scholarship of practice were adopted as methods of observing how a department in a university 
deals with unplanned change. The study concluded that the Covid‑19 pandemic impacted practitioners 
negatively at the case university as new skills were required, practitioners were required to adjust to new 
work arrangements, lost income, suffered mental health problems and faced resource constrains. Training 
and development, social media, employee support systems and employee incentives were catalysts in the 
early adoption of change. 

Keywords
change models; Covid‑19; higher education; scholarship of practice; Student Affairs

Introduction 
This article seeks to contribute to knowledge sharing with regard to the effect of the 
Covid‑19 pandemic on student affairs practitioners and their practice in general.  The 
World Health Organization (WHO) declared the novel coronavirus a Public Health 
Emergency of International Concern on 30 January 2020. On 11 March,  WHO declared 
Covid‑19 a global pandemic. This new reality presented both opportunities and challenges 
for higher education institutions (HEIs) and student affairs practitioners in particular. 
The Government of Zimbabwe declared the Covid‑19 pandemic a national disaster 
on 17  March  2020.This pronouncement was followed by a national lockdown which 
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commenced on 30 March 2020. The national lockdown imposed several restrictions which 
impacted on learning and the implementation of campus activities on one hand while on 
the other hand prompted the HEIs to join hands with other progressive organisations in 
coming up with strategies for containing the virus in Zimbabwe. The lockdown instituted 
in March 2020, was preceded by a closure of all primary, secondary and higher education 
institutions of learning in a bid to stem the rapid spread of Covid‑19. The closure created a 
‘new normal’ for the students who had to learn online for a prolonged period.

The impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic shook almost all (HEIs) globally, and Zimbabwe 
was no exception, coupled with the need to migrate from face-to-face to eLearning. There 
was no budget in place to support the retraining of human capital and retooling of services 
to support online learning. The switch-over to eLearning by universities was received with 
mixed feelings by students who were happy that in spite of the closure of campuses they 
could still continue with their education, but the major challenge was that they could not 
afford data bundles to access the new mode of learning. These challenges also reverberated 
at the case institution, Bindura University of Science Education (BUSE). 

Like in other institutions, student affairs professionals at the institution under reflec
tion had to grapple with managing the sudden change in their immense schedules as a 
result of the Covid‑19 pandemic. This reflective article aims at providing insights into the 
impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on student affairs professionals at Bindura University 
of Science Education in Zimbabwe. It applies scholarship of practice as its methodo
logy for contextualising the impact of the coronavirus on student affairs practitioners 
(Luescher, 2018). 

The basic argument of this article is based on the principle of disruptive change and 
argues that student affairs practitioners were forced to deal with sudden change in executing 
their work. It is therefore pertinent to outline that some change models will be applied in 
analysing the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on student affairs practitioners. This article 
employed two change management models which were developed by Kurt Lewin (1951) 
and John Kotter (2008) based on the experiences of student affairs practitioners at the 
case university.

Conceptual Framework
This study is informed by Kurt Lewin and John Potter’s change management models 
which outline how organisational change efforts can be planned, organised and managed 
(McGrath & Bates, 2017; Kotter & Cohen, 2014). Lewin’s change model is characterised 
by three stages namely: unfreezing, changing and refreezing (Banhegyi & Banhegyi, 2007; 
McGrath & Bates, 2017). John Kotter used the work of Kurt Lewin to develop an eight-
step model of the change management process, arguing that neglecting any of the steps can 
be enough for the whole initiative to fail (Kotter, 2008; Kotter & Cohen, 2014).The model 
is illustrated and summarised in Table 1.
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Table 1:  John Kotter’s change model

Step Management Activity

Create urgency •	 Creating awareness for the need for change.
•	 Creating a forum to generate conversation of what is 

happening.
•	 Seeking management buy-in.

Form a powerful coalition •	 Form change team to help you.
•	 Observe team expertise and diversity.
•	 Delegate tasks organisation-wide.

Create a vision for change •	 Make an inspirational vision

Communicate the vision •	 Sell the vision throughout the organisation.
•	 Continuously communicate the message.

Remove obstacles •	 Identify individuals, traditions, legislation that become 
obstacles and setbacks.

•	 Apply resources to break obstacles and setbacks.

Create short wins •	 Identify low-hanging fruits.
•	 Set short- to medium-term targets and goals.
•	 Provide change motivation and direction. 

Build on the change •	 Sustain and cement the change.
•	 Keep setting goals for continued improvement.

Cement change in 
corporate culture

•	 Make change part of the core of your organisation.
•	 Keep senior stakeholders on board.
•	 Encourage new employees to adopt the changes.
•	 Celebrate individuals who successfully adopt the change.

Source: Kotter & Cohen, 2014

While Lewin’s model was created with reference to change in general, Kotter’s model was 
designed with organisational change in mind (Smith, 2018). Using the example of an ice 
cube Lewin (1951) shows that if one intends to change it into a cone, the first step is to 
unfreeze it to make it amenable to change (unfreezing), then mould the melted water into 
a cone (changing) and finally solidify the new shape which has been created (refreezing). 
The main tenets of the model are discussed briefly below.

Unfreezing

The first stage of change, according to Lewin, involves changing the status quo and 
preparing people in an organisation for change. In order to succeed, change leaders need 
to challenge existing beliefs, values, attitudes and behaviours and develop an understanding 
of the new ways of operating in the people. Expanding on Lewin’s model (McGrath & 
Bates, 2017) observe that this stage is the most important and difficult stage since it often 
puts people off-balance and change leaders need to get the necessary buy-in (Kotter, 2008; 
Kotter & Cohen, 2014). 
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Changing

Before embracing change, people need to understand how they would benefit from it. 
People embrace change at different rates and to varying degrees (Rogers, 2003).  The 
“change curve” as illustrated below shows the experiences of people as they undergo change.

Denial Commitment

Shock

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Acceptance

Figure 1: �The change curve showing the various stages 
and experiences of change assimilation  
(Source: https://www.educational-business-articles.com)

Developed by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross (Malone, 2018), the change curve illustrates that people 
pass through three stages of change which encompass: shock and denial; depression and anger; 
and acceptance and commitment. Indeed there was a need to manage these changes within 
students and staff at the case university who felt the changes were drastic and unmanageable 
since they had not been prepared for such. People thought it was impossible to do 
business online – worse still to provide student support online. For students, there was an 
atmosphere of anxiety over the pending separation from their learning communities. There 
were also angry sentiments from students who felt that the institution was not being fair to 
migrate to online classes without providing them with cheaper data and the opportunity 
to get acquainted with the new modes of delivery. It was important that this change be 
managed for the institution to move on and manage within the new normal.

Refreezing

Refreezing takes place when people have embraced the change and adopted new ways 
of practice. This stage helps practitioners to internalise and institutionalise the change. 
Refreezing ensures that change applies to all situations in the work arena and that new ways 
are used continuously without reverting back to old systems. Based on these thoughts, staff 
and students at the case university will gradually accept new ways of learning and working 
as a result of the changes introduced in light of the pandemic. Use of both models as a 
conceptual framework will give the change initiatives the best chance of success and a form 
of triangulation (Smith, 2018).

https://www.educational-business-articles.com
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Methodology

Reflective scholarship of practice in student affairs

This article employed an experiential insight design in which the researchers describe their 
experiences in terms of how they experienced the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic at 
BUSE. Experiential insight approach is a paradigm for the study of people’s experiences 
of a particular phenomenon (Grant, Gilmore, Carson & Pickett, 2001). This approach 
allows the researcher to describe their experiences in the context of placing themselves in 
situations (Grant et al., 2001). In the context of this study the researchers were members 
of the BUSE Covid‑19 Response Committee.  The Committee was set up to guide the 
institution’s response, prevention and control of the pandemic. Luescher (2018) argues that 
a scholarly reflection on the experiences of students and staff at a university helps in the 
production of knowledge that sharpens the competencies of student affairs practitioners 
in the craft of their practice. The impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic needs to be nuanced 
through a reflective scholarship that critically captures their experiences at national and 
international levels. This was the major factor which determined our choice of a theoretical 
frame to guide the methodology of this research. The methodology is also grounded in 
Luescher’s (2018) assertion that the development of scholarship of practice in student affairs 
entails gathering data that is comprehensive in African contexts. For the purpose of this 
research, data were collected through observations and documents relating to the activities 
of the Covid‑19 Response Taskforce at the case university. This perspective clearly dovetails 
with our objective in this reflective article which seeks to facilitate the development and 
growth of knowledge that empowers student affairs practitioners in the practice of their 
work. Expanding on this framework, Luescher (2018, pp. 67-68) identifies the following 
critical elements that are crucial to scholarship of practice:

1.	 “A scholarship of practice in student affairs deals with problems that are 
meaningful to practitioners and that practitioners can experientially relate to; it 
understands practice as action, as performance, as a deliberate, skilled way of doing 
things” (Luescher, 2018, p. 67).

This observation merges well with our experiential discussion and evaluation of 
the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on student affairs practitioners and the 
application of change management theories as a response strategy. 

2.	 “It studies practice in a scholarly manner that is intentional and part of a 
process of learning, which is academically rigorous and systematic, that results in 
trustworthy accounts, analyses and interpretations” (Luescher, 2018, p. 67).

The authors used secondary research to augment experiential insights through 
observations and conversational approaches through social media platforms that 
enabled them to capture rich and authentic feedback from respondents in order to 
understand the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic in their area of work. Secondary 
research was done through records of meetings and internal and external 
communications.
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3.	 Conversational approaches help capture sincere feedback with deeper meaning
and understanding than traditional research methods that tend to make
people rationalise and overly rely on recall in their responses to understanding
phenomena (Reach, 2020). 

Research questions

In order to put this methodological frame into context and also drawing on Morgan 
(2012) cited in Luescher (2018)’s template, we asked the following questions to guide this 
reflective study.

(i)	 What were the experiences of the student affairs practitioners caused by the 
Covid‑19 pandemic?

(ii)	 What problems or opportunities were encountered?
(iii)	 How did the change process unfold and what strategies were employed to deal 

with the situation?
(iv)	 What were the outcomes?

This article was therefore developed on the grounding of this methodological template 
and related methods which were informed by the experiential insights of the authors. In 
our application of the scholarship of practice methodology, we employed some models of 
organisational change to reflect on the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on our practice 
in student affairs at the case university. Kurt Lewin (1951)’s and John Potter (2008)’s change 
management models were found fit for purpose for this reflective article.

Data collection methods

Data for this study was collected through document analysis of the following documents: 
minutes of the student affairs board; minutes of the student affairs management committee; 
minutes of the Covid‑19 task force, Ministry of Higher and Tertiary Education, Innovation, 
Science and Technology Development circulars on the Covid‑19 pandemic; the student 
affairs strategic plan and the Dean of Students’ fortnightly report to the University 
Senior Administrators Committee meetings. Participant observation of what took place 
before, during and after the outbreak of the pandemic and the experiences of the authors 
constituted another data-gathering technique for the study. Informal interviews with the 
participants in the change process yielded important information which helped shape the 
course of the change programme and the findings of this study.

The Case University
Bindura University of Science Education, a medium-sized university in Zimbabwe with a 
student population of slightly more than 7 000 was chosen as the case university. Although 
there was nothing special about this university being chosen as the case university, the 
researchers felt that the account would come out clearly if conducted where all three 
authors worked and also that state universities in Zimbabwe resembled a more or less 
similar structural organisation and circumstance. The institution was born out  of  the  
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Zimbabwe–Cuba Science Teacher Training Programme in which Zimbabwean Mathematics 
and Science teachers were formerly trained in the Republic of Cuba. In the year 1996, the 
programme was devolved to Zimbabwe and resulted in the establishment of a University 
College under the University of Zimbabwe, culminating in the establishment of Bindura 
University of Science Education in the year 2000, with a mandate to train Mathematics 
and Science teachers for the nation and the SADC region at large. The institution has 
five faculties namely: Agriculture and Environmental Science; Commerce; Science and 
Engineering; Science Education; and Social Sciences and Humanities (www.buse.ac.zw).

Student Affairs at the case university

The Student Affairs division at this university is headed by the Dean of Students who 
reports directly to the Vice-Chancellor. Reporting to the Dean of Students are various 
heads of sections who manage the functional areas in Student Affairs.  These are Campus 
Life and Student Development Programmes, Student Health and Wellness, Chaplaincy 
and Ecumenical Services, Financial Aid, Catering Services, Counselling Services, 
Accommodation Services and Sports and Recreation (www.buse.ac.zw). The structural 
organisation of Student Affairs’ functional areas at this institution does not differ much from 
what obtains elsewhere in Africa and the rest of the world (Leuscher, 2018; Kuk & Banning, 
2009). One would notice that the organisation of Student Affairs at the case university 
conforms to international best practice, hence the reflection will also compare favourably 
with practices elsewhere. The department’s mandate is to offer a co‑curriculum which 
would enhance the students’ graduateness, citizenship skills and employability, and to offer 
psycho-social support to students (BUSE, Strategic Plan 2019-2023). These programmes 
fall under the various sections mentioned above. Like in other institutions, Student Affairs 
professionals at the institution under reflection had to grapple with managing the sudden 
change in their immense schedules as a result of the Covid‑19 pandemic. This reflective 
article aims at providing insights into the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on Student 
Affairs professionals and students at Bindura University of Science Education in Zimbabwe. 
It applies scholarship of practice as its methodology of contextualising the impact of the 
coronavirus on student affairs practitioners (Luescher et al., 2013). 

Conceptualising the Change Programme
The argument of this article is based on the principle of disruptive change and argues that 
student affairs practitioners and students were forced to deal with sudden change which 
abruptly redirected the course and nature of their work. Following communication from 
the parent ministry, the Ministry of Higher and Tertiary Education, Innovation, Science and 
Technology Development to all state universities to institute measures to combat the spread 
of the Covid‑19 virus, a University Senior Administrators meeting was held at the case 
university via the ZOOM platform to map the way forward. Resolutions of the meeting 
were that each department was to come up with plans on how they were going to migrate 
from a physical to a virtual campus and embrace the new normal since the physical space 
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of the university was going to be closed indefinitely. The Vice-Chancellor who chaired the 
meeting emphasised that the university had not closed; hence learning and student support 
programmes had to continue through online delivery modes. The Dean of Students who 
was also a member of the Committee was assigned the task of driving change in his 
department, Student Affairs.

