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Abstract 

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic pushed South African historically disadvantaged institutions, 
that had not yet reached advanced levels of technology use in teaching and learning, to find 
immediate solutions to salvage the disrupted academic year. Interactions with students, which 
had predominantly been face-to-face, shifted to various online platforms for lecturers to adopt 
emergency remote teaching approaches. Most of the lecturers were unprepared or 
incapacitated to make the shift to online environment. Studies have looked at the online 
teaching and learning experiences of students and lecturers during the COVID-19 pandemic but 
very few have taken an autoethographic approach to their inquiry and situated experiences in 
historically disadvantaged institutions. In this article, as lecturers, we use autoethnographies to 
provide an account of adjusting to interacting with students online during national lockdowns 
at a historically disadvantaged institution. The Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) was applied to 
guide the study. This reflexive approach is valuable, as it captures professional encounters and 
reflections needed to understand the effects of rapid changes to teaching and learning in 
response to the pandemic. Given the education disparities that already existed between South 
African higher education institutions before COVID-19, the article contributes to the discourse 
on how historically disadvantaged institutions can advance higher standards of teaching and 
learning to serve students better. Our reflections point to the personal, technical and structural 
challenges of maintaining regular online interaction. Our findings show that different 
approaches and techniques were applied to adjust to virtual teaching and learning. As teaching 
and learning methodologies have the potential to ingrain social inequalities, we made 
recommendations on how to improve online interactions with students from historically 
disadvantaged contexts. 
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Introduction 

The global outbreak of the coronavirus (COVID-19) has undoubtedly placed significant pressure 
on higher education institutional capacities across the world to adapt. The contagious nature 
of the virus resulted in the World Health Organisation declaring it a pandemic on 11 March 
2020. Education institutions in different countries had to adjust to the situation by introducing 
measures such as mandatory social distancing and confinement. According to the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), by 1 April 2020, schools 
and universities in 185 countries had closed, which significantly affected academic calendars 
and continuity of teaching and learning (UNESCO, 2021).  

In South Africa, online learning and emergency remote teaching were immediately prioritised 
when the pandemic was declared. At universities, in particular, students and academics were 
expected to engage fully online from the end of April into early May 2020. Resources were 
redirected to secure laptops and internet data and trainings were conducted to orient 
academics and students for what would be expected. Whether or not academics and students 
felt sufficiently prepared for what lay ahead, no accurate prediction could have been made on 
how universities would fare during the global crisis. Lessons learnt are still being captured. 
When they reopened, many nations turned to information and communication technologies to 
facilitate learning processes at all education levels and some even made online learning 
compulsory. This COVID-19 facilitated a shift in education instruction and has created a range 
of challenges and opportunities still being uncovered by researchers, institutions and 
policymakers. 

For historically disadvantaged institutions (HDIs), largely characterised by a series of challenges 
such as a lack of financial and human resources and infrastructure, emergency remote teaching 
(ERT) exposed many gaps and capacity limits, which brings to light the need to reflect on the 
adjusted academic year 2020 (Andreu & Nussbaum, 2009; Matarirano et al., 2021a). The label, 
HDIs, refers to a group of universities that catered for the Black population under the former 
apartheid regime (Nyoni, 2020). Higher education systems were divided along racial lines 
(Deparment of Higher Education and Training, 2014). There were ‘Black’ universities for the 
Black majority (racially classified as African, Coloured and Indian) and ‘White’ universities for 
the White minority (Deparment of Higher Education and Training, 2014). Resources for Black 
universities were not prioritised, thus, this band of universities suffered several constraints 
(Chetty & Pather, 2015; Mekoa, 2018). Post-apartheid, the designation ‘historically 
disadvantaged institution’ was adopted by the government to recognise past higher education 
injustices and direct redress of the severe disparities between these universities and former 
‘white’ universities. The label provides a kind of support such as funding opportunities. For 
example, the Historically Disadvantaged Institutions Development Grant is meant to develop 
public universities classified as historically disadvantaged (Matarirano et al., 2021b).  

Six universities have been identified and classified: the University of Fort Hare, University of 
Limpopo, University of Venda, University of Zululand, University of Western Cape and Walter 
Sisulu University (Deparment of Higher Education and Training, 2014). Currently, these 
universities cater to rural students in particular, who mostly have disadvantaged backgrounds, 
braced with inequalities even in basic education (Matarirano et al., 2021a). Because of their 
results and financial incapacitation, these students face many barriers to entering affluent 
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universities such as the University of Stellenbosch and the University of Pretoria, which are both 
expensive and have high entry requirements (Chetty & Pather, 2015). 

Some universities began online teaching as late as July because of these challenges while other 
affluent universities had already completed their first semester by then. Many students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds were left confused, anxious, frustrated and unsure about the 
future (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Transitioning to online learning was abrupt and unplanned, 
hence caught many institutions off guard. Both students and lecturers were unprepared. 
Lecturers had to rethink their teaching methods so that they could quickly respond to matters 
such as students struggling with online learning. As lecturers at a HDI during the period, we 
experienced these challenges first hand.  

