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ABSTRACT 

For many higher education institutions, the emergency remote teaching (ERT) environment is 

unchartered territory. The move to ERT for residential universities during a pandemic has 

highlighted the necessity of understanding students’ needs in order to be able to successfully 

transition to an ERT environment. Performing an exploratory study, this study aims to identify 

possible socio-economic challenges to the ERT environment should another pandemic or an 

extended period of ERT take place. Using a questionnaire, this study obtained the perceptions of 

first-year accounting students regarding their adaptation to the ERT environment ERT. The 

findings suggest that a wide lens should be used when assessing residential university students’ 

adaptation to ERT. It appears that lecturers and the content offered may be quicker to adapt to 

the new learning environment; however, restrictions such as access to resources required for ERT 

may pose a significant obstacle to students engaging in ERT. The results of this study can be used 

by course planners to consider the impact of ERT on their students and further to potentially 

implement interventions or changes to their modules to create a larger area of inclusivity. 

Keywords: Emergency remote teaching (ERT), first-year students, pandemic, socio-economic 

impact 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The announcement by President Cyril Ramaphosa on 15 March 2020 declared the COVID-19 

pandemic a national state of disaster in terms of the Disaster Management Act (South African 

Government 2020). In response to this announcement, the Ministry of Higher Education 

suspended contact lectures and declared an early recess from 18 March 2020 in order to contain 
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the spread of COVID-19 (Staff Writer 2020a). A risk-based plan, as determined by the 

Department of Higher Education, stipulated that all higher education institutions were 

mandated to offer remote online teaching and learning from 1 June 2020 (Staff Writer 2020b). 

A number of South African universities, including Stellenbosch University, a traditional 

residential university, commenced with emergency online teaching in the second term of the 

first semester on 20 April 2020 in an attempt to salvage the 2020 academic year (Du Plessis 

2020). 

Online courses are defined as those in which the majority of the course content is delivered 

online (Allen and Seaman 2007, 4). This is related to open distance e-learning (ODeL), which 

is defined as teaching in a diverse context where students located in different locations are 

physically separated from their higher education institutions and lecturers. These online courses 

are facilitated by the use of online platforms such as discussion forums, WhatsApp groups, and 

online videos (Lehong, Van Biljon, and Sanders 2019, 1). Emergency remote teaching (ERT), 

however, is described as a temporary shift in the usual instruction delivery method to a different 

delivery method due to a crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The difference between ERT 

and ODeL is that for ERT, an educational ecosystem is not recreated but is rather adapted so 

that there is temporary access to the institution and institutional support that can be set up 

quickly in an emergency or crisis (Hodges et al. 2020). 

Although many students might traditionally study at a home environment, the move away 

from a face-to-face teaching institution to a completely online ERT environment is 

unprecedented for students studying at these institutions. For many universities, this ERT 

environment is unchartered territory; however, the University of South Africa (UNISA), the 

largest online university in Africa, is prepared to share its expertise in potential ERT 

environments (Makhanya 2020).  

The move to ERT is not without social-economic challenges, resources such as computers, 

smartphones, internet connectivity is required in order to create an ERT environment. Looking 

at the internet connectivity landscape, according to the Inequality Trends report released by 

Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), only 42.9 per cent of rural areas had access to Internet 

connectivity in 2017 (Stats SA 2019, 120). Furthermore, according to the Gini coefficient of 

South Africa, South Africa is globally placed among the top five most unequal societies 

globally (Stats SA 2019, 5). South Africa, for the poor, has one of the highest data prices as a 

large majority of poor South Africans cannot afford to buy data in bulk (Bottomley 2020). 