Implementing the Change Programme

Stage One: Changing the status quo

Armed with the Vice-Chancellor’s mandate to drive change in his department and ensure 
that all staff in the department embrace the new normal, the Dean of Students embarked 
on an ambitious project code named ‘Campus Wise Culture’ and borrowed from Kurt 
Lewin and John Kotter’s change management models which state that, in order to 
successfully implement change, one has to change the status quo first (Kotter & Cohen, 
2014). This initial stage dovetailed with Lewin’s unfreezing stage and Kotter’s first four 
principles or stages namely: create urgency; form a powerful coalition; create a vision for 
change; and remove obstacles. In this regard, the Dean of Students started by pointing out 
where the department was and where it intended to be. In order to create understanding 
on the direction and form of change, the Dean of Students created a WhatsApp platform 
for all practitioners working in student affairs to talk about what was happening and the 
way forward. This platform helped the Dean of Students to identify innovators and early 
adopters whom he appointed to spearhead the change process. This is supported by Kotter 
and Cohen (2014) who advocate for the creation of a forum to generate a discussion on 
what obtains on the ground and to map the way forward. The change agents appointed, 
campaigned for the required change, and provided feedback to the change leaders via social 
media. A change leaders’ team was formed using representatives nominated by sections and 
student clubs and societies and were representative of the whole student affairs spectrum 
including gender, age, educational level, faculties, clubs, societies, sport codes and the 
differentially abled groups. Other members with expertise such as student health personnel 
and the Senior Chaplain were appointed to the team. The Dean of Students was required 
to report progress to the University Executive meetings which were held fortnightly. 
The change effort was code-named “Campus Culture Wise” to make it catchy and 
compelling. Sub-themes were developed which made for easier understanding throughout 
the department and also brought relevance to each section and level of staff. Members 
were asked to forward their training needs so that they could be incorporated into the 
training programmes being developed. The change message contained information on 
being “Campus Culture Wise”, which educated all members to maintain social distancing, 
cough into the elbow, wear face masks correctly all the time, wash hands regularly, sanitise 
hands, clean surfaces regularly and, most importantly, embrace technology. This messages 
were communicated regularly by the Department of Public Relations and Protocol 
through staff ’s and students’ email, social media platforms and public notice boards in 
various official languages.
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Stage Two:  The change process

After the Dean of Students and his team were satisfied that members had been adequately 
prepared for change, they embarked on the process of incremental change in which they 
introduced the desired change in stages. During this stage of changing, data were collected 
on the impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on practitioners working in Student Affairs. This 
change process dovetailed with Lewin (1951)’s changing stage and Kotter (1988)’s stages 
5 to 7 namely: remove obstacles; create short-term wins and build on the change. At this 
stage, members were required to embrace the new normal without fail. The proper wearing 
of masks, social distancing, regular washing of hands, working from home arrangements, 
virtual meetings, virtual student support and student development programmes and online 
student orientation programmes were introduced amongst others. Positive and negative 
reinforcement measures were taken according to Bandura (2001) for those who either 
complied or failed to adhere to the requirements. Teams were formed for monitoring and 
peer support in order to escalate the adoption of the new normal. The changing stage was 
the most difficult as members found it difficult to let go long-held habits and ways of doing 
things. It was also interesting to note that members of staff did not all change at once, since 
some quickly embraced the change while others took time and pain to adjust accordingly 
as observed by Rogers (2003) that in any change effort, there are innovators, early adopters, 
early majority, late majority and laggards. It was noted that students and younger workers 
were more amenable to change than older and more experienced practitioners since they 
were more computer illiterate and less adventurous in using modern gadgets and software 
applications.

Stage Three: Refreezing/cementing change in corporate culture

Once change had taken place, the Dean of Students and his team introduced measures to 
ensure that student affairs practitioners and students did not revert back to their old ways of 
doing things. These measures included the scheduling of virtual meetings on a weekly basis; 
requiring that each section designs and presents a virtual programme for students; and that 
registers of students who attend these virtual webinars be maintained as a way of enforcing 
attendance by students; going paperless and other strategies. 

Reflections on the Impact of the Covid‑19 Pandemic 
Data gathered through the analysis of key documents, participant observation, and informal 
interviews with the practitioners and the authors’ experiential insights were analysed using 
thematic analysis which, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), is generated through a 
close analysis of the findings in order to see existing patterns in the data. The following 
themes were identified from the data namely: modes of delivery; staff meetings; student 
support services; staff well‑being; allocation and utilisation of resources; and lack of 
knowledge and information. The impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic is brought out through 
a comparison between the students’ and staff ’s experiences during the pre‑Covid‑19 and 
post-Covid‑19 era.
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Modes of delivery

Findings showed that, during the pre‑Covid‑19 era Student Affairs practitioners and 
students had been used to a physical campus, classroom-based student development and 
pyscho-social support, and on‑campus student orientation programmes. The Covid‑19 era 
required them to utilise virtual modes of delivery where student development, psycho-
social support and orientation programmes would be delivered online. This impacted them 
negatively as they lacked the skills, knowledge, experience, and confidence in managing 
virtual campuses, including delivering through online modes of learning, leading to fear, 
anxiety, anger, depression and later on acceptance. This culminated in the initial resistance 
to change as practitioners and students felt threatened by the change.

Staff meetings

During the pre‑Covid‑19 era, staff and students had been used to venue-based depart
mental and other meetings. The new normal demanded a new set of skills and tools. Most 
practitioners were caught off-guard since they did not have the requisite computer literacy 
levels coupled with a lack of either laptops or smartphones which were compatible with 
virtual meeting applications. Students were better placed in this regard as they were more 
computer literate than staff and possessed the required gadgets. Both students and staff 
required training in the scheduling and hosting of meetings on virtual platforms and how 
to join scheduled meetings.

Offering student support services

News of high deaths rates in Europe and the rest of the world due to Covid‑19 related 
complications and the proliferation of misleading information on social media instilled 
fear, anxiety and restlessness amongst students and staff.  This created an increased demand 
for psycho-social and other forms of support on the part of staff and students. The lack 
of adequate and accurate information meant that the staff could not adequately support 
students and give them guidance. This state of affairs rendered the Student Affairs 
practitioners useless and helpless in addressing students’ concerns on one hand. On the other 
hand, staff and students who had been used to classroom- and office-based programmes 
and services were called upon to offer them virtually. This threatened the confidentiality 
aspect of counselling, where the student counsellors were wary of the privacy of the 
student’s location. One counsellor remarked: “How do I know if I am not counselling the 
whole clan out there? There are possibilities that other people could be listening in the 
background. I am just not comfortable with offering student counselling online.”

Staff well‑being

The pandemic had its greatest impact on the well‑being of staff as they were forced to 
separate from their work colleagues during trying times which required massive collegial 
support and encouragement. New sets of job skills and knowledge were required, strange 
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working from home arrangements introduced, changing nature of jobs and the separation 
from students created a void in staff, leading to poor mental health and well‑being. The 
de-skilling nature of Covid‑19 imposed change that brought about a sense of job insecurity 
and some anxious moments for staff. This led to connectivity challenges if the practitioner 
had no internet connection at home. Practitioners in the sports and recreation section lost 
income due to the blanket ban on all sporting activities in the country as they were paid 
based on hours worked with students.

Allocation and utilisation of resources

The university’s efforts to fight the pandemic meant that more resources were to be 
channelled towards that cause, leaving the budgeted-for student programmes without 
allocations. This had a negative impact on Student Affairs practitioners and even students 
in that they had to cancel some scheduled events and student development programmes. 
Relations between practitioners deteriorated as staff jostled for the few availed resources in 
the department, leading to low staff morale and work disengagement. 

What Were the Major Outcomes?
The major outcomes were that continuous training and development enabled employees to 
change their attitudes, beliefs, behaviours and ways of doing work, leading to the successful 
adoption of change by the majority of practitioners as observed by Biech (2016), Vukotich 
(2011), Emerson and Stewart (2011), and Raina (2019) who all observed that training and 
development was a catalyst in change adoption and acceptance. Training and development 
provided by the Information and Communication Department was significant in that it 
empowered employees to embrace technology and accept change. Information given to 
employees through the social media eliminated employees’ fears, anxiety, misconceptions, 
shock and depression (Lardi & Fuchs, 2013). These platforms enabled those employees 
who supported change to encourage others to embrace the change and provide feedback 
to change leaders. Employee support systems enhanced the quick adoption of change as 
students and practitioners’ perceptions, concerns and fears were allayed, thereby reducing 
negative emotions amongst them. Professional incentives were also used as a catalyst for 
the quick adoption of organisational change as propounded by Worley and Lawler (2006) 
and Wruck (2000). Critical frontline personnel were incentivised through a Covid‑19 
allowance. These incentives worked as a catalyst for change adoption, and these practitioners 
in the department went the extra mile and sacrificed in the midst of risks.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This reflective article outlined the experiences of practitioners working in Student Affairs 
pre- and post the Covid‑19 era. These findings showed that practitioners went through a 
rigorous change programme which helped them embrace the new normal. The study also 
showed that practitioners went through a process of loss of skills, isolation and separation 
from their work communities, grappled with new modes of presentation, loss of income for 
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some and constrained resource availability. The findings also showed that interventions such 
as training and development, employee support, use of social media and targeted incentives 
helped staff cope with the demands of the new normal induced by the Covid‑19 pandemic. 
This article concludes that the Covid‑19 pandemic had a generally negative impact on 
students and practitioners working in Student Affairs at the case university. 

Based on the findings of this article, we therefore recommend that: 
• Student Affairs practitioners be adequately resourced and capacitated in order to

be able to effectively work from home.
• Student Affairs practitioners be developed in the use of online delivery modes in

the same way academics are developed.
• University leaders are re‑oriented to the important role played by Student Affairs

in the psycho-social and cognitive development of students, so that they accord
Student Affairs its rightful status.

• Lifelong learning opportunities for Student Affairs practitioners such as paid study
leave and contact leave be availed.
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Abstract
When writing about transformation in higher education (HE) in South Africa, it is quite popular 
to mention the fall of apartheid, and perhaps also 1994, as a starting point for significant change. 
I, myself, have made this mistake (see Bernard, 2015). However, the recent #FeesMustFall protests 
highlighted that many approaches to transformation have been superficial at best, and extremely 
problematic at worst (Luckett & Naicker, 2019; Luckett, 2019). This is because they have done 
little to acknowledge the legacies that colonial modes of thinking have had, and continue to have, on 
the everyday lived experiences of students in spaces that still feel alienating to them. In April 2020, 
when the doors of South African universities closed to all, and during a swift and mass migration 
away from university campuses to Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), I was presented with the 
opportunity to critically reflect on the impact that increased use of VLEs can have on the transformation 
agenda in the HE sector. My approach takes up Tumubweinee and Luescher’s (2019, p. 2) argument 
that many initiatives aimed at transformation in HE have failed, because they do not pay sufficient 
attention to the where of transformation. Thus, like Tumubweinee and Luescher, I locate my reflection 
on VLEs in the postmodern, sociopolitical understandings of ‘space’ evident in the work of Lefebvre 
(1991), but more specifically his notions of conceived and abstract space. In doing so, issues of identity 
and coloniality are brought to the fore. My approach is critical in that it “implies possibilities, and 
possibilities as yet unfulfilled” (Lefebvre, 2002, pp. 18‑19).

Keywords
datafication; higher education; postcolonialism; space;  Virtual Learning Environments

Introduction: Extended Degree Programmes as Peripheral, Colonial Spaces 
I am a white, female academic who has worked in an Extended Curriculum Programme 
(ECP) for a little over a decade. My reflections here relate, in part, to the work I do with 
students on this programme, students who, in line with government policies, are not only 
identified according to race and socio-economic categories, but who are also frequently 
described in contrast to “the mainstream” (i.e. “the norm”) and through deficit discourses 
and in deficit terms such as “disadvantaged”, “underprepared”, “needy” or “in need of 
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support”. Since my reflections also relate to VLEs and eLearning, it is also important to 
mention here that, given the selection criteria for many ECP programmes across the 
country (which include attention to socio-economic status factors), it is likely that many 
students on ECPs would typically not be considered digital natives, and would have 
experienced the data – and digital – divide before and during the pandemic. I return to this 
point in the following section.

ECPs, which exist in some form in 24 universities across South Africa, are considered 
to be a type of intervention that aims to increase access and success rates to the category 
of student outlined above. This is often done by segregating these students in different ways, 
and extending the time of enrolment, typically by an additional academic year, in order 
to include additional support modules. These support modules aim to develop numeracy, 
literacy and other skills in order to make the discourses of the disciplines more explicit – 
thus to grant ‘epistemological access’ to disciplinary knowledge. However, in a powerful 
contribution towards understanding ECPs and the impact they have on the experiences 
of students, Luckett (2019) offered a postcolonial critique of these programmes. This 
means that, rather than adopting the normalised developmental and modernist paradigm 
which portray ECPs “as a liberal anti-apartheid project motivated by a concern for equity 
and social justice” Luckett (2019, p. 41) reframes them “as a modernising project within 
a developmentalist paradigm”. Through this lens, ECPs can be likened to the type of 
education endeavour offered by the colonial powers which sought to civilise “the natives” 
in order to make them fit for modernity (Luckett, 2019, p. 41). In offering this critique, 
Luckett urges us to question whether separate remedial programmes such as ECPs are 
tenable, given that, in their current form, students “speak from subject positions that still 
feel colonized” (Luckett, 2019, p. 38) when it is “particularly urgent that black students feel 
‘at home’ in their universities, they must have their sense of agency restored and come to 
recognise themselves as sources of meaning-making” (Luckett, 2019, p. 54). 

The motif of ‘home’, the metaphor of ‘the university as home’ and it’s relation to ‘space’, 
the embodiment of space, and the impact that ‘space’ has on the identities of students at 
South African universities is an important topic, one that has been taken up by many 
scholars in various forms (see Bangeni & Kapp, 2005). Tumubweinee and Luescher (2019), 
for example, analysed the ways in which ‘space’ is discursively constructed in South African 
policy documents, arguing that many initiatives aimed at transformation in HE have failed 
because they do not pay sufficient attention to the where of transformation. During their 
analysis the authors found that ‘space’ “is almost consistently conceived only as an object in 
transformation” rather than “a socio-political actor in transformation” (Tumubweinee & 
Luescher, 2019, p.  10). This is an important distinction because:

We interact in this space and our interactions are limited or encouraged by this space. 
The way space is perceived, conceived and eventually experienced has a profound 
impact on students’ experience of higher education. �

(Tumubweinee & Luescher, 2019, p. 10)
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Such an agentive understanding of space developed within a postmodern paradigm and 
with thinkers such as Lefebvre who wanted to understand the role of representation and 
power in the production of space. Tumubweinee and Luescher (2019)’s emphasis on space 
as perceived, conceived and experienced or lived in the quote above is a triad at the heart 
of Lefebvre’s understanding of space, who was primarily concerned with how space is 
produced, the way in which space is abstractly conceived and the phenomenological spaces 
of lived experience (Wilson, 2013, p. 367). It is also important to note that Lefebvre’s 
understanding of space developed as a reaction against capitalism and the technological 
tools of capitalism. In fact, Lefebvre argued that capitalism is not just about the production 
of things in space but, perhaps even more importantly, capitalism is about the production 
of space (Prey, 2015, p. 1). The relevance of this understanding of space to the internet (as 
cyberspace) is discussed below.