This paper summarises our autoethnographies as three lecturers at a HDI where we had to 
adjust to interacting with students online in our roles. Research into the effects of COVID-19 
on HDIs is still growing. To date, research particularly centred on providing lecturers’ views on 
how they have responded to changing teaching and learning situations due to the shift to online 
interactions, is arguably limited. These lecturer perspectives are vital when considering the 
silences that have historically existed in these institutions. Research that gives a voice to the 
insights and realities of lecturer professional encounters can translate into discoveries of 
hidden thoughts and feelings knitted into the stories of academic survival. Autoethnography 
brings to the fore opportunities to express unheard or silenced stories, thus fostering inclusion 
by allowing many voices on the experiences of the effects of COVID-19 on teaching and learning. 

What follows summarises the impact of COVID-19 on higher education teaching and learning, 
then, a description of some challenges faced by South African HDIs as a backdrop to the 
relevance of the study about existing research on the effects of COVID-19 on Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs). Next, the theoretical framework used is then summarised and this is 
followed by a summary of the autoethnographic approach. A presentation and analysis of 
autoethnographic accounts subsequently follow this section. The accounts highlight the ways 
lecturers experienced adjusting to online student interaction. The paper ends with an appraisal 
of the autoethnographic experience and recommendations for future inquiries into the effects 
of COVID-19 at HDIs considering the accounts. 

Research Question and Objective 

The primary objective of the paper was to present the reflections on the activities, actions and 
adjustments that were taken by the selected lecturers. The study was guided by the Social 
Cognitive Theory. The following research question was addressed:  

How did lecturers experience and adjust to online interactions with students from a HDI 
during lockdown in the 2020 academic year?  

Literature Review 

Impact of COVID-19 on higher education teaching and learning 

COVID-19 being a highly contagious disease, resulted in high mortalities leading to a series of 
lockdowns globally. The disease was identified in China at the close of 2019 and by March 2020, 
the infection had spread to many countries, compelling the World Health Organisation to 
declare it a global pandemic on the 11th of March 2020 (Rashid & Yadav, 2020). Due to the 
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serious nature of the infections and the lack of solid aetiology and pathogenesis regarding 
COVID-19, governments responded by adopting ‘social distancing’ as a way of reducing physical 
contact, which facilitates its spread. HEIs, as spaces where large proportions of people 
congregate, became potential hotspots for COVID-19. The immediate impact of COVID-19 on 
HEIs was the disruption of academic programmes. Face-to-face learning was halted and 
examinations were postponed. What followed were swift shifts to digital learning as a 
mandatory mode of learning, sometimes without proper planning and capacitation (Sahu, 
2020; ). Though there have been discussions on how best to adopt technologies, at the moment 
with the continuous rise in COVID-19 cases, online teaching and learning remain a priority.  

The use of online media has been embraced by close to 90% of HEIs globally, as the new normal, 
to date (Aristovnik et al., 2020). While the sudden introduction of e-learning into HEIs came as 
a contingency, it has created opportunities for advancements in teaching and learning as well 
as exposed the weaknesses of traditional methods, particularly face-to-face learning. Online-
based learning amplifies certain roles expected of lecturers, particularly mentorship and 
encouragement. Because of the uncertainties and anxieties, lecturers attempted to encourage 
their students to embrace online learning so that they were not left out, regardless of 
limitations (Rashid & Yadav, 2020). In a global survey on the impact of COVID-19 on HEIs, 
Aristovnik et al. (2020) reported that most lecturers felt an increase in workload with digital 
learning that required them to use skills which they were not trained for. 

Digital learning has bridged the effect of geography on the dissemination of knowledge. It is 
now more apparent for HEIs that used traditional methods before COVID-19 induced changes 
that the learning process is not solely bound by physical space or time. Concerning the social 
well-being of both students and lecturers at HEIs though, the detachments from campus have 
negatively affected both, especially regarding mental health (Yorguner, Bulut & Akvardar, 2021; 
Meishar-Tal & Levenberg, 2021). This has led to HEIs questioning the psychosocial effects of 
COVID-19 and whether the move from face-to-face learning has been worth it.  

Face-to-face learning has traditionally been the primary mode of learning in HEIs (Gherheș et 
al., 2021). It involves the use of an enclosed physical environment where the student and 
instructor can use their five senses in transferring knowledge (Bandara & Wijekularathna, 2017). 
The method has been favoured for the ability to allow close interaction between the student 
and lecturer. The interpersonal student-lecturer relationship allows the students to be more at 
ease to ask questions and receive clarifications, thereby getting a better understanding of the 
content as opposed to online means (Julien & Dookwah, 2020). Face-to-face learning promotes 
social interaction and networking among students, which enlarges learning besides the course 
content. Thus, COVID-19 has necessitated a change in the skills development trajectory of 
students and the need to equip lecturers to appropriately guide students (Khogali, 2020; Radha 
et al., 2020; Joia & Lorenzo, 2021). 

Online learning transfers knowledge through digital means such as a digital learning 
management system and students are physically isolated from their lecturers or institutions 
(Pozzi et al., 2019; Kalimullina et al., 2021). Under COVID-19, it has emerged as emergency 
remote teaching and learning (ERTL), which is an interim mode until the pandemic has 
normalised (Gherheș et al., 2021).  Some scholars predicted that online learning as a system 
might replace traditional face-to-face learning and argued that the growing costs of education 
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and the convenience of working while pursuing education may increase the need for online 
learning (Arias et al., 2018). Also, online learning benefits such as flexibility and reduction in the 
cost of acquiring education by reducing transport and accommodation costs (Naveed et al., 
2017) would become attractive. It helps address challenges of accessing curricula where there 
are physical infrastructure limits.  