Cognisant of barriers to access to ERT such as the absence of hardware (laptops / 

computers) for students to access online learning material and the aforementioned data issues, 

South African universities have implemented multiple measures in order to smooth the 
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transition for South African traditional residence university students to ERT. Two examples of 

these include Stellenbosch University and the University of Cape Town. Stellenbosch 

University has provided laptops to socio-economically disadvantaged students through laptop 

loans charged to the students’ accounts. These loans will be reversed upon the return of the 

laptops by the students at the end of the academic year (Du Plessis 2020). Stellenbosch 

University also provided data for students using the four major South African mobile network 

operators (Stellenbosch University 2020) in order to alleviate the high costs of data. The 

University of Cape Town (UCT) has also provided laptops on a similar loan system 

implemented by Stellenbosch University and, similarly, data has also been provided to students 

(Lange 2020).  

Other interventions entered into by universities as a direct result of the transition to ERT 

included certain higher education institutions informing students that they would receive a 100 

per cent fee rebate on their 2020 fees should they deregister from their studies by a specific 

date. This suggests that the difficulties faced by students with reference to emergency online 

teaching (ERT) are more profound than those of laptops and data costs (Business Insider SA 

2020). A stable Internet connection also poses a barrier to ERT as students who live in rural 

areas are more likely to experience unstable Internet connections (Bangani 2020). Furthermore, 

mental health remains an issue for students, as their mental struggles are likely to be exacerbated 

during this period as these students are removed from resources that enable them to cope (Black 

Caucus at UCT 2020). 

It is therefore evident that the socio-economic challenges faced by students are 

acknowledged and are being alleviated by universities. However, a question that arises is 

whether the provision of laptops and data is enough to combat other socio-economic difficulties 

faced by students who lack basic necessities such as food in their homes as this also leads to 

negative academic outcomes, such as students dropping out (Dominguez-Whitehead 2017, 

153). 

South African students who come from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

may also have to study in overcrowded homes with household commitments and deal with 

living in a noisy neighbourhood, which may present hurdles to the transition to ERT. Students 

who do not come from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds may also be prone to 

anxiety and stress due to the uncertainty of the revised academic programme (Shoba 2020). 

This proposes that another element of the socio-economic challenges experienced by students 

with the transition to ERT beyond that of laptops and data exists. This study, against the 

backdrop of South Africa, aims to understand the socio-economic hurdles experienced by 

accounting students at Stellenbosch University in order to understand if any other factors 
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negatively contribute to the transition to ERT. 

The main contribution of this research (based on the students’ perceptions) will be to 

understand the perceptions of current South African first-year accounting students at residential 

university regarding potential socio-economic challenges as a result of the transition to an ERT 

platform. This is contextualised against the socio-economic impacts of transitioning from 

traditional face-to-face learning environments to ERT as observed during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Furthermore, this study aims to assist course convenors in the planning of their 

lectures to accommodate emergency online teaching and the impact thereof on students and to 

allow changes to modules to accommodate flexibility and provide inclusivity despite the 

students’ socio-economic backgrounds. 

Although various studies have been conducted to understand the adjustments associated 

with first-year UNISA students in the absence of a physical campus (Mittelmeier et al. 2019).  

This study is of fundamental importance given the scarcity of research on the transition of 

residential universities to ERT in traditional face-to-face institutions.  

The findings of this study could assist in providing insight into the u socio-economic 

challenges experienced by traditional residential students with reference to the transition to 

ERT. 

The next section of this article provides a review of existing relevant literature on the 

topic. The literature review is followed by explaining the research methodology utilised, and a 

discussion of the findings and conclusions of the study. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of the literature review is to provide an understanding, using existing literature, 

regarding ERT and online teaching. The literature review identifies what was previously 

researched to avoid duplication and to build on the gaps identified in previous research (Mbati 

2013, 16). This literature review is divided into four parts. It provides the framework for online 

learning, then addresses some of the socio-economic challenges experienced in online learning, 

proposes the benefits of online learning, and details ERT responses as observed during a 

pandemic. Although the literature on ERT is limited, the benefits and socio-economic 

challenges of online teaching are framed around UNISA as the largest ODeL institution in 