E-Learning, Learning Analytics, VLEs and Datafication
Since the development and increased use of the internet, the realm of cyberspace has not 
been excluded from the type of postmodern understandings of ‘space’ highlighted above 
(see, for example, Cohen, 2007). Most postmodern thinkers view cyberspace as an extension 
of everyday social practice rather than separate from it, since it is also experienced spatially, 
mediated by embodied human cognition and mediated through language and metaphors 
that reflect this embodied experience (i.e. “homepage”, “website”, “back”, “forward”). In 
this regard the emergence of the internet can be conceptualised as the contemporary, 
“virtual”, manifestation of the “explosion of spaces” which Lefebvre saw as capitalism’s 
most transformative feature (Prey, 2015, p. 2).

As with many social institutions across the globe, corporate or otherwise, HE 
institutions have expanded into cyberspace for a variety of reasons – as a natural social 
progression in a digital society, for one, but also as an effort to participate in the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, to create “smart campuses” and facilitate in the formation of “smart 
students” (Prinsloo, 2020). As a result, many social practices located in cyberspace are now 
part of university life. For example, electronic learning or “eLearning”, which refers to 
the delivery of education and training through digital resources such as VLEs, as well as 
the practice of tracking students and/or collecting, measuring and analysing electronic 
educational data (known as “Learning analytics [LA]”) for the purposes of understanding 
and potentially optimising eLearning.  Today, Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning 
Environment (Moodle) is “the world’s most popular”  VLE (https://moodle.org/). There 
are 168 000 Moodle sites that are currently active, in 243 countries, with South Africa 
accounting for 1 692 of those sites – many belonging to HE institutions (https://stats.
moodle.org/sites/index.php?country=ZA). There is no doubt that VLEs like Moodle are 
transforming how education is being distributed and consumed.

Much of the literature on Moodle focuses on its value a VLE and an LA tool.  As a VLE, 
Moodle has been conceptualised according to a social constructivist view of education, 
and “facilitates a mix of learning approaches, integrating readings, lecture videos, online 
reflections, quizzes and group discussion forums, utilising both asynchronous and real-

https://moodle.org/
https://stats.moodle.org/sites/index.php?country=ZA
https://stats.moodle.org/sites/index.php?country=ZA
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time interaction” (Spiegel et al., 2017, pp. 277-278). When considering its value as a VLE, 
Mpungose (2020, p. 102) claims that Moodle facilitates the decolonisation of the university 
curriculum because of functions that enable facilitators to “encourage the changing of 
mind-set and sharing of lived experiences during the teaching and learning process”. 
As an LA tool, Moodle is applauded because it gathers a variety of data: personal data, 
usage data (time spent, number of downloads, login frequency, log reports and number of 
views), learning data (participation for a particular activity, for example, grades, comments 
and feedback), allowing facilitators, researchers and other decision-makers to seek out 
the variables that contribute most to student learning in order to make predictions and 
improve performance (Mwalumbwe & Mtebe, 2017). This literature mostly resonates 
with the grander utopian, and “mythological” (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 667) story that 
digital data, especially mass amounts of divergent digital data produced at an incredible 
speed (i.e. “Big Data”) offers the potential of new knowledge, insights and higher forms of 
intelligence that can be used to address various societal ills. This utopian story is also rooted 
in the idea that quantitative data is objective and the mathematical and statistical models 
used to analyse this data are more efficient, reliable, accurate and effective (Boyd & Crawford, 
2012, pp. 663-664), an ideology which van Dijck (2014, p. 198) refers to as “dataism”. It 
is also proclaimed that digital data, particularly Big Data, leads to greater transparency by 
linking disparate sources of information, and that it can democratise decision-making by 
rendering “social processes and social relations more knowable and more controllable” 
(Selwyn, 2015, p. 66). One recent example is offered by Renick (2020), who reports on a 
project at Georgia State University to address “achievement gaps” (Renick, 2020, p. 119) at 
the University, where “graduation rates were 22% for Latinos, 29% for African Americans, 
and 18% for African American males. Low-income students completed degrees at only a 
24% rate”. The author presents a utopian narrative of the “high tech” processes used to 
track, monitor and contact students frequently (“high touch”): “Today, thanks [emphasis 
added] to a campus-wide commitment to student success and more than a dozen data-
based programmes implemented over the past several years, Georgia State’s achievement 
gaps are gone” (Renick, 2020, p. 119).

However, not all scholars are as optimistic as Renick (2020) about the impact of 
technology, digital data and student tracking on the student experience. Boyd and Crawford 
(2012, p. 667) emphasise that, far from being objective, “working with Big Data is still a 
subjective, interpretative act”. In focusing on technology and data, Renick (2020) seems 
to have overlooked important criticisms that have been directed towards the conceptual 
metaphor of “achievement gaps” and its links to a deficit discourse of individuals and 
communities – the same deficit discourse used to describe students on ECPs. This discourse 
is problematic because it masks the social and institutional histories and prejudices that 
led to and sustains these “gaps”. The research thus perpetuates the idea that “closing an 
‘achievement gap’, and equalising or levelling the school system, will lead to greater equality 
across society (Macgilchrist, 2019, p. 80). This means that, while Georgia State University 
could be commended for moving away from highly selective admissions processes to 
improve retention rates, critical questions need to be asked about their “commitment to the 
systematic use of data” that has been segmented according to “racial, ethnic, and economic 
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groups”. Questions should be asked about whether universities should “become far more 
proactive in tracking students daily [emphasis added]” to identify “when they go off path” 
(Renick, 2020, pp. 119-120). Which implies, of course, that there is only one path to follow.

VLEs like Moodle have not been analysed in terms of their ability to produce space, and 
the impact that this process can have on the transformation agenda within HE institutions 
across the globe. This is an important focus area because, to return to Tumubweinee and 
Luescher’s (2019, p.  10) quote “the way space is perceived, conceived and eventually 
experienced has a profound impact on students’ experience of higher education”. To 
consider VLEs as producers of space is to consider how stakeholders involved in producing 
VLE platforms abstractly conceive of space, why they do so, and how these conceived spaces 
have, or could have, an impact on lived experiences (Wilson, 2013, p. 367). In keeping in 
line with the ideological underpinnings of Lefebvre’s work, to consider VLEs as a producer 
of space is to also consider their role within material or social space, which was in Lefebvre’s 
time – and is increasingly so – dominated by the capitalist logic of accumulation. Zuboff 
(2015, p. 77) defines this logic as:

… the taken-for-granted context of any business model. It defines objectives, successes, 
failures and problems. It determines what is measured, what is passed over; how 
resources and people are allocated and organized; who is valued in what roles; what 
activities are undertaken – and to what purpose. The logic of accumulation produces 
its own social relations and with that its conceptions and use of authority and power.

In contrast to social space, Lefebvre (1991, p. 38) conceptualised conceived space as “the 
space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers”. 
In the digital age, conceived space is the space of a select group of new specialists: coders, 
programmers and engineers, data brokers, and in the context of higher education, “online 
platform/programme providers, as well as individual, institutional and organizational 
researchers” (Prinsloo, 2020, p. 368). Conceived space for Lefebvre was also abstract space, since 
it is “the location and source of abstractions”. Abstract space is a result of capitalist social 
relations, of technocratic rationality, where diversity and richness of social life is reduced to 
homogeneity, to divisibility and interchangeability through the emphasis on quantification 
and Cartesian notions of time and space as “homogenous, continuous and emptied of all 
natural and social content” (Wilson, 2013, p. 368).

Lefebvre’s understandings of conceived and abstract space offers interesting insights into 
VLEs as tools that are contributing to the datafication of HE, to a process “by which 
objects, behaviors, actions, motions, communications and spaces are converted into 
machine-readable data flows” (Smith, 2016, p. 114). During this process, individuals are 
turned into data representations, which have also been termed “dividuals” (Deleuze, 1995) 
or “data doubles”, representations which are quite different from the “fleshy bodies” from 
which the representations developed (Lupton, 2014, p. 82) but are nevertheless analysed, 
classified, evaluated (“surveilled”) and targeted for different reasons. These mechanisms 
of extraction, analysis, and ultimately also control, are often illegible to, or hidden from, 
the sources of the data, thus effectively exiling people from their own behaviour (Zuboff,  
2015, p. 75).
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Thus, conceived and abstract space is also the realm of alienation, it is the realm of 
“human action stripped of their living substance’ (Trebitsch in Wilson, 2013, p. 366). In 
understanding abstract space as the spatial dimension of representation, of quantification and 
alienation, it is easy to understand why scholars have understood Big Data and datafication 
as “data colonialism” (Beer 2019, Prinsloo 2020), as an “extension of a global process of 
extraction that started under colonialism and continues through industrial capitalism” 
(Couldry and Mejias in Prinsloo 2020, p. 367). Only now, instead of raw material and 
labour, what is being appropriated is a new type of raw material produced by technological 
tools through our day-to-day social practices, often in ways that is beyond the control of 
the person to whom the data relates and in ways that remain unknown to them (Couldry 
and Mejias in Prinsloo 2020, p. 367). The point is that the underlying algorithms, the ways 
in which data are produced and used and the role of software companies and educational 
technology providers, amongst other things, are hardly understood, and very little is 
understood about the ethical implications of these tools (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 673, 
Jarke & Breiter, 2019, p. 1, Selwyn, 2015, pp. 566-567, Jones & McCoy, 2019, pp. 58‑59). 

Conclusion
The #FeesMustFall protests and associated movements urged us to recognise that many 
approaches to transformation, including the formation of ECPs, have done little to 
acknowledge the legacies that colonial modes of thinking have had, and continue to have, 
on the everyday lived experiences of students in spaces that still feel alienating to them. 
Similarly, Luckett’s (2019) postcolonial critique of ECPs highlights that, despite best efforts 
aimed at diversity and inclusivity, these programmes not only segregate students into 
separate, remedial spaces, but result in the discursive construction of ECP students in a way 
that is in opposition to “the norm” (or “the mainstream”) and through deficit discourses 
and in deficit terms such as “disadvantaged” or “underprepared”. When viewed through 
a postcolonial lens, ECPs can also be likened to the type of education endeavour offered 
by the colonial powers who sought to civilise “the natives” in order to make them fit for 
modernity (Luckett, 2019, p. 41). 

When the Covid pandemic prompted a swift and mass migration to VLEs such a 
Moodle, I was presented with the opportunity to critically reflect on the impact that 
increased use of VLEs could have on the decolonisation agenda in HE and on ECP students 
in particular. I located my reflection within postmodern understandings of space (Lefebvre, 
1991) and did not contemplate the problems that arise when students do not have access to 
technology or the internet but rather focused on the trail of data that each student leaves 
behind when using VLEs, whether they know that this data is being collected, whether 
they know what data is being collected, how it is being collected and analysed, by whom, 
and to what ends. Outside of HE, many critical theorists have urged us to consider similar 
processes as a form of surveillance by those with agency and power, as “Big Brother” or 
“Big Other” (Zuboff, 2015, p. 77), an Orwellian nightmare. Comparisons have also been 
made to Franz Kafka’s The Trial in which the protagonist, Josef K., wakes up to a world of 
“bureaucratic indifference, arbitrary errors, and dehumanisation, a world where people feel 
powerless and vulnerable, without any form of participation in the collection and use of 
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their information” (Solove 2001, p. 1398). One can imagine a similar scenario in HE if the 
nature of the data, the manner in which it is collected, collated, analysed and used remains 
illegible to, or hidden from students, the sources of the data, at the same time at which the 
data impacts on their lived experience in significant ways. 

Furthermore, proponents of LA in HE usually view the collection and analysis of 
student data in optimistic terms, as a mechanism to enhance learning. However, these 
discussions usually take place outside of an overt acknowledgement of the “neoliberali
sation” of the university, and the way in which this space is increasingly being dominated 
by the logic of profit and accumulation – a logic with its own power dynamic that 
determines how people are organised and how much they are valued, a logic not dissimilar 
to colonialist logic (Zuboff, 2015; Beer, 2019; Bernard, 2020; Prinsloo 2020). Thus, when 
considering VLEs, such considerations should not take place outside of the ideologies that 
shape the datafication of HE, as they could ultimately thwart our efforts to transform HE 
spaces into spaces where a diverse group of students can participate equally, and where all 
students feel at ease and at home. 
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Abstract
The Covid‑19 pandemic has caused major disruptions to the teaching, learning and research functions 
of universities around the globe. It has also impacted their internationalisation efforts in significant ways. 

From the perspective of South Africa’s public higher education sector, this article reflects on how 
international students at the country’s universities have been affected by national and institutional 
responses to Covid‑19. It highlights the specific challenges and constraints international students 
faced in light of Covid‑19 related restrictions such as travel bans, university closures and the national 
lockdown. In doing so, several aspects of the international student experience are explored, specifically 
regarding travelling home, communication, accommodation and immigration. The article also addresses 
the issue of remote learning and academic continuity, arguing that international students, especially 
those who were outside the borders of South Africa, are at risk of being left behind. It advocates for 
the inclusion of international students in national and institutional considerations and plans for the 
successful completion of the 2020 academic year. 

The article recognises that, in the absence of coordinated national responses, institutional approaches 
to the treatment of international students have differed from one university to another. Such differences 
can be linked to the differentiated nature of the South African higher education sector, where the 
capacity of institutions to deal with Covid‑19 related challenges and to respond comprehensively to the 
needs of different groups of international students varies in accordance with the availability of relevant 
structures, systems, digital platforms and other resources. 