In resource-limited institutions, the lack of buildings and physical infrastructure are not the only 
issues that impede teaching and learning, therefore, online learning is not necessarily an 
immediate remedy. Typically, such institutions also lack skills, software and digital 
infrastructure necessary to implement online learning. For the students from poor backgrounds, 
they characteristically lack electricity, computers and have poor internet connectivity, which 
are necessary for the success of the roll-out of online-based learning (Sahu, 2020; Baldwin & 
Bekithemba, 2021). These situations cause great anxiety and uncertainty among students trying 
to learn using this mode and this affects their performance (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Lecturers 
must play an important role in mentoring and guiding the students constructively. Students 
from disadvantaged communities require motivation and encouragement to avoid fears and 
anxiety.  For lecturers, anxieties and uncertainties have been cited in studies, however, there 
are opportunities for further interrogations of online learning as COVID-19 persists. 

Many HEIs have diversified the technologies they use to facilitate the dissemination of 
knowledge. The technologies vary from digital libraries to online media for lectures (Andreu & 
Nussbaum, 2009). Open Educational Resources (OERs) have been useful resources as they are 
available in the public domain with no restrictions (Andreu & Nussbaum, 2009).           Examples 
of OERs include open access journals, open textbooks, streaming videos and online tutorials 
among others. The use of OERs by HEIs has enabled students from all backgrounds and 
geographic regions to access cost-free information, thereby improving their access to quality 
education (Li et al., 2015).  

Flipped classrooms are another type of technology increasingly used. With flipped classrooms, 
students access their lectures, course material and assessments online (Li et al., 2015). The 
concept reverses the traditional roles of instructors, allowing students to research a certain 
topic before coming to class (Fulton, 2012). The students have the liberty of accessing the 
material at their time, hence promoting independence. Visio-audio technology including video 
conferencing platforms such as Moodle, Zoom, MS Teams and BigBlueButton, have also 
become popular across HEIs (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Aristovnik et al. (2020) reported that 60% 
of students globally were familiar with these platforms. These systems have many benefits such 
as facilitating real-time meetings to occur. Even the use of messaging platforms such as 
WhatsApp, which were mostly used for social reasons, is now encouraged by HEIs to convey 
information to students (Aristovnik et al., 2020). All these different technologies require many 
adjustments for students and lecturers. It can be expected that these adjustments will differ 
depending on the HEI context. 

Challenges of South African Historically Disadvantaged Institutions 

Poor academic performance characterises historically disadvantaged universities, with dropout 
rates being high and throughput rates being low (Badat, 2010). This poor academic 
performance has been linked to a lack of financial resources to improve the quality of education 
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and enrolment (Badat, 2010), a lack of infrastructure such as buildings and computers (Sonn, 
2016) as well as low staff capacities and capabilities. The resource and capacity constraints, 
thus create a cycle of events where poorly performing students are enrolled in an institution 
lacking resources and the output continues to be poor as compared to advantaged universities 
(Sonn, 2016). Student protests at these HEIs expose the challenges students still face such as 
lack of accommodation and funding due to developmental backlogs and delays (Matarirano et 
al., 2021b).  

Online learning is taking place at HDIs with limited resources. COVID-19 and the subsequent 
lockdowns have meant that these institutions have been forced to scale up their plans for 
technology use to enable digital learning (Sahu, 2020). With online learning as a priority for 
HDIs, several questions have been raised around how to achieve inclusive learning in the face 
of the realities of poor resources to optimally achieve online learning objectives. According to 
Matarirano et al. (2021a), various changes such as in attitudes, behaviours and decisions are 
needed at different levels (institutional, collective and individual). While COVID-19 persists, 
much can be discovered about how HDIs are learning to adjust. This is vital for recognising the 
agencies operating at different levels that need to be activated to support inclusive higher 
education transformation under the pandemic and beyond it.   

Social cognitive theory 

Social cognitive theory (SCT) can help ground an understanding of how individuals adapt to 
change, in this case, how lecturers adapt to the demands of online learning under COVID-19. 
This article uses some aspects of Bandura’s social cognitive theory to understand our 
adjustment experiences as lecturers from a historically disadvantaged institution. The basic 
principles of the theory point to human behaviour being learnt by observing others and 
modelling their behaviour. Cognitive, social and behavioural influences all play a role in learning 
(Bandura, 1971, 1977, 1986, 1999, 2001, 2005). During the period under study, our thoughts, 
behaviours and actions were influenced by our abilities, observations and direct experiences of 
the events that took place in our learning environment. Issues such as limited resources, 
unstable internet connections and the flexibility of remote teaching affected on how we 
approached our roles as teachers. The SCT provided explanatory lenses to how we adjusted to 
the changes that were happening. 

