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Introduction 
Universities in South Africa manage their own ICT infrastructure.  The result is that while public 
universities rely on a common backbone for internet connectivity, each invests in the ICT 
solutions deemed most appropriate for its context and within the available resources.  
 
The pandemic put this situation to the test.  From the perspective of universities, the response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic can be divided into three phases.  The first phase from March to 
June 2020 is characterised by the initial response of the universities to the lockdown 
restrictions, working and studying from home, and their first, often experimental, forays into 
emergency remote teaching and learning.  The second phase is characterised by the 
continuation and institutionalisation of remote teaching and learning at some institutions, 
while other universities began to welcome a limited number of students back to their 
campuses.  During this phase, there is greater confidence in the methods of delivery but amidst 
great uncertainty about when and if teaching and learning will return to normal.  This period 
extended from July 2020 to the end of the 2021 academic year.  The third phase is 
characterised by the reopening of campuses at the start of the 2022 academic year with a 
hybrid approach to teaching and learning.  While covid control measures remain in place during 
this third and current phase, universities are more akin to ‘post-pandemic’ spaces than the 
preceding phases.  

COVID 19 and Inclusion in Higher Education  

In an effort to support and guide institutions in terms of quality concerns, the Council on Higher 
Education and its standing sub-committee, the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC), 
published the ‘Quality Assurance Guidelines for Teaching and Learning and Assessment during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic’ (CHE 2020). 

As universities pivoted to emergency online teaching and learning with the closure of university 
campuses in Phase 1, it soon became apparent that some students either lacked computers or 
could not afford the data costs to access universities’ online resources and teaching platforms.   

In response, at the national level, the government provided contact students who receive 
bursary funding from the government with learning devices in the form of laptops, while some 
students in need received laptops from their universities.  Delays in the tendering process 
dogged the provision of laptops.  
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In response to the cost of data as a barrier to online learning for some students, cooperation 
agreements between government departments (i.e. DHET and the Department of 
Communication and Digital Technologies) and mobile network providers were entered into to 
make zero-rated websites available to students.  This allowed students to access prescribed 
university websites and services as well as specified online learning resources without incurring 
any data costs. 

A DHET survey conducted in 2020 found that around two-thirds of students surveyed 
purchased data bundles from service providers, while almost half (46%) accessed data through 
their institutions.  Almost a quarter of students resorted to using hotspots from other devices, 
while 16% had Wi-Fi or fibre at home.  NSFAS students mainly accessed data by purchasing data 
bundles (65%), and almost half (48%) used institutional data.  Only a quarter of the sample did 
not have to make additional plans to get data.  

Universities initially faced push-back from students who insisted that universities could not 
expect them to participate in online learning without providing the necessary resources.  At the 
same time, some universities that adopted fully online learning and assessment reported higher 
pass rates than in previous years.  Surveyed students reported several benefits from combining 
technology and learning, including an appreciation for the convenience of asynchronous 
learning, saving time and money on transportation costs, developing a range of skills and 
knowledge about devices and educational technology, becoming more self-directed and 
independent learners, reporting increased and easier communication with lecturers and peers, 
and recognising the efforts lecturers and institutions put in to help save the academic year.  

Two observations emerge from the South African experience.  The first is the realisation that, as 
predicted by scholars, neither technology nor open resources necessarily lead to the 
anticipated democratisation effects.  Instead, in highly unequal societies (and university 
systems), an increase in the uptake of technology and open resources is more likely to 
exacerbate existing inequalities.  

Regardless of the availability of data and devices, the quality of what has been offered as 
‘online provision’ during the pandemic is open to question.  In many cases, the move online has 
not involved carefully designed and developed approaches to online learning but rather an 
impoverished form of educational delivery offered under the auspices of ‘emergency remote 
teaching’.  Students sent home to contexts not supportive of academic learning require ‘better’ 
teaching than what they had been offered on campus.  In many cases, what they were offered 
would appear to have been much worse. 
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Policy Recommendations 
The extent to which online learning is a viable option in the developing-world contexts as South 
Africa post-COVID remains uncertain, as is the extent to which online learning will be blended 
with more traditional modes. Any future integration of online learning as complementary to 
contact instruction will require substantial investment in developing capabilities in addition to 
digital communication infrastructure to ensure equal benefits from online learning. The 
following policies are recommended for higher education to be truly inclusive.   
 

a. ICT infrastructure and access: In a context where access to technology, not only to the 
internet but also to devices, governments should strengthen broadband infrastructure, 
on the one hand, and access to learning devices, on the other. Policies and programs in 
higher education should help eliminate the digital divide among private and public 
educational institutions, whose capacities to access technology are differentiated, and 
among students whose material endowments prevent them from accessing digital 
learning devices. 

b. Learning pedagogy: From a pedagogical perspective, there is a need to formulate 
policies and programs that transition teaching, learning, and assessment from a highly 
collectivized and traditional system to one that allows individual learning journeys aided 
by technology. This should consider differences in individual learning processes as well 
as contextual barriers to learning.   

c. Teaching competencies: The increased use and reliance on digital technologies in 
education during the pandemic has highlighted capacity deficiencies on the part of 
teaching staff. The competency framework for higher education teachers should include 
using digital technology to design, deliver and assess teaching and learning outcomes.  
The government should provide public support for training to attain these 
competencies, focusing on public universities and higher education institutions with 
limited resources. 

d. Targeted education support: Higher education policies and programs should provide 
targeted education support to institutional providers, teachers, and students based on 
income and/or deprivation levels to transition towards better use of technology in 
education. This can take the form of technical assistance, funding support, capacity 
building, or low-cost loans. 

e. Public-private partnerships: The COVID-19 pandemic showed how, when the political 
will is there, government departments can cooperate effectively with one another, and 
with the private sector to ensure greater access to higher education. Public-private 
cooperation should continue post-COVID for the benefit of marginalized students. 
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