As a reflective practitioner account, the article draws on the experience of the authors in higher 
education internationalisation as well as on the collective experience of a community of practice of 
the International Education Association of South Africa, which represents the majority of public 
universities in the country. 
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Introduction
The Covid‑19 pandemic has impacted higher education (HE) around the world in 
unprecedented ways, causing major disruptions to the teaching, learning and research 
functions of universities. Internationalisation activities, generally aimed at improving the 
quality of education and research, have also been adversely affected, most notably regarding 
restrictions on the international mobility of students and staff for study and research 
purposes as well as participation in meetings and conferences. 

This article is a reflection on how Covid‑19 has impacted HE internationalisation in 
South Africa. In particular, it focuses on how international students at the country’s public 
universities have been affected by national and institutional responses to the pandemic. 
Written at a time where Covid‑19 related restrictions are ongoing and the full impact 
of the pandemic cannot yet be foreseen, this article aims to create a public record of the 
impact of the global pandemic on international students in South Africa over a nine-month 
period, from March to December 2020. 

By addressing the specific challenges and constraints international students have faced 
and highlighting that some of them are at risk of being left behind in terms of the successful 
completion of the 2020 academic programme, this article critically discusses the question 
of inclusion in current Covid‑19 related government policy and institutional practices. The 
authors present a reflective practitioners’ account, in which they draw on their extensive 
experience in HE internationalisation, most notably their current roles in the International 
Education Association of South Africa (IEASA).1 

Based on their access to and involvement in the Directors Forum (DF), the authors 
share their personal reflections on the interactions of the members of this forum, who 
are an important community of practice for IEASA’s institutional members, thus drawing 
on a collective voice of South African higher education institutions (HEIs). This article is 
informed by engagements of DF members, who are the directors of international offices of 
IEASA’s member institutions. Through this platform, IEASA has established a community 
of practice, which has played a key role at this time of crisis by fostering learning and 
exchange to address common challenges and find practical solutions. Through formal 
meetings and communication via informal channels such as a WhatsApp group, the DF 
members engage regularly to keep each other abreast of the latest developments, identify 
common challenges, share examples of institutional responses to such challenges and learn 
from each other’s good practices. As Chasi (2020, para. 10) notes, this engagement has 
“created a deep sense of community, as directors realised that the challenges they face are 
not unique to individual institutions, although their extent and severity can vary from one 
university to another”. In the case of the Covid‑19 pandemic, such a community of practice 
has been particularly important because institutional approaches to the implementation of 

1	 IEASA is a registered, non-profit organisation (NPO) dedicated to advancing the internationalisation of 
South African HE. It currently comprises 23 out of the 26 universities that make up the South African 
public HE sector. The following three institutions are currently not members of IEASA: Mangosuthu 
University of Technology, Sol Plaatje University and University of Mpumalanga.
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Covid‑19 related government policy and its impact on internationalisation have not been 
coordinated and aligned at the national level. 

HE Internationalisation in South Africa

General internationalisation trends 

Internationalisation has been a concern of increasing importance for South African 
universities since the end of apartheid and its resultant international sanctions and academic 
boycott. After 1994, the country saw a considerable influx of international students. 
Reflecting on IEASA’s history, Jooste (2007) notes that South African HEIs were initially 
under-prepared for the handling of international students coming to the country in 
increasing numbers. The first consultative meetings of the HE sector dealt mainly with 
issues arising from the presence of international students on South African campuses, 
including the potential for income generation, matters pertaining to immigration, language 
of instruction, the evaluation of non-South African qualifications as well as the provision 
of services to international students (Jooste, 2007). To help address these issues at a national 
level, it was recommended that a voluntary association be established, and IEASA was 
launched in January 1997 (Swemmer, 2018), resulting from the sector’s need to respond to 
the influx of international students. 

Internationalisation in the South African HE sector is no longer considered simply 
a matter of dealing with the presence of international students on university campuses 
across the country (Chasi, 2019). Internationalisation efforts of South African universities 
included, especially in the early years, setting up international offices and developing 
institutional internationalisation policies as well as activities regarding the recruitment 
of international students and staff, the mobilisation of local students and staff and the 
integration of an international dimension into programmes and curricula (Kishun, 2006). 
Over the past few years, there has been a focus on strengthening internationalisation of the 
curriculum (IoC) and internationalisation at home (IaH) dimensions as part of increased 
efforts to advance HE internationalisation in South Africa more equitably and inclusively. 
Most recently, the use of virtual exchanges and Collaborative Online International 
Learning (COIL) to internationalise the curriculum and to foster intercultural competence 
and multicultural learning has been gaining momentum, accelerated by Covid‑19 related 
changes to the way we study, do research and work. 

Policy uncertainty 

In November 2020, it was formally announced that South Africa’s first national policy 
framework for HE internationalisation has been ratified. However, leading up to that 
point, South African universities dealt with internationalisation mostly in their individual 
capacities for more than 20 years, with IEASA playing a facilitating and supporting 
role. As highlighted by Jooste and Hagenmeier (2018), IEASA identified the need for a 
national internationalisation policy as early as 2003 and was a major driving factor in its 
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development until the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) published 
its Draft Policy Framework for the Internationalisation of Higher Education in South Africa for 
public comment in 2017. 

In May 2020, IEASA called on the South African government to reaffirm its 
commitment to HE internationalisation by adopting the policy and supporting its 
implementation across the sector (IEASA, 2020). The need for policy clarity on 
internationalisation was also highlighted in a recent report on the country’s HE system 
in the period 2005-2017, which notes that policy uncertainty brings about challenges, 
particularly in light of calls by some parliamentarians to introduce quotas for the 
recruitment of international students and academic staff, which creates political pressures 
on universities and funding bodies (Essop, 2020). 

Inequality and underfunding 

Apart from a long period of policy uncertainty, HE internationalisation in South Africa 
happens in a challenging HE environment characterised by inequality and underfunding. 
In its policy framework for HE internationalisation in South Africa, the DHET (2019) 
includes as rationales the positioning of the country’s HE sector to be competitive in a 
globalised world, the advancing of HE quality as well as the benefiting of society at large 
and enhancing opportunities for HE to contribute to the public good. However, HE 
internationalisation has not been advanced evenly across the country’s universities. More 
than 20 years after the end of apartheid, the internationalisation policy recognises that 
historically disadvantaged institutions (HDIs) “still have very low levels of international 
relations and are not yet, therefore, benefiting from internationalisation to the degree that 
they could” (DHET, 2019, p. 21). 

In a university sector that is generally underfunded,2 when compared internationally, 
HE internationalisation competes for limited resources with other institutional priorities 
and is often put on the back burner of institutional initiatives. IEASA recognises that there 
is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to HE internationalisation in South Africa. The diversity of 
its member institutions manifests itself in different historical, geographical and operational 
contexts as well as in different institutional priorities and different levels of financial and 
human resource capacity allocated to internationalisation. In this context, it is imperative 
that internationalisation endeavours of universities are increasingly relevant and aligned to 
other institutional and national goals, contributing to transformation, nation-building and 
the public good. 

2	 While the level of HE spending has increased over the years, government subsidies for South Africa’s 
26 public universities have been declining in real terms, and one of the recommendations made by the 
Commission of Enquiry into Higher Education and Training (2017) was that government should work 
towards funding the university sector with one per cent of GDP.
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Internationalisation policy focus 

As highlighted in the internationalisation policy framework, South African HEIs must 
design their internationalisation activities in such a way that priority is, first and foremost, 
given to South Africa’s interests. Thereafter:

… where possible and relevant, the following order of priority focus should be observed 
in terms of interests: the SADC [Southern African Development Community] states; 
the rest of the African continent; BRICS [Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa]; 
the global South and emerging economies; and the world beyond. �
� (DHET, 2019, p. 22)

When it comes to student enrolments, this priority focus is already manifest in so far as 
the majority of international students in South Africa are African and mostly from SADC 
countries. The SADC focus is in line with the SADC Protocol on Education and Training 
Development (SADC, 1997), which recommends that member states reserve at least five 
per cent of their university admissions for students from other SADC nations.

International students in South Africa 

International student trends 

Since the end of apartheid, South Africa has been a popular destination for international 
students, particularly from the continent. Factors contributing to its attractiveness include 
the presence of several South African HEIs in major international university rankings, a 
well-established HE sector offering internationally recognised qualifications, the use of 
English as the main medium of instruction and relatively low costs of living. 

International students are generally distinguished into two main categories: degree-
seeking students and short-term students, of which the former are the majority of 
international students in South Africa. A total of 68 036 international degree-seeking 
students were registered at South African universities in 2017, accounting for approxi
mately 6.5 per cent of the total student population of 1 036 984 (CHE, 2019).3 

Between 2005 and 2017, international student numbers grew by 32.5 per cent 
(Essop, 2020). Almost half of this growth is accounted for by an increase in postgraduate 
enrolments, particularly from the rest of Africa (ibid.). Between 2005 and 2017, inter
national postgraduate enrolments increased by 106.4 per cent, and at the doctoral level, 
international students as a proportion of total doctoral enrolments increased from 23.1 
per cent to 39.6 per cent (ibid.). This means that international students make a significant 
contribution towards national development, specifically the goal of having 5 000 doctoral 
graduates annually by 2030 (NPC, 2012).

3	 It is worth noting in this regard that if the total numbers are disaggregated further, it becomes apparent 
that 26 740 international students, which equals almost 40 per cent of all international students, are not 
pursuing their studies in South Africa but are registered for distance education programmes, offered 
mostly through the University of South Africa (Unisa), the country’s dedicated distance education 
institution (IEASA, 2019).
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The vast majority of international degree-seeking students registered at South African 
universities are African. In 2017, a total of 60 334 students were from other countries on 
the continent, making up 88.7 per cent of all international students. What is more, 48 641 
students came from the SADC region, accounting for 71.5 per cent of international 
student enrolments (CHE, 2019). Many of these students come to South Africa for a 
variety of reasons including political instability, economic hardship and negative impacts of 
climate change in neighbouring countries. 

Apart from degree-seeking students, South African HEIs also host international 
students for short-term periods and study abroad semesters. The vast majority of these 
students come from North America and Europe on a fee-paying basis or on the basis of 
fee-waiver agreements as part of institutional exchange agreements. However, national data 
from South African sources is not widely and easily available for this category, as it has not 
been gathered systematically and consistently across the sector and over time. However, 
Open Doors states, for example, that 341 751 students from the Unites States (US) studied 
abroad for academic credit for periods in‑between eight weeks or less to one academic year 
in 2017/2018. Of these students, 6 001 chose South Africa as their study destination, making 
it the 11th most popular destination for US students in that year (Open Doors, 2019).

Notwithstanding differences in types of students and numbers, international students 
are present on the vast majority of university campuses across South Africa. All of IEASA’s 
member institutions have established international offices to serve as first point of contact 
for international students and to provide them with general guidance and advice on 
matters related to their studies in South Africa. 

University services for international students

Student services for international students are organised very differently across the range of 
South African HEIs, indicating varying degrees of importance assigned to internationali
sation as an institutional priority. In some universities, internationalisation is a key part of 
the institution’s overall forward-looking strategy, driven by the Vice-Chancellor. In others, 
internationalisation competes for attention with more pressing local issues such as the 
impact of water shortages or failing municipality services.

While international offices have been established, their positioning within each 
institution, function, size, capacity, role and funding model vary greatly. Most importantly, 
the extent of the services available to international students in any particular institution is 
influenced by their funding model. While some international offices are allocated a modest 
university budget, others generate funding through their activities in order to pay for 
their costs, including substantial income through bespoke short courses and study abroad 
programmes. In some international offices, a mixed model is adopted combining core 
university funding and income generated from office activities. Some universities charge 
international student levies and others do not. The levies themselves are also allocated 
differently in each institution to either the central university budget or the relevant faculty 
and other units including the international office, or a combination of both.
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Well-resourced offices tend to deal with internationalisation more broadly and 
comprehensively, including international visitors and events as well as the entire cycle of an 
international student’s experience from initial marketing and recruiting to graduation. The 
services provided for international students include orientation, registration and a range 
of specific international student services pertaining to immigration and medical aid, as a 
core visa requirement. In contrast, smaller offices may deal with only some aspects of these 
student services, with others being provided by general student service units usually housed 
within the Registrar’s and student affairs divisions.

As alluded to earlier, there is an unevenness about the prevalence of internationalisation 
and service provision for international students on South African campuses. Against this 
backdrop, Covid‑19 has affected universities and international students in South Africa 
differently. 

Covid‑19 Impact on HE Internationalisation: The Case of International 
Students in South Africa 
The impact of Covid‑19 related restrictions on international student mobility has affected 
South African HEIs to varying degrees. On the one end of the spectrum, universities 
focused their responses to the pandemic mainly on the presence of a small number of 
international students. At the other end, a whole variety of international activities were 
at risk. For institutions that relied on income generated through international activities 
such as study abroad programmes and winter/summer schools, financial losses suffered 
due to Covid‑19 potentially threatened the sustainability of the very same initiatives 
and programmes and, in some instances, the sustainability of the funding model of the 
international office. 

The impact of Covid‑19 on international students in South Africa 

In response to Covid‑19, the South African government implemented measures following 
a risk-adjusted approach, taking into account several factors including but not limited to 
the level of infections, the rate of transmissions, the capacity of health facilities as well as 
the economic and social impact of implemented restrictions. This approach included a five-
level alert system, which determines the level of restrictions to be applied during different 
phases of the national state of disaster. The system ranges from lockdown level 5, with a 
high spread and a low health system readiness, to lockdown level 1, with a low spread and 
a high health system readiness.4

All students have been affected by measures implemented in response to Covid‑19 
such as travel bans, campus closures and the move to online teaching and learning. However, 
aspects of these measures have created specific challenges for international students that are 
experienced differently by local students or not shared by them at all. In addition, as the 

4	 More detailed information about the alert levels is published by the South African government and 
available at https://www.gov.za/covid-19/about/about-alert-system 

https://www.gov.za/covid-19/about/about-alert-system
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various levels of lockdown were adjusted, there was an increasing differentiation between 
the impact on students located inside South Africa, both local and international, and those 
outside the country. 

Travelling home before lockdown

When universities closed for early recess from 18 March 2020, students were asked to 
vacate university premises and return home. As IEASA (2020) highlights, such requests 
created challenges for local and international students alike, particularly when travelling 
home was linked to fears of health risks as well as logistical and financial difficulties. 
International students faced some additional challenges in that regard. For example, in 
contrast to their local counterparts, international students often stay in residences even 
during recess periods and return home only at the end of their academic programme or 
academic year or upon completion of their studies. In this instance, however, they were 
expected to make international travel plans at short notice and at a cost not budgeted for. 
Students from countries identified as high-risk were particularly concerned about leaving 
South Africa and their prospects of being able to return once campuses reopened. Further 
challenges arose due to flight cancellations and border closures in the wake of international 
travel bans and, in some instances, international students were unable to travel due to 
pending visa extensions. 