Learning, according to SCT, occurs in social situations where people interact with one another. 
Human functioning is construed to be a product of the dynamic interplay between personal 
(experiences, skills, cognitions, beliefs, affect), behavioural (responses to stimuli) and 
environmental (external social context) influences (Bandura, 2005; Schunk & Usher, 2012). This 
interplay between these variables is graphically illustrated in Figure 1. The environment can 
impact behaviour but people may also affect the environment by their ideas and actions. 
Individuals learn skills, techniques, beliefs, rules, attitudes and the appropriateness, usefulness 
and repercussions of behaviours through encounters. Individuals act under their perceptions 
of their skills and the predicted consequences of their actions (Schunk & Usher, 2012).  
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Figure 1. Reciprocal interactions. Adapted from Social cognitive theory and motivation by D.H. 
Schunk and E.L. Usher, 2012. Copyright 2012 by American Psychological Association. 

The concept of agency, where people intentionally influence the functioning and life 
circumstances of others in development, adaptation and change, underpins SCT. Intentionality 
and forethought are key features of human agency. Intentionality relates to the action plans 
and strategies that people use to achieve their goals. As Bandura (2005) pointed out, goals and 
standards guide and motivate people, the expectations to effectively facilitate student learning, 
complete syllabuses and create lifelong learners guided us in our quest to find ways to achieve 
these expectations. It was our agentic powers, through our experiences and abilities that 
enabled us to attain the goals despite the difficult and minimally supportive environment we 
found ourselves in. Self-efficacy, described as a belief in one’s ability to perform a particular 
task (Bandura, 1986), was critical in exercising our agency (Bandura, 1999). As Fertman & 
Primack (2009) argued, self-efficacy determines how people behave. The beliefs we had as 
lecturers were key in pursuing and attaining the teaching goals. 

In exercising our agency, the environment we operated in influenced us but we also influenced 
it on our own or in our departments and faculties as groups. The platforms we used and the 
approaches to instruct, assess and interact with students were a product of our individual and 
group agency. These changes were largely influenced by our high efficacy levels. As Bandura 
(2005) argued, the efficacy of people plays a crucial role in how they organise, create and 
manage life circumstances that affect what they become in life. 

Contrary to the behaviourist theory which explained learning as occurring with changes of 
behaviour, Bandura (1977) argued that learning is acquired from the social environment and 
may occur with or without change of behaviour. With this, Bandura accounted for the type of 
learning that direct reinforcement failed to account. In effect, SCT helps us to understand how 
individual lecturers, adapting to interacting with students online, are influenced by and 
influence their environments as there is constant interaction between themselves and their 
teaching environments (in this case, HDI environments). 
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Methodology 

Research design 

A qualitative approach was chosen and an autoethnographic research design was used. 
Autoethnography was selected because HDIs have a past of exclusion and marginalisation and 
it was deemed an approach appropriate to capture experiences in this context. Retrospective 
autoethnography, in particular, was chosen because the participants had to recall past events 
of the 2020 academic year. As Schmid (2019, p. 265) argues, autoethnography “facilitates 
inclusion and allows for multiple voice(s) and knowledge(s) and thus adds to our collective, 
multifaceted understanding of South Africa”. As a “deeply personal research approach...[it links] 
identity and culture as well as the individual and social and so simultaneously contextualising 
the research and the researcher” (Schmid, 2019, p. 266). It is an approach to research and 
writing that seeks to describe and thoroughly analyse personal experiences to understand 
cultural experiences (ethno) (Ellis et al., 2011). It involves critical self-introspection and self-
evaluation as a way of improving the quality of output (Duncan, 2004). The process records 
assumptions, perspectives and views, which may contribute to how a lecturer views or 
understands students. Further, the process develops ideas and creativity by capturing inner 
conversations (Duncan, 2004). It records the exact incidence points where someone 
experiences a change of thinking and understanding. The rigorous self-introspection involves 
experiencing, examining, observing and revealing (Wamsted, 2012). 

Some limitations of the approach need to be acknowledged though. The process can be 
impeded by a failure to recall events, the inability to understand and interpret as well as the 
inability to convey messages (Wamsted, 2012).  It focuses on experiences of the researcher 
(Denejkina, 2017), mostly using first-hand notation, which goes against most methodological 
approaches which separate the researcher from the subject. When not done retrospectively, it 
can require constant documentation of personal experiences to avoid loss of memory of 
emotion, ideas and details. While autoethnography is arguably a contested methodology 
because of such limitations, when conducted appropriately, it can produce transformative 
teaching in addition to the pedagogy of teaching. The downside is that accounts of personal 
experiences may be overemphasised or exaggerated, thereby giving a biased version of results 
and conclusions (Duncan, 2004). The approach taken tried to maximise on the strengths of the 
approach as well as minimise the shortcomings.  

Sample 

As autoethnography does not separate the researcher from the researched, a sample in 
autoethnography reflects the population. In this study, the population was three lecturers and 
the sample consisted of the three lecturers. The focus was on our online interactions at the one 
particular university where we lectured during the 2020 academic year. The sample suited the 
purpose of the study which is to uncover how we experienced and adjusted to online 
interactions with students during the 2020 academic year. As a qualitative approach was used, 
the sample is not generalisable to other populations. 
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Data collection 

We discussed the objectives of our reflections and how to capture these over three weeks. One 
week was then dedicated to capturing our reflections. We each focused on an initial reflection 
of all the courses that we taught and then narrowed this to one course. We had to prepare 
journals to record our accounts (captured electronically), including evidence of encounters and 
actions, which were the basis for our findings and discussions. We had to stretch our minds and 
memories and include all we could remember of our thoughts, feelings, decisions and rationale 
for our decisions.  