Africa, this may however differ to the socio-economic challenges of ERT experienced by 

residential university students, hence highlighting the need for further research on the transition 

to ERT by residential universities (Letseka and Pitsoe 2013). 
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Framework for online teaching 
Dewey’s constructivism learning approach is a theory of observation based on how students 

learn (Dewey 1986; Hickman, Neubert, and Reich 2009). This means that learners 

conceptualise and create their education based on their personal experiences and incorporate 

cultural factors into the syllabus. Constructivists are observers in a way observing reality being 

formed in daily life or in science. Some of the approaches on this particular issue can be found 

below: (Dewey 1986; Jones and Brader-Araje 2002).This makes learning dynamic and not rigid 

as learning takes place at the student’s pace (Khalid and Azeem 2012, 170). There are two 

categories on which constructivists base their theory; the first being the social aspect and the 

second being individualism. The social aspect requires the student to relate to the syllabus in 

order to acquire knowledge, and individualism means that learning for the student takes place 

at a unique pace (Pitsoane, Mahlo, and Lethole 2015, 30). 

The constructivism approach also builds cognitive development and focuses on a deeper 

understanding of the subject matter (Fosnot and Perry 1996). This means that, for students, 

learning is an active process whereby knowledge is created rather than absorbed and that 

effective learning allows posing questions for the learner to answer (Fox 2001, 24). 

Under the influence of the constructivist learning approach, access to online learning 

materials allows students to reflect and reinterpret existing knowledge (Cooner 2010, 281). This 

is an element of the constructivist approach to learning (Mbati 2013, 154). 

Another study, comparing students who attended lectures versus students who only 

consumed online content, showed that online lectures should be used to complement online 

learning and not substitute it as the students who attended face-to-face learning obtained higher 

marks than those who simply watched online lecture videos (Williams, Birch, and Hancock 

2012, 210). This is in contrast to the aforementioned constructivist approach as it potentially 

suggests that online lectures cannot replace face-to-face lectures as online lectures can be dull 

and repetitive to students, while the traditional face-to-face approach is beneficial as the lecturer 

serves to inspire and motivate the students (Bennett and Maniar 2007). Furthermore, the 

opportunity to ask questions and involvement in the group experience are suggested to be absent 

from online learning (Woo et al. 2008, 86). The argument that arises is whether the students 

perceive online ERT as beneficial or detrimental to their academic progress. 

 

Socio-economic challenges and benefits of experienced in online teaching 
environment 
In order to develop an expectation of potential socio-economic challenges and benefits of ERT 

as a baseline this study looks to traditional online universities such as UNISA for existing 
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literature. The study however notes that literature on socio-economic challenges of the 

transition to ERT by residential universities is limited, this we draw inferences from what is 

deemed to be a comparable mode, the findings of the study will however highlight if differences 

are noted. UNISA, the largest online learning university in Africa, has been used to examine 

the socio-economic challenges experienced by its students with reference to online learning 

(Letseka and Pitsoe 2014, 1944). The first potential challenge that the literature suggests is that 

students who transition to ERT may be accustomed to lecturers making use of traditional 

education methods to disseminate information to students and limited blended learning, 

whereas the ODeL framework, as used by UNISA, uses the constructivist approach to learning, 

thereby allowing students to learn at their own pace and understand knowledge without 

direction, which promotes autonomy (Jackson 2007, 336). Another common problem 

experienced by students is referred to as digital illiteracy, this means that students are not 

upskilling themselves with reference to technology usage, which could pose a hurdle to the 

transition to ERT (Ngubane-Mokiwa and Letseka 2015, 5; Maboe 2019, 114). 

Other socio-economic challenges experienced by UNISA students include, but are not 

limited to, social and emotional adjustments faced by students in the absence of a physical 

campus, literature on the effect of the move to ERT by residential students on a students social 

and emotional behaviour is limited (Mittelmeier et al. 2019).  