In effect, many full-time international students from beyond the SADC region could 
not leave the country. Study abroad students generally repatriated and resumed courses 
in their home institutions. With only a few days between the national lockdown being 
announced and it taking effect on 26 March 2020, some students had to leave the country 
in such a hurry that they left behind personal belongings and learning materials. Jooste and 
Hagenmeier (2020) point out that it was generally expected at the time that they would be 
able to return to their universities soon. 

Contact and communication

International students are generally requested to update their contact details on an annual 
basis. However, after campus closures, some students could no longer be reached via the 
contact details provided, especially if they had crossed the border and were no longer 
accessing South African mobile networks. Similarly, receiving electronic communication 
from their institutions was a challenge for students who had left campus and no longer 
had access to computers, data, networks and electricity. Under such conditions, institutions 
experienced considerable difficulties in establishing the whereabouts of their international 
students. Some discovered that students they thought had left the country actually stayed 
within the borders of South Africa. 

Accommodation 

In cases where international students were, for a variety of reasons, unable to travel home 
or find alternative accommodation, universities had to make arrangements for continued 
care and support, including accommodation. Some international students were therefore 
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allowed to stay in university residences on campus, with strict regulations to meet the 
necessary requirements regarding health standards and social distancing. Others were 
moved to alternative accommodation off campus. Even in cases where students stayed on 
campus, the provision of services for them was severely disrupted due to the closure of 
campus facilities as well as the shift to staff working from home, with personnel available on 
site reduced to a bare minimum.

Students who moved in with relatives or friends also faced specific challenges 
pertaining to accommodation, as they no longer had their own dedicated space. In one 
instance, a group of Zimbabwean scholarship students used their travel allowance to club 
together and rent a place, anticipating that it would be easier to continue with their studies 
in South Africa, in spite of inadequate financing. They feared returning home to places 
where there might be very little connectivity and thought they would access most of 
the same adaptive measures as South African students if they remained. As the lockdown 
continued for much longer than initially expected, they eventually ran into financial 
difficulty and required assistance from their host university to survive.

Immigration matters 

In January 2020, the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) provided visa exemptions until 
the end of March, which allowed universities to register international students who had 
applied for extensions of their study visas inside the country on the basis of   Visa Facilitation 
Services (VFS) receipts, as proof that their applications had been submitted. However, when 
campuses were closed in line with Covid‑19 related restrictions, these same students were 
initially informed that they could not leave South Africa without the risk of being declared 
undesirable and unable to return. Some students crossed the border regardless, and the 
consequences of this decision remained to be seen until international students were finally 
permitted to return and re‑enter the country to resume their studies.

On 26 March 2020, the Minister of Home Affairs issued a range of concessions for 
foreigners inside South Africa, including international students, and extended their visas 
until 31 July 2020 (DHA, 2020a), which permitted students to retain the same legal status 
as they held prior to lockdown. Subsequently, the concessions were further extended to 
31 October 2020 (DHA, 2020b). While these concessions assisted students whose visas 
expired during lockdown in terms of their legal status in the country, there were other 
material hardships for students due to the closure of VFS offices and the unavailability 
of services. To mention some examples, there was no facility to change the conditions of 
visas, which affected students who wanted to change universities and could not register 
at their new institution. Students who had completed their PhD studies and were due to 
commence postdoctoral research could not apply for the correct visa and missed funded 
research opportunities. Pharmacy students, who were to complete their final year and take 
up internships, were delayed, which will impact on their career opportunities for 2021. 

The DHET announced on 26 August 2020 that the target for completion of the 
2020 academic year will be the end of February 2021 (DHET, 2020c). This means that 
some international students will need to extend their study visas beyond December 2020. 
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Even if an extension is granted automatically by the DHA, students will incur additional, 
previously not anticipated expenses, such as for maintaining their medical aid cover, which 
is a core study visa requirement. 

As the examples relating to travel, communication, accommodation and immigration 
show, the specific circumstances of international students are generally complex and varied. 
This means that universities have to accommodate international students often on a case-
by-case basis, requiring ad-hoc and tailor-made solutions. In the context of Covid‑19, the 
need for differentiated services was exacerbated even further, as students found themselves 
in different scenarios, depending on how measures implemented to prevent the spread 
of the pandemic affected them. Whatever services they provided, universities had to be 
mindful of the different situations international students found themselves in – on campus; 
off campus but in a host institution location; elsewhere in the country or at home outside 
South Africa.

Inclusion in Times of Covid‑19
The question of inclusion arises particularly in the context of national and institutional 
plans to assist students in successfully completing the 2020 academic year despite severe 
disruptions. The Minister of Higher Education, Science and Innovation proclaimed that no 
student is to be left behind in that regard (SA News, 2020). However, it appears that several 
groups of students are at a high risk of being left behind, most notably students “living in 
conditions that are not conducive to online learning, without access to computers and 
laptops, affordable data, reliable internet connectivity, electricity or a dedicated physical 
space in which to study” (IEASA, 2020, p. 2). Another group of students at risk are 
international students, especially those who were, in adherence of lockdown regulations, 
outside the borders of South Africa until they were eventually able to return under 
lockdown level 1, which took effect on 21 September 2020. 

In early June 2020, the DHET observed that the numbers of international students 
in university residences on and off campus were small (DHET, 2020b). Taking into 
account reports from universities that considerable numbers of their international students 
remained elsewhere in the country, the question still arose of how the DHET and other 
government departments accommodated the needs and interests of international students 
outside South Africa. These students were not at the forefront of considerations and plans 
for the successful completion of the 2020 academic year, as such plans, at both national and 
institutional levels, targeted mainly local students and international students who remained 
in South Africa. 

Return to campus 

Returning to campus was particularly important for students who were living and studying 
in challenging circumstances. However, in planning the phased reopening of campuses 
and resumption of face-to face teaching, the DHET confirmed that only under lockdown 
level 1, “International students who were residing outside of the country during the 



Samia Chasi & Orla Quinlan: Inclusion in Times of Covid-19:  The Case of International Students …   215

lockdown period may return (provided that international travel is permitted)” at that time 
(DHET, 2020b, p. 9). These students were thus essentially excluded from opportunities to 
return to campus in a staggered approach, in the same way as local students. This affected 
the students’ ability to access study and research facilities on campus, which was, in turn, 
likely to negatively impact their academic performance and progress. 

To further illustrate the complexities, on 30 April 2020 the DHET (2020a) announced 
that the only exception to campus closures under lockdown level 4 would be the 
controlled return of clinical training students in their final year to assist with ongoing health 
management efforts of the Department of Health (DoH). However, this directive did not 
make any explicit provision for the return of international students studying in their final 
year towards qualifications in the relevant disciplines. It was reported in the news that some 
final-year students returned to South Africa from Namibia at the end of May (Kandovazu, 
2020). As Jooste and Hagenmeier (2020) note:

There was no clarity about whether this would include international students; the 
wording was at least wide enough to allow for this. Stakeholders interpreted the 
regulations in different ways, but at least a limited number of international final-year 
medical students returned from Lesotho. � (para. 8-9)

The Department of Co-Operative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA, 
2020) issued regulations for lockdown level 3 indicating that “daily commuters from 
neighbouring countries who attend school in the Republic” (p. 13) may be allowed entry. 
However, no similar provision was explicitly made for international students from such 
countries, revealing inconsistencies in the treatment of international school learners and 
international students. 

On 26 August 2020, the DHET stated that in case international travel be permitted 
under lockdown level 2, “Priority may have to be given to Registrars and senior Medical 
Students” (DHET, 2020c, p. 11). Again, no further details regarding the implementation of 
such provision were provided. 

Remote learning

When the DHET announced that international students would be allowed to return to 
campuses only under lockdown level 1, it also stated that “These international students 
will be supported through remote learning support until they return” (DHET, 2020b, p. 8). 
In practice, the capacity of universities to provide remote learning and support differed 
significantly. While some institutions, most notably research-intensive universities, were 
able to implement remote teaching and learning as an emergency measure from as early 
as the second term starting in April 2020, others, especially HDIs, were still struggling to 
adequately provide teaching and learning services online when the phased re‑opening of 
campuses started in June 2020.

Furthermore, institutional efforts to support students by providing learning devices and 
data were, for the most part, limited to local and international students in South Africa for 
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logistical and financial reasons. For example, laptops were more laborious and expensive to 
transport across borders, and data deals were more difficult to negotiate with companies 
outside South Africa’s borders. At the same time, challenges with internet connectivity and 
bandwidth are often even more pronounced in students’ home countries on the continent. 
Universities made attempts to support students by negotiating with mobile communications 
companies in neighbouring countries and also approached alumni networks for assistance. 
In some instances, students in Lesotho, Namibia and Botswana received laptops. There are 
also cases where universities were able to support students with free data or rebates or data 
allowances. Data was made available to some students in neighbouring countries, especially 
in Lesotho and eSwatini. 

Despite these efforts, universities did not generally have the requisite contacts, 
mechanisms and budgets in place to support students who were outside of the country, 
particularly in the initial phase of adapting to the ‘new normal’. There was a distinct time 
lag in finding ways to assist international students, which is a continuing challenge. For 
example, the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg (Wits, 2020a) announced 
on 14 April 2020 that it would re‑open on 20 April and institute an emergency remote 
teaching and learning programme to help minimise the time lost in the academic project. 
A few days later, Wits (2020b) confirmed that students registered on one of the four major 
mobile networks operating in South Africa would receive 30GB of data at no cost for one 
month. However, it took four months until the University announced that international 
students based in Lesotho, eSwatini and Zimbabwe would also receive data from Wits 
(Belle, 2020). As this example shows, the support for international students was, even where 
available, delayed and neither uniform nor comprehensive across the board.

Reasons for lack of inclusive approaches

To a large extent, the lack of adequate consideration for international students can be 
ascribed to the unprecedented nature of the Covid‑19 pandemic and the lack of relevant 
national and institutional resources, structures, systems, digital platforms and experiences 
in dealing with such a crisis. It quite literally caught everyone by surprise. Of greater 
concern is the lack of clarity and detail in government directives, which, in the absence of 
coordinated, sector-wide approaches, left each university to interpret them differently, as in 
the case of the return of final year medical students. 

Various concerns arose regarding the return of international students from outside 
South Africa, as their reintegration into classes and campus life was expected to involve 
additional time and resources, particularly regarding requirements for quarantine and 
self-isolation. Furthermore, it was anticipated that international students who had left 
the country without awaiting the outcome of their ongoing visa extension applications 
might experience challenges with their visas upon re‑entry. In effect, students from the 
SADC region returned to South Africa on visitors’ visas, acquired at the border and, with 
DHA concessions, collected their study visa application outcomes inside South Africa. A 
proportion of students decided not to return to South Africa in 2020 and continued to 
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learn online. Their visa outcomes await collection at VFS offices, where they will be kept 
for a few months before being returned to the DHA. Some students may be anticipating 
collecting visa outcomes early in 2021, as they come to register for the new academic year.

A possible reason why considerations and plans did not specifically cater for international 
students is the lack of well-informed representation at the national level. For example, 
when the Department of Higher Education, Science and Innovation (DHESI) established a 
dedicated Covid‑19 Team in mid-March 2020, this did not include representation of bodies 
that can specifically speak for international students. This might have been an oversight 
giving expression to the lack of prioritisation of HE internationalisation and existing policy 
uncertainty at the time, as indicated earlier. 

The lack of adequate and consistent concern for the needs of international students 
can negatively affect their individual study experiences. The psychological impact of being 
asked to leave and the delays in being accommodated to participate in online teaching 
and learning and in being allowed back onto campus may affect international students’ 
confidence in their home institutions’ ability to treat them equally and equitably in 
comparison to local students. In the long-term, this carries the risk of more far-reaching 
reputational damage to the entire sector. In that regard, Jooste and Hagenmeier (2020) 
point out that the way international students were being treated during the ongoing 
Covid‑19 crisis may determine South Africa’s ability “to retain its position as a regional 
higher education hub and whether it will be able to be a driver for PhD capacity 
development in the SADC region and Africa following the pandemic” (para. 2). They 
note further that any unjustified discrimination of international students “may infringe 
the country’s internationally celebrated Constitution, taint South Africa’s standing as a 
higher education hub and jeopardise its existing reputation as a preferred destination for 
international students” (para. 23).  This is especially true if students are unable to successfully 
complete their academic programme. 

Way forward

For the reasons mentioned above, it is imperative that the government’s aim to not leave 
any student behind is achieved. In a position paper published in May 2020, IEASA (2020) 
appealed to universities and other HE stakeholders to ensure that international students 
are not left out of considerations for the successful completion of the 2020 academic 
programme. Learning from experiences so far, this means that internationalisation 
considerations need to be given more prominence in ongoing and future responses to 
Covid‑19. It also requires a more deliberate engagement with the needs and interests of 
international students, which must be taken into account when designing initiatives and 
programmes at both national and institutional levels. Such initiatives and programmes 
should be equitable and afford international students the same opportunities as local 
students. Plans to facilitate the continuity of academic and support services need to cater 
for international students who are inside the country as well as those who are outside the 
border of South Africa.
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Based on the collective experience of IEASA’s members (IEASA, 2020), institutions 
would benefit from greater alignment and coordination of efforts to combat Covid‑19 at 
national level, including the collaboration of different government departments impacting 
on international student issues, most notably the DHESI, the DHA and the Department of 
International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO). Institutions, especially those that are 
underprivileged and under-resourced, also stand to gain from more inclusive, sector-wide 
approaches, for example, regarding the pooling of institutional resources to create regional 
or national platforms for online teaching as well as the negotiation of internet and data-
related deals with mobile communications companies (ibid.).

Concluding Remarks
At the global level, the full impact of the Covid‑19 pandemic on the future of HE 
internationalisation is as yet unclear. As a member of the Network of International 
Education Associations (NIEA), IEASA supports a recently published statement reaffirming 
the value and importance of international education and research, highlighting that 
measures implemented to limit international HE should be time-bound (NIEA, 2020). 
This includes any restrictions on international students. 

In South Africa, the full impact of restrictions implemented in response to Covid‑19 
is difficult to predict at a time when it is not yet clear how successfully the 2020 academic 
year will be completed. Similarly, it has not yet been established how many international 
students were able to make use of online teaching and learning, where offered, and how 
this has impacted on their academic performance. 