Data analysis 

The recorded accounts were manually analysed using thematic analysis. One lecturer looked 
for patterns in the data then identified the main emerging themes. Two core themes were 
established and checked against literature. These core themes were discussed and agreed upon 
by the group.  

Ethical considerations 

With autoethnography, there are broader ethical considerations that are needed to be 
considered such as relational ethics where the experiences shared may have consequences for 
others, thus any sharing of information needs to take this into account. Our identities have 
been anonymised to respect confidentiality, anonymity and relational ethics principles. We are 
identified as Lecturer 1, Lecturer 2 and Lecturer 3. 

What follows is the presentation of findings and discussion based on two main themes that 
emerged from the analysis of what was shared.  

Findings and discussion 

The following section presents the findings from our reflections and discussions on these. The 
three of us have between five to thirteen years’ experience lecturing commerce and social 
science-related subjects in HDI contexts. The reflections capture the periods when we prepared 
for online interactions with students as well as when we started interacting with them online 
during the 2020 academic year. The main tools we used for interactions over the period 
included WhatsApp Messenger, Microsoft Teams, Google Meet and Blackboard (the selected 
institution’s official learning management system). We chose when and how to use these tools 
guided by institutional policy frameworks. In explaining our experiences in adjusting to online 
interactions with students, two main themes emanated from the recorded accounts: alienation 
and accommodation and the use of coping strategies. These themes are the subject of the 
following discussions. 

Theme 1: Alienation and accommodation 

Alienation, which occurred in the teaching environment, was a shared experience. While 
university students experience alienation in online learning environments (Wei et al., 2012), 
the findings suggest that as lecturers, we also experienced the same alienation. This alienation 
emanated from decreased opportunities of engagement with students and peers, a lack of data 
resources to effectively perform our roles and insufficient preparation for the online transition. 
Factors such as isolation, insufficient resources and inadequate time to prepare were also 
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identified by Žižanović et al. (2021) as problematic for remote teaching. Linked to this, was a 
theme on accommodation whereby these were made in response to being insufficiently 
equipped to teach online. The alienation influenced most of our behaviours, responses and 
adjustments to remote teaching. 

Individuals regulate their behaviours by constantly assessing the manner they do things in 
comparison with environmental circumstances (Bandura, 1986). We identified resource, 
leadership and information deficiencies over the period, more so, during the early institutional 
responses to COVID-19 with some improvements by the end of the period under observation. 
This resonates with the study by Czerniewicz et al. (2020) who argue that resources were 
inadequate to enable effective remote learning, especially at the start of remote teaching and 
learning. Whilst our institution attempted to address the resource limitation to enable teaching 
and learning to continue, the extent for this provision was constrained by budget affordances. 
Leadership vacuum could have been a result of the unpredictable nature of COVID-19 which 
made informed decision-making challenging (Czerniewicz et al., 2020).  

The main resource we lacked was data to undertake research to prepare for courses, offer live 
classes and interact with students as well as peers regularly. Often, the data meant for teaching 
and learning was used to attend to administrative matters such as attending departmental 
meetings. These meetings were numerous during the period when lecturers were expected to 
start online classes. When recalling their experience during the time ERT had just been 
introduced, Lecturer 1 stated: 

After receiving the router, the number of online meetings increased, ranging from 
departmental meetings, ... group meetings, and training colleagues. The [X] gigs of data 
I received was depleted in 6 days after attending 2 Blackboard collaborate and one MS 
Team meetings. The purchasing of expensive data, in addition to unstable network, 
compounded the negative experiences I had with online learning. In all meetings I was 
the presenter and using my own network provider (not provided by institution), I had 
to drive to another place and attend the meetings in a car or ask a friend for a place to 
attend the meetings from. 

Lecturer 1 highlighted that the encounters of insufficient data led to personal accommodations 
of using personal finances. At times, Lecturer 1 had to seek various places to access better 
network coverage. When recalling the same period, Lecturer 2 uncovered similar challenges of 
insufficient data as Lecturer 1. They stated: 

April to June were months of many meetings and trainings. The data I received just 
wasn’t enough. I only conducted classes after that period because I did not want to 
incur higher personal costs trying to make sure I was present for meetings (some lasting 
5 hours or even rolling over from one day to the next) and delivering classes. As much 
as I felt happy that online options were being pursued, I was not going to go out of 
pocket for the cause. I doubted I would ever be able to claim back any excess costs I 
incurred buying data so I tried to manage costs. In some of the long meetings, I wished 
I could just log off before they finished because they were on a platform that was not 
zero rated. Also, I found it annoying that the first thirty minutes was wasted with ‘Can 
you hear me’, ‘Please switch off your camera’, ‘Please mute yourselves’, ‘I’m struggling 
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with connection’, ‘Let’s wait for others to connect’. People were not yet used to online 
meetings. I just wondered how classes would be handled if meetings were handled this 
way. 