There are benefits to the transition from open distance learning (ODL) to ODeL teaching 

methods, it is expected that the ERT environment potentially replicates these benefits. Students 

are able to access educational information at any time and at any location, thus allowing for 

greater flexibility (Letseka and Pitsoe 2013, 197). Lecturers are also able to provide feedback 

to students from any location through on-screen marking. ODeL also hones student-centred 

learning and thus improves critical thinking skills and contributes to a positive learning 

environment (Ngubane-Mokiwa and Letseka 2015), thereby supporting the constructivist 

approach to learning as learners are not passive learners but rather active learners who engage 

with the syllabi (Letseka and Pitsoe 2013, 197). 

 

ERT responses observed in a pandemic 
ERT is a temporary mode of instructional delivery due to a crisis, which has the primary 

objective of providing access to information to students, not compromising the institutional 

learning provided to students, and delivering an impermanent solution to online learning, which 

is designed to return to face-to-face education once the crisis has subsided, as evidenced by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This differentiates ERT from online learning as it differs from a course 

planned to be implemented and completed using online means (Hodges et al. 2020, 4). 
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There have been many responses by South African universities in order to complete the 

academic year as closely as possible to the usual year (Dipa 2020). The move to ERT has 

focused on devices and Internet access, but not on understanding the students’ circumstances, 

such as the provision of a learning space conducive for online learning (Black Caucus at UCT 

2020). Tshwane University of Technology, which is the largest contact university in the 

country, is considering the cancellation of examinations due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Fengu 

2020). 

Looking at other socio-economic challenges of students at a residential university moving 

to ERT, could potentially point at items such as food insecurity at home versus at the residential 

university. Although studies such as the Van den Berg and Raubenheimer (2015) study 

highlight food insecurity in South African universities, limited analysis has been performed on 

the relationship between socio-economically disadvantaged students who face food insecurity 

at universities and what happens when students are mandated to go home due to the emergency 

transition to online learning. 

A similar study performed in Zimbabwe (Chinyoka and Naidu 2013) on secondary schools 

was highlighted in addition to a lack of food insecurity, a lack of resources for learning that 

included electricity, having no desk or table to work on, overcrowded homes, and noisy 

neighbourhoods were listed as the main hurdles to education for socio-economically 

disadvantaged learners. The ERT environment therefore requires further investigation as to 

whether these socio-economic challenges are present in such an environment. 

For the purposes of this study, first-year accounting students enrolled in 2020 at 

Stellenbosch University were involved as participants. Although support in terms of laptops 

and data has been provided to students from poor backgrounds (Du Plessis 2020), the 

perceptions of students on whether the issues affiliated with ERT are more profound than 

laptops and data have not previously been investigated. 

This study will therefore add to the existing body of knowledge by providing exploratory 

insight into the perceptions of residential university students with reference to the socio-

economic challenges they face in the transition to ERT. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This exploratory study utilised a questionnaire to analyse the perceptions of accounting students 

on the transition to ERT. The population of this study comprised first-year students enrolled in 

the Financial Accounting module at a South African university during the year 2020. An online 

web-based survey platform was used to obtain responses. 

The survey invitation was sent via email to the enrolled students using email addresses 
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obtained from the class list. The participants completed the questionnaire at their own discretion 

and had an option to opt out of completing the survey at any point. Email reminders were also 

sent to participants in order to remind them to complete the questionnaire. Ethical clearance 

was obtained as per the protocol of the relevant institution. 

The questionnaire, shown in Appendix 1, included various questions regarding the 

perceptions of accounting students of ERT. These questions were separated into various 

themes. The first theme was with reference to how the participants have adapted to the ERT 

environment, by analysing aspects such as the manner in which they preferred to access and 

interact with the online lecture content, thereby requiring the participants to indicate if 

individualism and the social aspect of the constructivist approach are demonstrated. The second 

theme provided a more in-depth focus on access to ERT resources such as textbooks, 

computers, smartphones, and an Internet connection. The third theme evaluated the effect of 

the home environment on ERT, delving into having the space and time at the participants’ 

homes to support conducive studying. 