There is some indication that the ‘new normal’ of teaching and learning will include 
blended approaches. Similarly, it can be expected that some of the new ways of working 
remotely will find their way into service provision for international students. At the same 
time, international students are likely to want and need a physical campus experience to 
enhance their immersion and integration by ensuring conducive study conditions and 
human interactions. 

Covid‑19 has undoubtedly caused a disruptive shock to the core functions of 
universities. However, it also provides HEIs with an opportunity to adapt positively to 
an ever-changing internationalisation environment and emerge as institutions that are 
smarter, more inclusive and more responsive. This includes adopting creative and innovative 
approaches to the way in which they service and support different categories of students, 
including international students, who make a very valuable contribution to the intellectual 
and cultural diversity of South African universities and the development of the South 
African HE sector. 
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Abstract
As reflective practitioners working in disability inclusion, we constantly work with shifting realities 
concerning our students, who are not a homogenous group. The coronavirus pandemic (Covid‑19) was 
a reality least expected in 2020, yet we used our flexible approach to make the transition as smooth as 
we possibly could. The Disability Unit (DU) is one of five units located within the Centre for Student 
Counselling and Development at Stellenbosch University (SU) and falls within the responsibility 
centre of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Teaching and Learning. The DU was founded in 2007 and is 
15 years old in 2021. We aim to foster disability inclusion within a transformative framework at SU, 
with our main focus on students with disabilities. Our wider aim is universal access, which includes 
working towards the removal of cultural, social, language and disability barriers in the higher education 
context. We are guided by the Disability Access Policy (2018) of SU. Since the latter part of March 
2020, we had to shift to online teaching and learning. This came at a time when we were preparing 
for the end of the term and student support was being put in place. The onset of Covid‑19 occasioned 
unanticipated reflections and challenges, which we share in this article. We also reflect on what we have 
learnt and how we can move forward in a changed academic environment catapulted into a digital 
world. We do this reflection by following the Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988) which offers a way 
to reflect and learn from experience.  The cycle is weaved into the reflections as it follows a process 
of describing the context of the DU, expressing how the Covid‑19 pandemic was felt by staff and 
students, evaluating and learning from what was experienced. According to Lyner-Cleophas (2020), 
online learning has benefits and challenges, especially considering students with disabilities.
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Introduction and Contextualising the Disability Unit
The Stellenbosch University (SU) Vision 2040 (SU, 2018a) and Disability Access Policy 
(SU, 2018b) echo the values that underpin the work of the DU. Excellence, compassion, 
accountability, respect and equity are the values that inform our vision at SU. We hereby 
aim for an enabling environment for our students and the systemic disability inclusion of 
staff and students, although our focus is chiefly on students. We managed to pursue these 
values during the pandemic.

The DU had approximately 462 students who had indicated a disability on application 
to SU in 2020. While this is the number of students who disclosed a disability, those who 
seek support is far greater, totalling approximately 768 students in all years of study that 
were receiving support in 2020 (SU, 2020d). At times, students are known to not disclose a 
disability, or they do not view their difficulties as a disability. 

A wide range of students with disabilities are seen at SU. These include students with 
physical or sensory disabilities such as deaf, blind and visually impaired students, chronically 
ill students and students with neurological difficulties. Mental health conditions that require 
support also fall into this category.

The types of support that students receive at SU can include extended time on 
tests and examinations, the use of a computer to write examinations (the main means of 
communication during Covid‑19) and the use of scribes or readers (mainly electronic 
means are used, such as JAWS, ZoomText and Read & Write). 

The Biopsychosocial Model of Disability espoused by the World Health Organization 
(WHO,  2002) confirms that people with disabilities are not one-dimensional. No two 
students with the same disability are the same. General functioning, biological, psychological, 
social and political factors, education, health and economics include elements important 
to consider when students come to university. Psychological and emotional realities are 
highlighted by Watermeyer and Swartz (2008) as is the impact of the broader social and 
physical context by Oliver (2009).

Context is clearly important, and the nature of the disability and its manifestation 
impact various areas of life. A student with a disability will therefore be impacted by what is 
occurring in broader society and will have psychological and emotional responses to events, 
whether at domestic, national or international level, like all other students. On a personal 
level, students with disabilities experience more anxiety than students without, depending 
on the nature of their disability. 

The Disability Access Policy is of relevance to SU as a whole. This means that disability 
inclusion on campus is the responsibility of everybody on campus and not only of the DU. 



M. Lyner-Cleophas, L. Apollis, I. Erasmus et al.: Disability Unit Practitioners at Stellenbosch University …   225

Our General Response to Covid‑19
Just as we were rounding off the first term at SU, the Covid‑19 pandemic was thrust 
upon us (SU, 2020a). We were finalising our students’ academic support plans and test and 
examination concessions, putting in place assistive technologies (hardware and software) 
and ensuring funding in accordance with students’ specific financial and other support 
needs when the pandemic struck. Staff and students were asked to vacate their offices, 
classrooms, laboratories, libraries and residences at SU. This was an anxiety-provoking and 
uncertain time for staff and students. Our most vulnerable students became more anxious 
during this time, and we needed to acknowledge and respond to the vulnerability, as well as 
contain our emotions and experiences of the pandemic.

The South African government, SU and global organisations such as the United 
Nations (UN, 2020) issued notices and policy briefs that care should be shown to the most 
vulnerable people in society during this time. It was expected that inequalities would be 
exacerbated during this time and that the educational sector would not be spared.

Our main response was to provide continued support to students with disabilities 
through Emergency Remote Teaching, Learning and Assessment (ERLTA). While ERTLA 
was a challenge for some students and staff, learning took place for all.

South African Realities
The Department of Higher Education in South Africa acknowledges the barriers that 
exist in the post-school sector for people with disabilities and describes ways in which 
these obstacles can be overcome, but in broad policy terms only. Even though this national 
disability framework is contested (Ngubane-Mokiwa, Mutanga & Bothwell, 2018), it 
nonetheless provides a foundation to build on. Emphasis is placed on the digital economy 
and assistive devices and how these add to the support to students with disabilities. 

The Covid‑19 pandemic exacerbated the inequalities in Africa (UN, 2020). Inequalities 
were witnessed at SU too, but these could mostly be sorted out through negotiations 
between students and SU despite initial South African government guidelines and policies. 
For example, it was easy for certain students to go home at short notice when asked to do 
so but more challenging for those who experienced funding restraints and had to travel 
long distances. Taking national or international flights home was not an easy option. 

Most students commute to campus daily and stay on campus to have access to Wi‑Fi 
and data given the existing infrastructural networks, particularly when access at their homes 
is non-existent or their circumstances are not conducive to study. A few students with 
disabilities did stay in Stellenbosch, in either private or SU residences during this time. They 
had to adjust to being isolated from other students and staff during the hard lockdown and 
to only focus on their studies. To the students who stayed behind, they felt that they were 
in a hard lockdown throughout the varying levels of the pandemic, as they were restricted 
to their residences. All safety and social distancing precautions determined by the South 
African government had to be adhered to.
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Academic Support and Counselling Online
The ERTLA was instituted to include all students in the online environment and to 
facilitate successful study (SU, 2020b). This developed to the extent that during the second 
semester, further student engagement was put in place.  This included online tutors, flexible 
assessment practices, and a mentor programme for certain modules, additional online 
assessments and assignments, increased consultation time and increased synchronous and 
asynchronous teaching activities. 

Accessibility in ERTLA developed well since the start of the lockdown, and flexibility 
was introduced. While students initially only received a PowerPoint presentation or a 
voice recording explaining the PowerPoint, it helped, especially deaf students, to have the 
recordings converted into text for better access. Deaf students who used South African Sign 
Language as a first language found that their interpreters could establish a workable online 
medium to explain presentations sent to them by their lecturers. They also did online 
assessments with Sign Language interpretation.

Sufficient data, access to devices, good bandwidth and electricity access became 
additional matters to contend with, particularly during the first semester. Lecturers had 
to find ways to do assessments in an inclusive manner. Many found universal extra time 
measures to be a good solution to connectivity issues, and this benefitted all students. They 
felt at ease that they would have sufficient time to complete assignments and assessments. 
Additional extra time during online assessments was granted where this was approved by 
SU, also through an online process. 

Academic support consultations took place via MS Teams, WhatsApp, telephone 
and Zoom. We were very flexible in our response to students during this time, providing 
psychosocial support as well as academic counselling as needed to students with disabilities. 
Most students had adjusted by the end of the second term.

Collaboration-Enhanced Flexibility
When students left campus, they increasingly experienced data constraints and problems 
with hardware. This was largely addressed by agreements between SU and technology 
service providers, telecom companies such as Mweb, Cell-C and Vodacom, the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) and the Department of Higher Education and 
Training. The University developed various work streams, including the teaching and 
learning work stream. Training of lecturers took place during April, and students were 
given further guidance on how to access teaching and learning material on their learning 
management system called SUNLearn. Specific information was also shared with the focus 
on students with disabilities, such as how to apply for test and examination concessions 
and how extra time would work online (SU, 2020b). In the teaching and learning work 
stream, there was Student Representative Council representation, including a special 
needs manager. This student had a visual disability and worked very closely with the DU 
and the teaching and learning work stream, providing pertinent information on students’ 
experiences during the pandemic, which informed better practices.
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Some students with neurodevelopmental disabilities, for whom the lack of structure 
made it hard to adapt to the home environment, found the transition to ERTLA disruptive. 
This created increased anxiety. Classes were not always at set times and recordings of lectures 
were often sent later, which made it hard for students to manage their time and develop 
their own programme. However, students who experienced social anxiety often found this 
transition to be easier as they did not have to contend with the anxiety around interactions 
and the big classroom spaces of SU. Some students with psychosocial difficulties could also 
adjust their day according to their sleep pattern (Widnall, 2020). 

Phased-in Return of Students
In a measured and cautious manner, a third of students were allowed to return to campus 
around mid-year but in an online way as far as possible, including practical and research-
based course work. The necessary physical distancing and hygiene measures were in place. 
Returning to the various campuses was done in phases and under controlled circumstances. 
Firstly, the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences welcomed its final-year students 
back to the Tygerberg campus. After this, final-year students who had to be on campus 
for research purposes, practical sessions and laboratory work or who were experiencing 
extreme difficulties at home could return to our main campus. 

The return of the remaining two-thirds of students commenced at the start of writing 
this article and was instituted from 1 September. Detailed plans for students had not been 
implemented, except that the ERTLA support mechanism process was to continue in 
most faculties. Certain students with disabilities were requested, by invitation, to return to 
campus as they were struggling in the online environment to adapt to coursework, which 
they found useful. Additionally, if students struggled in the home environment, they could 
return to residences while still adhering to the necessary social distancing and hygiene 
regulations. 

Financial Support
In South Africa, no specific ring-fenced funding for students with disabilities is built 
into subsidies to universities. Students in the low-income brackets can source funding 
through the NSFAS, a government funding scheme that ensures access to funds for tuition, 
accommodation, meals, books, living costs, and assistive technology and support. 

When the pandemic struck, the NSFAS decided that all students receiving funding 
would receive laptops. This came after SU had already embarked on a drive to ascertain 
which students needed data and devices such as laptops to continue their studies online. 
About 1 500 SU students received laptops. These are on loan to students and if returned 
will not be charged against their student account at the end of lockdown. Those who do 
not return the laptop will be charged for it at the end of lockdown. The NSFAS offered to 
pay such charges for any NSFAS-funded student who borrowed a laptop from universities 
and wished to keep it after 2020. During these difficult times, all NSFAS-funded students 
received their full food allowances, book allowances and accommodation fees for the year, 
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bearing in mind that SU did cost adjustments for students who left campus and were not 
using campus services such as residences on campus. A payment relief agreement was made.

However, students with annual family incomes above R600 000 South African rands 
do not have access to funding from NSFAS. The importance of private sector funds as an 
adjunct to funding in the disability sector in the post-school sector cannot be emphasised 
enough, given this context. 

Additionally, the DU receives private sector funding from First National Bank, one of 
the biggest banks in South Africa. Through the FirstRand Foundation that manages the 
bank’s corporate social investment projects, it supports a range of sectors, such as education. 
SU is one of the beneficiaries of such funding. The DU had built in a large contingency 
fund with the FirstRand Foundation to cover any unexpected expenses incurred by 
students with disabilities. This was invaluable as requests that arose during the pandemic 
were for extra tutoring in the online environment, extra data for tutors and students, and 
assistance with an internet package to enable academic work off campus. The funding 
provided by the FirstRand Foundation allowed us to provide a mentor who helped to 
support students during lockdown. To have a fellow student with a disability check in with 
a FirstRand-funded student was invaluable as students often felt isolated and confused 
during this time. Both the NSFAS and First National Bank were flexible about support 
during the pandemic.

The Michael and Susan Dell Foundation was an additional funder that enabled support 
in the online environment (SU, 2020c), and this funding was only procured during ERTLA.

Course Workload Adaptations
Many students reported an increase in workload during the off‑campus and online work 
period. At times students became overwhelmed by the heavy workload and this added much 
stress to their already stressed lives. The University gave students a chance to deregister from 
study modules with no negative consequences during the first semester, and these modules 
could be resumed in the new academic year in 2021. This provided much relief to many 
students, although some were uncertain about this due to not knowing how long the 
pandemic would last. We provided academic counselling to a few students with disabilities 
who were at risk of deregistering entirely. In most cases, we managed to assist them with 
lightening their course load so that they did not deregister completely but rather staggered 
their course load by deregistering for some subjects and focusing on those that they could 
cope with. Some students with learning disabilities experienced increased anxiety, and they 
opted for this solution as well.

Assistive Technology in the Online Environment
The use of technology became increasingly universal for all students in the online 
environment (SU, 2020b). Support measures were put in place to assist students with online 
learning. Through long-time collaboration between the DU and HUMARGA (an SU 
computer user area for students in the humanities), specialist knowledge regarding assistive 
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technology is shared and students are generally adequately supported in this way. Many 
students with disabilities were already acquainted with assistive technologies as an adjunct 
to the technology generally used by all students, such as computers, laptops, tablets and 
smartphones. Assistive technology commonly used for reading, assignments and assessments 
at SU includes JAWS, Zoom Text and Read & Write (Lyner-Cleophas, 2019). Students 
are very grateful for this relatively easy access to assistive technology support. It provides 
invaluable academic support and allows for better access to academic material, in line with 
our policy of improving access to students with disabilities, which is not only physical but 
also regarding information.