Lecturer 2 expressed an unwillingness to incur additional personal costs because of this.  

The online teaching environmental circumstances were characterised by the realities of 
inadequate resources for online interaction. Data allocation was inadequate and Internet 
access was mostly poor, something that was not unique to our case only but also identified by 
other authors who identified inadequate data and unstable network as constraints to remote 
teaching and learning (Kaisara & Bwalya, 2020; Wilcox & Vignal, 2020; Songca et al., 2021; 
Williams et al., 2021). As individuals, we incurred additional financial costs of sourcing data, a 
mechanism claimed by Zapata-Garibay et al. (2021) in their study. The lack of resources to 
participate in online activities had an alienating effect. The experiences revealed that the 
institution had not yet overcome its resource challenges and the impact of this was isolation 
despite the accommodations they made. The use of personal data seemed to be an 
accommodation linked to the urgent need to respond to COVID-19. The adaptions of incurring 
additional personal costs in terms of time and money reveal individual agency under the 
circumstances. However, not being able to freely and fully participate in online interactions due 
to the lack of resources had an alienating effect. In HDIs, alienation is an “embedded legacy of 
history” (Beresford, 2004).  

Another accommodation that had to be made was that of allowing work to encroach more into 
home life. We had to adjust our home lives to fit in the new way of working. For example, 
Lecturer 3 stated that: 

Balancing working from home and actual class delivery was a bit of a challenge mainly 
due to the situation just being unusual to the family and myself. I had to set up an office 
space in one of the rooms and had to always lock myself when having meetings or 
classes. It was difficult in the beginning especially having some meeting going on during 
lunch and after hours. There were actually no normal office hours followed. I had to 
decide and cut on the meetings that I attend and avoid some meetings where I felt I 
was not needed that much. 

This statement suggests that for Lecturer 3, they had to make adjustments in their daily 
routines to ensure that the conditions were conducive for online class delivery. Work intruded 
on personal home space. As Shareena and Shahid (2020) found, at times, working from home 
was stressful, uncomfortable and disruptive. Each of us had partners and children at home. This 
meant that we had to fulfil our family responsibilities and deal with the expanded 
responsibilities that came with institutional adjustments to COVID-19. Our reflections pointed 
to tensions balancing family and work life during the early period of the year, a finding that was 
highlighted by Kim and Asbury (2020). Teachers had to put up with extra hours to cope with 
extra-ordinary workloads which was strenuous (Zapata-Garibay et al., 2021) and clashed with 
personal lives (Marshall et al., 2020). 

 In addition, these tensions took place while we had our anxieties about the pandemic. Lecturer 
1 stated: 
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The major fear I had was the loss of lives rather than the teaching and learning of 
students. I had a sense of panic not sure if I and my family would survive the pandemic, 
if we will be able to stick to the precautionary measures, if I wouldn’t get the virus from 
the shops I had to visit now and again. We started buying bread and other things in bulk 
to minimise the movement and limit catching the virus. How teaching would take place 
was not a key concern at the beginning. 

Lecturer 1 had early anxieties about family surviving the pandemic than how teaching would 
take place. Family was an immediate priority. Personal and professional responsibilities had to 
be managed alongside managing anxieties about the risks of COVID-19. The sudden shift to 
remote learning was unsettling and led to socio-emotional stress, as argued by Schuck and 
Lambert (2020).  The discomfort and anxiety we experienced was not an isolated case as other 
studies such as Kim and Asbury (2020), Johnson et al. (2020), Zapata-Garibay et al. (2021), 
Smith-Hawkins (2021) also identified anxiety as a consequence of adjusting to online 
interactions.   

As much as we experienced challenges working from home, we were concerned about students’ 
lack of resources and the challenges they possibly faced while studying from home. Most of 
our students who resided in remote rural areas, faced challenges ranging from insufficient data 
(Kaisara & Bwalya, 2020), unstable network (Songca et al., 2021) and unconducive home 
environment (Obuaku-Igwe, 2020). These challenges constrained students from effectively 
engaging in remote learning. We empathised with the students in light of these challenges. 
Lecturer 3 stated: 

The 2020 academic year was a challenging year for both lecturers and students. I felt 
for many students who did not have bursaries and reliable access to internet. I had to 
give students more time for assessment writing in some instances 12 hours while 
assessment is open. Some students were comfortable to write during the day while 
others preferred night time. So I had to accommodate all of them. 

Making changes to assessment practices was an important accommodation for students. Zhang 
et al. (2021) argue that more fluid and dynamic circumstances of online teaching require 
adjustments in assessment practices. 

Lecturer 2 recounted: 

Before lockdown, my experience had been that about a quarter of the class would 
attend face to face classes, even with threats that non-attendance would have 
repercussions. Now we were in a situation where students were at their homes. What 
a disaster situation. I just imagined students’ situations. Many likely wouldn’t choose to 
not sit in and listen until an assessment on the materials was due but probably just 
weren’t able to. Most lived in rural areas. Connectivity is poor in remote areas. I never 
checked the LMS statistics to know whether students were accessing materials. I 
thought it was unfair to use such statistics and I wanted to avoid being annoyed. 
Ignorance was bliss regarding this.   
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Lecturer 1 shared: 

I was staying in an urban area and my network was pretty bad. I could now imagine the 
frustration a student deep in the remote rural area would feel about online learning. 
University campuses provided a shield to the social injustices where they had access to 
the institution’s network, study spaces and discussion areas. Now that they were home, 
the inequalities were exposed. Thinking of all these possible challenges students could 
face made me feel like I was on an impossible mission. 