Each of the questions in these themes required responses on a five-point Likert scale from 

the participants, where 1 = strongly disagree, 3 = neutral, and 5 = strongly agree. Finally, 

ranking of the obstacles to ERT required that the participants rank their greatest obstacle to 

ERT as 1 and their lowest obstacle to ERT as 5. 

The findings section commences with a descriptive analysis of the respondents. An 

analysis of the various perceptions obtained follows. 

 

Findings 
The findings section discusses the results of the questionnaire according to the three themes 

identified in the research methodology. Prior to the themes identified as part of the 

questionnaire a discussion of the respondents’ funding for their studies is done below. 

An online web-based survey was used to obtain responses. This was sent to all students 

enrolled in first-year Financial Accounting modules in 2020 at Stellenbosch University. A total 

of 121 out of 1 180 potential participants, 10.25 per cent, responded to the survey. As this study 

forms an exploratory nature of the sample response rate is deemed sufficient. 

 

Funding of studies 
As shown in Figure 1, the majority of students who responded to the questionnaire are enrolled 

in the university with their tuition and study-related fees being funded by their parents. This is 

followed closely by students on some form of bursary such as the National Student Financial 

Aid Scheme (NSFAS) or another bursary. A limited number of students were self-funded. 
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Although the majority of students in this study who responded to the survey were parent/ self-

funded, which can potentially be listed as a limitation to understanding the views of students 

who are arguably in more need, such as NSFAS students, the results of the study were evaluated 

on an overall basis, as well as further analysing whether a variance exists between the results 

of bursary-funded students and parent-funded students in order to better understand the needs 

on all scales. A limitation of this study is that the assumption is made that bursary students on 

non-NSFAS bursaries are also in need, in order to account for this assumption these students 

discussion incorporates the overall view of all participants to report the findings on aggregate 

as well. It is suggested that all students will incur socio-economic challenges during ERT such 

as the stress and anxiety of uncertainty during ERT (Shoba 2020), and the results of this study 

will therefore provide valuable insight into a variety of socio-economic challenges across a 

spectrum of students.  

 

 
 
Figure 1: Funding of students  

 

Theme 1: How participants have adapted to the ERT environment, by analysing 
aspects such as the manner in which they preferred to access and interact with 
the online lecture content 
The findings firstly explore how students perceived ERT versus traditional face-to-face face 

classroom learning. The results in Table 1 indicate that students are indifferent in terms of 

whether they prefer online learning to traditional face to face classes, given that content may be 

rewound and paused as needed. The same mean score of 3 was received from bursary students 

and parent-funded students. This is also depicted in the comments received from students, 
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where one student, who strongly disagreed with the statement, noted that “Face-to-face lectures 

are much more understandable than online lectures”, versus another student who strongly 

agreed with the statement by commenting:  

 
“Yes, very true. I really like the fact now studying is in my hands, I get to rewind important points 
that the lecture mentions. Disturbances from fellow students are avoided.”  

 

The reasons provided by students who were neutral to the ERT environment indicated that the 

traditional classroom creates an approachable environment for students: 

 
“I do agree but I also have the chance to ask questions in class through face to face. Everyone in 
class will benefit from my question and understand the work better.”  

 

Similar comments such as “A video is good but having to ask a question in person is much 

more understanding” indicate that although items such as emails and discussion forums are 

available, in-person learning is perceived to be more one on one and accessible. Another 

respondent noted, “This is an advantage we have, but it is not the same as sitting in class. 

Learning online takes longer to understand and process even though there are videos, etc.”, 

which indicates that the workload for ERT is perceived to be significantly higher. This was 

echoed by another student, who noted, “It is easier to do the work at your own pace, but it also 

takes a lot longer.” 