About 49 students used the services of the Resource Office at the DU in 2020 where 
learning material is adapted. Staff here also source e‑books. Despite the shift off campus, 
material could still be adapted, although the channel of distribution to the students shifted 
to OneDrive and Dropbox. Since the students had assistive technology available on their 
personal computers, they could continue to study independently. For example, a blind 
student studying theology is continuing his Biblical Hebrew studies with his tutor using 
Skype meetings and pre‑recorded lectures. His learning material in Braille is made available 
in an electronic format that he can read on his electronic Braille display. He would not 
have been able to continue his Biblical Hebrew studies without this technology as it was 
impossible to produce hardcopy Braille material during lockdown. 

Certain platforms such as SUNLearn, MS Teams and Zoom are a challenge to navigate 
with assistive technology such as screen readers and Braille displays. Some students needed 
extra training before they were able to take part in discussions, access learning material and 
complete assessments.

Assessments in the Online Environment and Adaptations
Students with disabilities in particular were anxious about how they would be able to link 
up to classes once the new term started in April 2020 and do their assessments, particularly 
in cases where they received scribes and extra time as support when on campus. Online 
quizzes were formative ways to assess students’ knowledge in certain areas of work. 
Concerns were raised by students about being granted extra time for these quizzes.

For the most part, the online quizzes worked well and lecturers could make individual 
adaptations to students’ quiz time. During the June 2020 examinations, all students were 
granted examination paper downloading time of mainly five minutes and uploading 
time of mainly thirty minutes after they had completed their papers. This allowed for any 
internet uploading and downloading difficulties that students might have experienced 
during the examination starting and completion process – universal extra time was allowed 
for the technological processes to be completed. However, there were lecturers who were 
not aware of this concession or forgot to provide extra time. Some lecturers also thought 
that the extra uploading and downloading time would be sufficient for those students 
with disabilities who already qualified for extra time. Such students, however, needed extra 
time additional to the extra uploading and downloading time granted to all. Where such 
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uncertainties emerged, lecturers made the necessary allowances. Lecturers also had to learn 
how to adjust extra time for quizzes as this form of formative assessment was often used 
during ERTLA.

Test and Examination Concessions: Background
In line with the SU policy for inclusivity regarding assessments, we have a well-established 
process in place whereby students can apply for test and examination concessions 
depending on their specific disability. During ERTLA, the process to apply for concessions 
at SU shifted to a fully electronic system where applications for test and exam concessions 
were worked through on an MS Teams group and where applications could only be sent to 
skryftyd@sun.ac.za and the option to hand in a hardcopy was eliminated. Most buildings 
were closed with most staff members working online and off campus. 

The Extra Writing Time Committee could not meet physically, but the members sent 
their comments via an electronic system to each other for approval. Once approved, the 
specific concessions were loaded onto the examination system. However, official letters 
could not be printed for students to collect at offices, due to their closure during this 
time. Confirmation of extra writing time letters were thus emailed to students and faculty 
support officers informed lecturers that the extra writing time and other concessions had 
been loaded onto the class lists. The practice of loading of the concessions that students are 
granted has been in place for a few years. An awareness already exists on the part of lecturers 
about specific concessions to students, and they ensure that the necessary support is put 
in place, such as enlarged test papers, extra writing time, writing in a separate venue and 
electronic question papers due to students’ using screen readers to read the papers. 

During level 3 lockdown, the Examinations Office officials received permission to 
go to the office to print the concession letters, sign them, and scan and email them to all 
students who needed these letters. Letters could not be sent via the postal services as these 
were delayed and students’ addresses were not always accurate on the SU system. After the 
2020 registration, most students did not receive their updated concession letters for the 
year. As the Covid‑19 lockdown started on 26 March 2020 in South Africa, before most 
tests were written, students did not have their official SU letters, which caused high anxiety 
when online quizzes took place when the second term started. In the rush to leave campus, 
several students who had updated their letters for 2020 left their letters at their residences. 

Numerous applications for concessions were received for the June examinations as 
students became anxious regarding the impact that ERTLA was having on their studies. 
Online assessments made students anxious too. If an assessment that stretched over a few 
days was given to students, extra time was normally not granted because it was not as time 
pressured as a one-, two- or three-hour assessment. Universal granting of extra time was 
practised by a few faculties as an accommodation measure during this time. 

Student Appointments in the Disability Unit
Students would usually come to our offices physically to make an appointment. Some 
students might have been reluctant to make an appointment due to social stigma or other 
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anxieties around being seen at the Centre for Student Counselling and Development 
where the DU is situated.  Approaching a disability support facility could also be construed 
as stigmatising to some students. During ERTLA, students could make appointments 
for virtual sessions via email to a generic disability@sun.ac.za email address or contact 
us individually. We had updated information sent by SU regularly for students to access 
support services, and contact details were very clear. We had regular contact with new and 
existing (pre‑Covid‑19) students. Office phone numbers were diverted to staff members’ 
cell phone numbers and Skype for Business. Many used MS Teams as well for calls.  This 
provided a degree of anonymity and a less exposed way of engaging with staff about their 
disability. In the online space, nobody would see students walking to our offices and this 
brought a measure of comfort to hesitant students who see our services or their disability 
as stigmatised. 

The Disability Unit: Work-Life Balance
One of the five values of the SU Vision 2040 is compassion and respect for staff and students. 
Not only students but also the staff who supported them had to manage their workload and 
time in their home environments, which often had their own dynamics, especially when 
children were also not attending school and had to receive home schooling.

Staff members generally structured their day to ensure work-life balance. Flexibility 
and not being too hard on oneself were important for wellness and self-care. Setting 
small goals, taking regular breaks, practising self-discipline, doing reflection and obtaining 
spiritual nurturance while ensuring that national lockdown rules were observed were a 
challenge but kept staff members balanced and well. As for students, internet connectivity, 
suitable hardware and load shedding were realities that had to be dealt with. 

Conclusion and Learnings 
We learnt that being an effective student or worker does not restrict one to the confines of 
an office or a lecture hall. Flexibility emerged as a big driver for effective work and study 
and could be considered as an important factor in a post-Covid‑19 environment given 
resource pressures and constraints and the holistic wellness of staff and students.

Once data and devices had been acquired or upgraded, staff could continue to function 
online. Students were engaged via email, WhatsApp, telephone, cell phone, Zoom and 
Microsoft Teams, in most instances.

A hybridised mode of working, learning and assessment is possible given our diversity. 
Universal extra time is possible and all students benefit from it for various reasons, and given 
their diverse learning needs. This has been inadvertently tested as students with specific 
disabilities who had difficulty with class attendance, have previously asked for recorded 
lectures or podcasts, and this was never deemed possible. Now we know that students 
can get access to lecture material in various ways. Our systemic and collaborative way of 
working with students with disabilities has been and will continue to be strengthened. 

A new student management system, SUNStudent, is being developed and will enhance 
students’ online presence and enable better access for all. This online system has been put to 
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the test in many ways, including our test and examination concessions application processes, 
and will be incorporated into the student data management system.

Tele-counselling and tele-consulting constituted additional learning for us. We used all 
means possible to continue to reach our students. Many students already use email as their 
main means of communication. This was strengthened during ERTLA. 

In Future
While most of what could be implemented is sustainable, we will need to think about 
aspects that are not, such as the data that was accessible to students during the pandemic. 
While it might not be possible to continue to provide data for off‑campus classes, the 
hybrid way of working can ensure that students can access good bandwidth through their 
computer user areas, as done prior to the onset of the pandemic. Recorded classes or 
podcasts can be downloaded when on campus and be viewed data-free when at home, 
where there are bandwidth and data challenges.

We were afforded a chance to expand our means of communicating with our students, 
and in so doing reaching more students. In certain cases, students are more comfortable 
communicating via digital communication due to the stigma of disability and wanting to 
be less visible. We also became more aware of the protection of personal information in 
the online environment, regarding academic support and counselling sessions and students 
expressing their difficulties. The Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) will 
come into force in July 2021. We will need to ensure that information that should be 
protected is indeed protected in the increasingly digital environment and broaden access 
to students using our services through securing privacy for those who prefer this means of 
communication with our services in student affairs.

We will continue to work in a hybrid fashion with less staff presence in the office and 
more staff working from home. Our students will still be served effectively in a hybrid way 
of support, and we will meet with those whom we need to either virtually or face to face in 
the office and depending on their preferences for privacy. Ongoing reflection on the hybrid 
way of working will take place during the coming months and years.

Assistive technology and accessible information are two crucial elements that we 
have seen enhance student engagement with our services as well as teaching, learning and 
assessment. We need to ensure that no students are excluded from support services due to 
not having this access in place. We will continue to liaise with funding partners like we have 
been over many years and prior to the establishment of the DU in 2007, to continue to 
assist students with appropriate and updated technologies. 

Ongoing collaboration with stakeholders on campus, but especially the private sector, 
is important in the digital educational environment. Assistive technologies (software 
and hardware) and access to data are strong enablers for the success of our students and 
how we render services. We will continue to strengthen this as we build and expand our 
support services. 
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What is the Purpose of Universities and Higher Education Institutions? 
2020 presented a moment to step back and to think:  What just happened? What are we 
doing? Who are we? Moments of crisis create the opportunity for such reflection. So, for 
higher education it is:  What is our role, what are our purposes?

The pandemic brought home the point that we are vulnerable, we are fragile, we 
go through trauma and we do not have control all the time, we cannot plan for every 
eventuality. It is a humbling and a core disruptive experience. It drove home powerfully the 
idea that we must stick together, we must help one another, we must build our community, 
and we are not separate from nor above society and humanity. We must anchor ourselves in 
society and serve society. We have the opportunity to be the beacon of hope for society. 

This requires the university to be what society should be. Universities cannot call for 
inclusion, non-racisms and an end to gender-based violence and then not be sites of what 
inclusion and safety should look like.  The pandemic reality amplified our fractured nature of 
society.  All existing problems of gender based violence, of inequality and poverty worsened 
and are now perhaps forms of pandemics within the health pandemic. The university needs to 
be an anchor for society. What are the limits and possibilities of the university being anchored? 
What can we take responsibility for and what can we not take responsibility for? In which 
ways are universities an instrument of convergence for society?

If the past and present are not understood how can we project into the future? 
Unprecedented events have taken place in addition to the pandemic. #FeesMustFall 
showed disconnect between university leadership and the university’s relation to society. 
How do we strengthen our connections? What are the possibilities and limits of a university 
that engages with its society? 

Do we understand the political economy of public universities and higher education? 
The nature of society is changing with the emergence of datarism. How should we respond 
to these new societal pressures and its focus on technology and data without losing sight 
of inequality and other societal fractures and contributing to new forms of inequality 
and fracture? 
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Universities have different strengths. We need to think more about what different 
universities are good for and good at. How do we ensure our sustainability? What kind 
of leadership is needed? Leadership needs to include thinking about humility, distributed 
leadership, trust and open mindedness recognising our fragility and the need to know how 
to work with uncertainty and adaptability. Leadership needs to contribute to healing the 
fractures in society. 

There is a need to have a shared understanding within the sector of resilience, 
sustainability and what the purpose of the university is. It is no longer adequate that we 
have different understandings of transformation. What do we mean by transformation? 
We must give consideration to what has changed in the structure and what changes in 
the conjunctures.  A supportive political economy is needed for transformation across the 
sector. We cannot anchor the university if municipalities, for example, are falling apart in 
the local contexts. 

The pandemic context has introduced a new language of social distancing and 
online or digital learning. This too is related to transformation. What is our common 
understanding? If we do not develop a shared understanding of the role of the university, 
transformation and decolonisation, we will not know what we must be resilient and 
sustainable for and therefore we will remain turbulent, fragile, conflict ridden and socially 
divided. If we do not develop a common understanding, a social contract, how will we 
know we are transforming? 

In setting out the role of the university we need to get clearer on which parts of the 
university needs competition, which parts need to be protected from competition, and 
which sections need to be enhanced in relation to collaboration and collective action. 
How do we balance competition, cooperation, and planning and university autonomy as 
we build a new social compact? Should we continue to engage and support rankings, for 
example? What would a social compact look like? We also need to recognise what South 
Africa has done differently and better, and what in fact the rest of the world can learn from 
South Africa.  The challenges we have now emerge as a consequence of the transformation 
that has taken place. We have more black students and more black staff in universities. We 
struggle with institutional culture change and we struggle with black representation in 
management. 

In thinking about our role, we need to pay attention to what we may not be seeing and 
what we are not talking about enough. What about the commoditisation of private data, 
the rise of data capitalism and how it is creating a future world. What is the relationship 
with industry? What is the relationship with private higher education? Our processes of 
accreditation of new courses take three to four years and by then their relevance is cold. 
The intensive complexity and concentration of power in technology such as the iPhone (as 
an example) means that humans are playing catch up. We cannot simply extrapolate from 
the past in a world that is non-linear and profoundly complex. 

We need to consider the role of the university in relation to post-schooling. Univer
sities now see and live the need for greater collaboration. What the university does for 
society is what it must do for itself.  Technology as platforms for interaction is critical and 
is not a panacea.



Bernadette J. Johnson: Reflections on the South African HELM First Virtual Summit, 9‑11 December 2020   237

Arriving at a social compact requires a broader social compact in society. How do we 
arrive at a social compact? In being more online, will all universities become like Unisa? 
What is the place of blended learning and hybrid models? The same infrastructure will not 
be needed. Classrooms will look different. The pandemic has opened up the possibility and 
urgency of different ways of doing teaching and learning and research. It does not only 
entail acquiring the right technological infrastructures and skills by both staff and students, 
but it requires beyond emergency online learning and teaching what a digital learning 
environment looks like. How do staff experience it? How do students experience it? How 
does this take their needs into account to support a mind shift and mental health embedded 
in empathy and compassion for the problems people run into and will run into? Campuses 
must be experienced as caring environments that encourages giving back for life. 

How can resources in relation to information, capacity and delivery be shared and 
re‑imagined in a collaborative way both in relation to the digital learning environment 
and in relation to the programme qualification mix? Significant cost savings will be made 
and new creative platforms for collaboration and innovation created. In doing so, it will be 
important to develop a common language of truth so that communication creates a sense 
of security and shared understanding in complex disruptive contexts. 