These feelings were also noted by Kim and Asbury (2020) where teachers were concerned 
about the vulnerability of their pupils. Considering the pressure that the students were 
experiencing during remote learning (Benito et al., 2021), lecturers needed to support and 
encourage their students to enable effective student learning (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Studies 
by Songca et al. (2021), Yuan (2021) and Benito et al. (2021) found and reported that lecturers 
showed compassion, commitment, empathy and understanding towards their interactions with 
students during remote learning.  

While we could empathise with students, we sensed that we were encountering a situation, 
which we had little control over. As people “act on their judgments of what they can do as well 
as on their beliefs about the likely effects of various actions” (Bandura, 1986, p. 231), we 
executed specific courses of action amidst complex personal, behavioural and contextual 
factors. We recognised the alienated positions many students faced due to their socio-
economic backgrounds. We made accommodations where this was possible, for example, by 
overlooking statistics tracking student activity.  

Theme 2: Use of coping strategies 

The need to cope with the stress associated with the shift to ERTL was another major theme. 
Coping strategies were employed amidst fears of the new situation, which involved changes in 
teaching and learning methodologies to interact with students online. The fears exhibited in 
the reviews were also reported by Kim and Asbury (2020) who claimed that teachers felt 
overwhelmed by the changes they were experiencing.  The strategies included problem-
focused strategies, avoidant strategies as well as emotional support (MacIntyre et al., 2020). 
The context in which these coping strategies were applied was characterised by factors 
(technical and non-technical) such as revisions to the academic year, which affected teaching 
schedules, pressures to complete all teaching within a limited time; poor network coverage of 
service providers; delays or absence of comprehensive managerial instructions; persistent data 
and network access challenges as well as knowledge gaps on how to use certain online 
platforms. These factors were also highlighted in several other studies (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; 
Ferri et al., 2020; Kaisara & Bwalya, 2020; Songca et al., 2021). These strategies seemed to instil 
a sense of coping self-efficacy to varying degrees. The stronger the instilled sense of coping 
self-efficacy, the bolder the behaviour (Bandura, 1982).  

We had to alternate between live online classes and other ways such as sharing pre-recorded 
videos on WhatsApp, choosing when to engage with students during the teaching and learning. 
These coping strategies contributed to our self-efficacy. 
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When recalling the way they coped with the new teaching situations, Lecturer 1 stated: 

My first virtual session on MS Teams was in early August and since then, started meeting 
the...students on a weekly basis. This session was very unpleasant and unstable, the 
network played a huge role in this unpleasantness. Students complained that I was 
inaudible and they could barely follow the class discussions, very few participated. I also 
noticed that several students were being kicked out of the session which impacted the 
engagements. To add to the discomfort, I didn’t know which functions were best suited 
for my students and the students didn’t make the situation any better by not 
participating. Some of the students had their microphones unmuted, which greatly 
distracted the session. For some, even after muting them, they would unmute 
themselves for the reasons I am unaware of...The poor network connection meant that 
I had to have my classes at places where the network was stable. I had to drive 
somewhere, away from my place of accommodation, most of the time. I had to conduct 
the classes mostly in the car or a friend’s places.  This wasn't a good experience as it 
didn't offer privacy and I could easily be distracted. It also increased the risk of being 
robbed of the equipment.  

Lecturer 1 expressed a sense of displeasure. Further, Lecturer 1 said: 

Whilst WA [WhatsApp] enabled a better experience, it was difficult to control and was 
at times flooded with consultations at the same time, especially closer to the times for 
assessments. Some students also sent enquiries late into the night. I did not mind 
messages being sent at those times but would normally not respond until morning. ... 

All these approaches I had to adopt without proper guidance from leadership. Many 
people shared my feelings, my experiences could have been better with timely 
communication and direction. The feelings of despair were made worse by different 
stories being said along the corridors, including moving to another learning 
management system. This did not, however affect me much as I did not mind learning 
new ways and had already adopted WA [WhatsApp] and MS [Microsoft Teams] as my 
preferred platforms where I would integrate with google forms and YouTube. Lack of 
timely communication from authorities gave me the autonomy to try a number of other 
ways to interact with students. 

Lecturer 1 was able to use problem-focused coping skills. The absence of clear instructions and 
direction lead to numerous challenges as was also found by Žižanović et al. (2021). It should, 
however be noted that the lack of guidance could have been caused by the difficulty in making 
substantive decisions because of the nature of the pandemic, which was unpredictable 
(Czerniewicz et al., 2020). It was therefore, difficult for leaders to make decisions without 
proper understanding of the behaviour of the virus.  