It is evident that the constructivism approach, in response to ERT, is experienced how 

some students who prefer to learn at their own pace, engage with the material with deeper 

understanding, and experience autonomy in their learning (Büyükduman and Sirin 2010, 55). 

Other students found that face-to-face lectures were beneficial in that students could ask 

questions, be motivated by their lecturers, and build knowledge from each other in groups, 

thereby supporting the theory that traditional lectures enhance the learning experience (Woo et 

al. 2008).  

Both groups of students indicated that they agreed that their lecturers were prepared for 

the ERT environment. One student noted, “Lecturers are always ready, but because they can’t 

see us, they don’t know when we understand it”. Similar findings were found with regard to 

participants’ perceptions regarding whether they receive enough educational support from their 

lecturers and tutors to assist them in the course. However, when asked whether the transition 

from face-to-face learning to an online lecture platform would not negatively impact their 

degree, the results showed that the students were indifferent; perhaps leaning towards 

disagreeing with the statement. It is, however, suggested that ERT’s effectiveness is influenced 
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by various other factors and not necessarily the learning content. This finding is echoed in the 

comments below. 

 

“The transition was hard at first, but I believe the self-discipline I developed would definitely 
benefit me. The only problem that I think would occur is the effect of the lack of socialising, as 
I’m studying a high-pressure degree and can’t take a break to socialise as I would have in 
residence, seeing as I have less time and it is harder to get to my friends.” 

“I am going through an adjustment phase.” 

“My biggest obstacle right now is motivation since I don’t have friends here that are empathising 
with what I’m doing.” 

 

The above comments suggest that intrinsic motivation is required to successfully thrive in an 

ERT environment, achieve autonomy, and being able to conceptualise knowledge, which 

support the constructivist learning approach (Martens, Gulikers and Bastiaens 2004, 368). 

 
Table 1: Online versus traditional learning environment 
 

Statement 1 2 3 4 5 N/A Average 
rating 

1. You prefer 
online lectures as 
opposed to face-to-
face lectures 
because they allow 
you to pause and 
rewind the lecture 
content. 

33 
(27,27%) 

20 
(16,53%) 

18 
(14,88%) 

22 
(18,18%) 

28 
(23,14%) 

0 
(0,00%) 

BF:1 2.6 
OPF:2 3.0 
All: 2.9 

14. Your lecturers 
are prepared for 
teaching in an 
online learning 
environment. 

2 
(1,65%) 

7 
(5,79%) 

20 
(16,53%) 

34 
(28,10%) 

44 
(36,36%) 

14 
(11,57%) 

BF: 4.5 
OPF: 3.8 
All: 4.00 

15. The transition 
from face-to-face 
learning to an 
online lecture 
platform will not 
negatively impact 
your degree. 

21 
(17,36%) 

28 
(23,14%) 

29 
(23,97%) 

25 
(20,66%) 

14 
(11,57%) 

4 
(3,31%) 

BF: 2.7 
OPF: 2.9 
All: 2.9 

16. You receive 
enough 
educational 
support from your 
lecturers and tutors 
to assist you in this 
course. 

6 
(4,96%) 

14 
(11,57%) 

26 
(21,49%) 

41 
(33,88%) 

26 
(21,49%) 

8 
(6,61%) 

BF: 3.7 
OPF: 3.6 
All: 3.6 

1 The abbreviation BF stands for Bursary funded. 
2 The abbreviation OPF stands for “One-funded and parent-funded”. 

 

Theme 2: Focus on access to ERT resources such as textbooks, computers, 
smartphones, and an Internet connection  

The next section of the findings relates to student preferences and accessibility to resources 
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during a period of ERT. The results of the questionnaire for this group of questions are shown 

in Table 2.  