The conundrum we face is our need for the human connection and how we give space 
for that within the mix of contact and online engagements. What are the implications for 
pedagogies as well as the practical learning and assimilations that can be conducted online? 
The survivalist context has been challenging for staff and students. Staff miss interacting 
with their students and having human interaction. Online has presented the opportunity 
for great access by disabled students and a different experience of internationalisation of 
courses and programmes as well as work and learning experiences. 

Retaining empathy, awareness and sensitivity will be important in ensuring that 
everyone is understanding and participating in the mind set change in ways that keep 
students at the centre, allow for retention and service back to the university as citizens 
and alumni. The pandemic raises the need for us to prepare the university for disruptions, 
agility and flexibility as there will be new future disruptions brought about by, for example, 
climate change.  Vaccination may lead to people pushing for a return to what they regard 
as normal and familiar, the university as a physical location, and reverse the opportunity 
for the creation of new flexible, agile and resilient systems. How are we constrained by our 
imagination of what might be possible? At the same time, what might be lost with reduced 
physical human interaction? How then do we bounce forward?

What will make universities different? A re‑think of the future of higher education 
is needed perhaps in the same ways in which it was required in 1995 with the National 
Commission of Higher Education (NCHE). What has worked? What has not worked? 
Given the new realities the funding model must change. It has not been relevant and 
remains irrelevant. Should a new Size and Shape for the sector be considered? For example, 
our cooperative governance structures are not necessarily what we need. What new 
structures do we need to address our needs? How are we strengthening transdisciplinary 
research and programmes to address knowledge problems? What is the impact of the 
university on society? How are we getting the input from industry and civil society to 
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advice on our PQM? Which programmes can be shared across institutions and which kept 
and which dropped? Costing of programmes needs to be enhanced across the system. What 
can universities focus on in their local context? Critical to focus on is what the system 
funds, how it funds it, what it teaches and how it teaches. What this means for higher 
education must be aligned to the importance of Early Childhood Development and the 
financial sustainability of education as a whole. The funding formula and planning has to be 
informed by the sustainability of a system which is relevant. We need to take stock deeply 
of where we are. We need to create more opportunities to research and converse on the 
future of the system. 

The opportunity to step back and rethink requires a leadership who is imaginative 
and keeps being imaginative. A leadership who continuously reflects on: re‑thinking; 
re‑imagination; and re‑positioning. A leadership who embraces and engages the need 
for change and sees the need for a community of practice that continuously engages in 
processes of re‑consideration.

Emerging actions:

• Research and round table conversation on the political economy of higher
education and the implications for university leadership

• Future conference on the social anchoring of the university in society – what
would it look like?

• Research on what has changed, is different and the rest of the world can learn
from in higher education in South Africa.

• How do we go about developing a social contract which takes into account its
societal embeddedness?

Programmatic input into leadership development:

• What might the future purposes and roles of higher education institutions be?
• What kind of higher education leadership is needed for the anchoring of

universities in society?
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Technology continues to change the way in which we work, the way we socialise, and the 
way we learn under the expectation of a greater overall quality of life. Given the events 
of 2020 and especially the effects of the pandemic, our dependency on technology in 
higher education intensified. Many institutions pivoted from traditional learning settings to 
non-face-to-face instructional delivery methods largely facilitated through online learning 
mediums. In this book released in May 2020, George Veletsianos addresses the perceptions 
and reality of online learning settings across a myriad of perspectives and issues.

The book was written prior to the pandemic offering an in‑depth look into the world 
of online education during a more normal period. Millions of students worldwide had 
engaged in online learning opportunities, and over the last 12 months those numbers have 
increased exponentially, making this timely and highly relevant for all tertiary educators. 
The author explores early on the value of online learning in comparison to face-to-face 
settings: 

… the larger issue behind this debate is what conditions make for a high-quality educational
experience, one that is effective, efficient, engaging, socially just, and meaningful and isn’t 
exploitive, unfair or available only to those who can afford it … ultimately, the value of 
an online course or degree rests upon its design and the strategies it employs rather than 
its modality. (p.18)

Online learning is ripe with critics questioning the authenticity, value, and credibility 
of this medium, and in this book Veletsianos argues that we must examine the learning 
experience through the lens of the student to fully appreciate this space.

Veletsianos addresses the intricacies of online learning from a student or learner 
experience vantage point, acknowledging the multiple roles or identities facing the modern 
student. The author is the Canada Research Chair in Innovative Learning and Technology 
and a professor in the School of Education and Technology at the Royal Roads University, a 
Canadian public university with its main campus in Colwood, British Columbia. George 
Veletsianos has published numerous journal articles and is also the author of the book Social 
Media in Academia: Networked Scholars.
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The text examines across 17   chapters the complicated realm of online learning, 
discusses the benefits and challenges within higher education settings, and suggests spaces 
to enhance effectiveness. Each in‑depth chapter addresses online learning components 
ranging from effectiveness of the medium (student performance, attrition, growth of 
online learning, demographics, cheating, credibility), reasons students select online learning 
(flexibility, wider access, self-directed learning, massive open online courses or MOOCs), 
and interaction/performance factors (digital literacy, social support, social media, note-
taking, motivation and socio-emotional factors). Throughout, Veletsianos highlights the 
intricacies of online learning and the need to overcome the disparities between learners, 
better known as the digital divide, all in a physically distant space.

The conciseness and organisation of the book, specifically the structure of the chapters, 
is one of the books greatest strengths.  The chapter structures frame each topic via a 
concise and structured format first by introducing a story about single-student “learner” 
representing different characteristics or applied strategies in online learning, followed 
by a narrative digging deeper into the contributing factors. Each chapter is supported 
with relevant research and recognises limitations in existing research or data to propel 
the narrative.  The referenced research in the field of online learning grounds the issues 
presented and provides resources for further research and consideration for educators. 
Finally, a summation of the perspectives are succinctly posed for consideration before 
closing with bulleted key points and a list of references. This concise and direct format 
allows educators to examine a single dimension of online learning within an empathetic 
real world student experience.

One area, and likely the only one, that lacks clarity throughout the book is the chapter 
titles. Each chapter is titled as “The Learner Who …” and presents as a listing of actions or 
student traits including nontraditional, self-directed, dropout, cheater, social networking 
user, and benefits from flexible learning.  The chapter titles often allude to the topic, but 
are often vague so that, when flipping through the pages or looking over the table of 
contents, some targeted areas are not apparent without reviewing one’s notes or scanning 
the bulleted items at the end of each chapter. More clear chapter titles would better serve 
educators as they consider this as a resource for the future, but may have detracted from the 
storybook approach to each chapter and the initial read – a small concession for a concise 
read that draws in the reader to the lived online learning student experience, the primary 
premise of the book. 

Often when one hears of online learning, thoughts are immediately directed to a few 
characteristics of this educational capacity such as access, flexibility, or credibility issues. 
These immediate considerations fail to consider the multiple factors which (a) determine 
a student’s reasons for selecting online learning options, and (b) influence the learning 
experience during one’s educational journey. Learning Online: The Student Experience 
explores many of the issues confronting twenty-first century higher education and 
concisely presents major influences across the broad spectrum of online learning. 

This book is an excellent resource for faculty and administrators to gain a broad under
standing of the challenges and successes of online learning.  Veletsianos, through his relaying 
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of online learner experiences, presents the need for more intentional and integrated 
practices to make this medium more effective, mirroring steps often taken on campus 
to ensure greater student retention towards degree completion. Online learning presents 
in a multitude of forms, meeting a diverse range of needs for people around the world. 
The medium as a whole makes a significant contribution to society and higher education 
institutions. This book provides educators, regardless of geographic location, the scope to 
understand the complexities facing digital learning and at a timely point in history. 
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In his career as a specialist in higher education, Fred Hayward has authored many scientific 
papers in the field. However, none is more insightful as Transforming Higher Education in Africa 
and Asia: Strategic Planning and Policy. Unlike other authors who shy away from writing about 
issues of the developing and the underdeveloped world, he resists the temptation and offer 
a thought-provoking discussion on strategic planning in higher education in these contexts. 
Backed with data from higher education systems in countries such as Afghanistan and 
Pakistan in Asia and Ghana, South Africa, Sierra Leone, Madagascar, Uganda and Malawi, 
he explores efforts to improve lives by building high‑quality higher education in these 
countries as they face a variety of difficult challenges. The author interestingly notes that 
responses to these challenges, be it from political figures or institutional leaders, are often 
creative, sometimes exceptional, and frequently suggestive of mechanisms higher education 
stakeholders might find helpful. He further demonstrates with some cases why strategic 
planning is so important for successful higher education change and transformation. He 
notes that, while each of these cases is unique, there are some general lessons they suggest 
about both the successes and challenges for higher education change. 

What is intriguing about this book is that the author unpacks strategic planning in 
higher education in fourteen comprehensive chapters. The book’s first chapter focuses 
on the critical role high‑quality higher education plays in national development. The 
author cautions that failure to focus on improving the quality of higher education puts 
underdeveloped and developing countries farther and farther behind the developed nations 
of the world year after year. He then prescribes strategic planning as one of the powerful 
routes to transformation and to ensure that change is tied to providing high‑quality 
programmes that are relevant to employment or foster entrepreneurship by graduates.

In chapter two, the author discusses prelude to planning in higher education and details 
the overview of the case studies. Citing Bloom et al., 2011, he recounts that the 1960s and 
1970s saw a period of neglect and often decay in much of Africa and parts of South Asia 
with the GDP largely stagnant in South Asia during this period, then falling after that. 
He concludes that this resulted in most of Africa and much of South Asia suffering from 
economic and political crises, having a profound effect on the well‑being of citizens and 
funding for higher education.
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The author focuses on Pakistan in chapter three. He diagnoses the impetus for the 
transformation of higher education as emerging from a number of factors, including being 
way behind in quality compared to India. The author asserts that the plans for the change 
were captured in the Medium Term Development Framework, and had four main goals: 
increased access; improved quality; infrastructure upgrading; and a focus on relevance. He 
praises the budget‑making process in Pakistan as a good model of what should be done 
in conjunction with planning major changes in higher education, but sadly expresses that, 
with President Musharraf no longer in office, the plan suffered a major setback. 

In chapter four, the writer shifts his attention to Afghanistan by suggesting that the 
motivation for the strategic plan was the general recognition of the disastrous state of 
higher education due to the war. He notes that Deputy Minister Babury began thinking 
about the strategic plan and involved other major stakeholders of education. He mentions 
that even though there were initial challenges, the plan was a remarkably successful effort, 
resulting in transformation of the system in major ways. The author concludes by inferring 
that the Afghanistan case demonstrates that fundamental change is possible even in a war 
environment.

In chapters five and six, the author argues that no country has sought to make as 
extensive a range of transformational changes in higher education as South Africa has. He 
proffers that at the forefront of demands for change was outrage over apartheid education 
policy, which had restricted access to education for black students. He demonstrates with 
examples from national and the University of Fort Hare, University of the North, and 
Peninsula Technikon, that though the plan faced initial challenges, the consultation process 
that led to the changes was amongst the most remarkable experienced anywhere.

The author mentions in chapter seven that Sierra Leone’s higher education change 
efforts started out with a thoughtful plan and modest budget put together by a team from 
the Midwestern Universities Consortium and higher education leaders of the country 
with the support of President Momoh. He claims the plan had a well‑prepared budget, 
with each item in the plan costed. The author sadly mentions that a coup d’état ended the 
government of President Momoh that had initiated the higher education rehabilitation and 
development effort. He concludes that this situation has negatively impacted the country’s 
higher education system that has since struggled to recover.

Chapter eight is headed ‘Fostering higher education change in Uganda’. The author 
notes that the Uganda Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2003–2015 had five main 
goals: enhancing quality and relevance; increasing equity and access; achieving efficiency 
and effectiveness; improving governance; and preventing HIV/AIDS. Well spelt out 
key performance indicators allow key stakeholders to measure implementation success. 
Though this suggested hope, the author laments that there was no unanimity about the 
funding strategies within the higher education community and left the sought changes 
largely unrealised. 

In chapter nine, the author discusses the higher education change efforts in Madagascar. 
As noted in the previous chapters, political figures are crucial in facilitating strategic plans. 
In the case of Madagascar, the strategic planning process was initiated by Minister Haja 
Nirina Razafinjatovo. The author reveals that the process started in 2005, but was plagued by 
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several challenges. The chapter portrays that Madagascar’s higher education began to revive in 
2006 after a long neglect, however, this was short lived as the country experienced a coup. 
The author concludes that the proper functioning of an education system is dependent on 
many factors, but that political stability is key amongst them.

The book’s chapter ten focuses on building transformational change at the University 
for Development Studies in Ghana. The author notes that the leaders of the university 
started an agenda for major change through their strategic plan underpinned by a 
“pro‑poor” philosophy. He concludes that what is noteworthy in terms of fostering change 
was the success of people at the university in mobilising the local communities in a new 
kind of partnership that helped link rural Ghana to higher education in important ways 
that enhanced the education process.

The eleventh chapter of the book discusses the University of Malawi’s (UNIMA) 
coalition and team building for effective change. The author asserts that coalition and 
team building are essential for successful strategic planning, either prior to starting the 
strategic planning project or at the very outset to ensure there is broad consensus on the 
goals for change, the process, priorities, and implementation. The author acknowledges 
that the successful changes that took place at UNIMA were in many respects a product of 
exceptional leadership. 

Chapter twelve presents strategic planning challenges at Kabul Polytechnic University 
(KPU) which has suffered substantial war damage following the Russian invasion and 
Taliban rule. The author emphasises that the objectives of the KPU strategic plan are: to 
build up the capacity of faculty members; to improve the quality of teaching and learning; 
and to increase opportunities to promote science based on the recent developments in 
science and technology. He concluded the chapter by advising that the introduction of 
a strategic plan written in a captivating style is very important and has the potential to 
attract funding.

In chapters thirteen and fourteen, the author discusses leadership and transformational 
change in developing countries. The author notes that the examined higher education 
transformation cases involve a wide range of leadership experiences, in some cases as the 
initiators of change, as the facilitators of strategic plans, the actual planners, the mobilisers of 
support, or as the implementers. The author points out that in a few cases such as Pakistan 
and Ghana successful change was the result of the work of a few leaders, while in most 
cases it was a collective effort at many levels and involved broad mobilisation of people in 
support of the strategic plan within the university and/or higher education community 
such as Malawi. The author acknowledges that successful leaders’ strategies geared towards 
change are either conscious or unconscious.

Fred Hayward’s book is a masterpiece and a groundbreaking contribution to strategic 
planning in higher education and will be valuable to stakeholders of higher education. 
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