Also reflecting on the way they coped with the demands of the new online teaching situations 
Lecturer 2 stated: 

Shifts in the academic calendar caused confusion for my plans. September to November 
was a time I just tried to squeeze as much as possible. Assessments were done, in most 
cases without comprehensive feedback, just general feedback. I was starting to feel 
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overwhelmed with demands. While instruction was received that teaching could end by 
December, my understanding was that I needed to complete everything before end of 
November...I was constantly tired and at times ignored my work phone for a few days 
to pretend that I didn’t have students asking for clarity on assignments, whether or not 
they would have to write exams.  

Lecturer 2 recalled how they felt overwhelmed with demands and used avoidant coping 
strategies. 

Obtaining emotional support is an important coping strategy (MacIntyre et al., 2020). At times, 
we proactively created collegial support systems which we contributed to and benefited from. 
Our self-efficacy contributed to our agency as well as the collective agency of lecturers as a 
group. 

Personal factors facilitated opportunities to support colleagues and students. Lecturer 3 said: 

Generally, I do not panic and get anxiety especially when caused by the situation beyond 
my control. So I was always engaging students even when they were pointing that time 
is going to remain calm. I was also mentoring and engaging other staff members who 
were beginning to panic as the year progresses. So I somehow played a role in calming 
both my peers and students and in each of my lectures I always encouraged my students 
to adhere to COVID-19 regulations. 

Lecturer 3 pointed to a personality trait that contributed to not being anxious. This enabled 
better coping of the pressured situations and provision of support to students and colleagues. 
Using coping mechanisms when going through the challenging period proved to be valuable for 
all of us as such mechanisms build resilience (Subedi & Subedi, 2020).  

Recommendations 

The interaction between personal, behavioural and contextual or environmental factors while 
adjusting to online interactions with students is revealed in the excerpts of the 
autoethnographies. What follows are recommendations on ways to enhance lecturer abilities 
to adjust to online learning in HDI contexts. 

Encourage compassionate agency 

Lecturers are agents of change. Lecturer’s thoughts and feelings affect their behaviour and 
their behaviour can change HDI environments positively or negatively. Having concern for not 
just knowledge on the implications of behaviours could direct decision-making towards more 
positive outcomes. For example, lecturers can be encouraged to interrogate their actions of 
unreasonably limiting interactions with students as a reinforcement of student realities of 
marginalisation and historic social injustices.  

Allow flexibility with guided support 

Allowing flexibility in coping strategies as lecturers cope with making adjustments needed for 
online learning can improve their self-efficacy. The benefit would be that lecturers who know 
their abilities and lecturing contexts well can be positioned to respond appropriately to shifting 
circumstances. This flexibility with guided support could have positive outcomes as rigidity 
could result in lost opportunities to cater to unique student needs. 
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Relevance of autoethnography in South African Historically Disadvantaged Institutions 

Autoethnography can facilitate viewpoints and expose misrepresentations of happenings at 
HDIs. These viewpoints can challenge hegemonic discourse that reinforces the labels of HDI as, 
for example, unchanging or unresponsive to higher education priorities to develop or an 
absence of resources to an absence of agency to enable positive education outcomes. There 
needs to be a “validation” (Whitinui, 2014) of the importance of the ‘self’ in the bigger picture 
of transformation at HDIs. Elevating the voices of individuals at HDI can allow them to share 
their realities as they see and experience them.  

While autoethnography would be useful for research on HDIs, it would require capacitating 
people on how to use it. This is pivotal because sharing experiences may cause anxieties about 
the consequences of sharing reflectively, for example, losing jobs or compromised professional 
integrity. Reflection needs to be understood as an integral part of transformation through 
individual agency. As the methodology is presently not widely used for research on South 
African HDIs, efforts to enhance its validity within the academic community should be made so 
that it is accommodated and those that use it for studies are not overlooked by scholarly 
conventions that already suffer from challenges such as gatekeeping. 

The intention of autoethnography is never to recall facts and events but to “lift out” and “share” 
“meaning from (marginalised) experiences” (Schmid, 2019, p. 273). The recalling can 
compromise individuals or even the institutions. Therefore, ethics must be thoughtfully 
handled to minimise any harm to those directly or indirectly affected by the use of the approach. 

Conclusion 

Our adjustments to online instruction during remote learning was not smooth sailing due to a 
myriad of challenges faced by the selected institution and students we interacted with, where 
the majority were residing in remote rural areas. Through the reflective journals, the major 
constraints to adjustments to remote teaching included insufficient data, poor internet 
connection, technical challenges and perceived lack of support. Despite the alienations we 
experienced, mainly due to the aforementioned factors, we banked on our agentic powers to 
get around these challenges and interact with our students. This, we managed primarily 
through our self-efficacy which positively influenced teaching and learning. The social support 
that we provided to students and colleagues also made our online interactions much easier. 

COVID-19 has resulted in a myriad of changes at HDIs. The accounts captured in the article 
point to some of what was encountered for one academic year. We did not capture all 
experiences and meanings relating to online interactions with students but we shed light on 
experiences and processes that took place that may have gone unexplored. The contexts of 
historically disadvantaged HEIs warrant innovative methodologies that place the researchers 
as agents that are not far removed from their contexts but recognise their agencies in the 
structures and cultures produced and reproduced through the research process. Thus, 
autoethnographic approaches can achieve this innovatively, contributing to understanding the 
factors responsible for transformations at HDIs under COVID-19 and other situations.  
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