Firstly, when asked if students preferred textbooks in hard copy as opposed to electronic 

textbooks, the findings suggest that students have a strong preference for hard copy books 

versus e-books. The main reasoning for this is that students preferred to make notes in their 

hard copy textbooks. This was noted in a few of the comments: 

 
“Yes, I do, but hard copy textbooks are expensive and my only worry about the soft copy is the 
damage to the eyes. I still want to have a good eye[sight] after all this.” 

“I prefer hard copy textbooks as I can make notes on it.” 

“Other than just preferring hard copies, this online teaching time has me looking at screens much 
more than I’d like so I have come to prefer things not on a screen.” 

 
One participant, however, noted that although they had a strong preference for e-books, they 

were hesitant to use them due to potential problems occurring: 

 
“Electronic books are better and faster to work through. The only disadvantage to this is of course 
technical difficulties that could occur.” 

 
Table 2: Considerations regarding textbooks 
  

Statement 1 2 3 4 5 N/A Average 
rating 

2. You prefer 
textbooks in hard 
copy as opposed to 
electronic textbooks. 

9 
(7,44%) 

11 
(9,09%) 

14 
(11,57%) 

12 
(9,92%) 

63 
(52,07%) 

12 
(9,92%) 

BF: 4.5 
OPF: 3.8 
All: 4.0 

 

South Africa as a developing economy presents various network-related problems in terms of 

Internet connection (Stats SA 2019, 120). Although the university has made data and computers 

available to all students, Internet connectivity still plays a critical role in a student’s ability to 

engage successfully in ERT (Dwolatzky and Harris 2020). It is noteworthy that the university 

instituted a laptop programme; access to a computer as reflected in the results should therefore 

not have been a significant barrier (Du Plessis 2020). The results are therefore unable to gauge 

that if no such programme had been made available, if similar results would have been noted; 

this provides an area for future research.  

The results of the questionnaire shown in Table 3 indicate a clear difference in access to 

the Internet between bursary students and parent-funded students, where parent-funded students 

were noted to have access to a stable Internet connection, while this was less prevalent with 

bursary-funded students, who were neutral on this matter. 

The findings suggest that interventions by the university, such as providing data, have a 
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significant impact on a student’s access to ERT, where one student noted, “Yes. As long as the 

university continue[s] sending data.” The unfortunate side of a poor Internet connection is that 

it appears to be demotivating to students:  

 
“My connection is not fully stable and it really demotivates me when trying to download lecture 
videos.”  

 
Another respondent noted:  

 
“We have two ADSL lines and our area I had always had connectivity issues (and I live in a town). 
There have been days where I am unable to access the Internet due to connectivity problems.”  

 
This suggests that the area where a student lives may result in them being significantly impacted 

when engaged in ERT; this is an important consideration for policymakers at higher education 

institutions to consider. 

The findings mentioned in this section clearly revealed that rural areas lack certain 

infrastructure such as internet connectivity, which is consistent with research that purports that 

Internet instability is prevalent in rural areas, thus providing a barrier to ERT (Bangani 2020). 

The lack of infrastructure such as internet connectivity based on cell phone towers and 

fibre/ADSL availability is exacerbated by the geographical location of the rural areas, given 

that there are mountains, thick bushes, and vastly dispersed houses; thus not making it 

conducive to Internet infrastructure (Lubbe 2005, 4). 

The results further indicated that all students had access to some form of smartphone to 

view certain content, such as emails. This was, however, not noted to be without limitations for 

students; for example, one student noted that without the data provided by the university, their 

smartphone would not give them access to the emergency online content; which echoed by the 

comments below: 

 

“The data granted by university allowed me to be up to date with emails.” 

“I live in a small rural town in the Eastern Cape, therefore the Internet connectivity is not the 
strongest. I do receive data from the university but there is barely signal where I reside, therefore 
I cannot always access the Internet when needed. In the small town I live in, the water supply is 
often low, sometimes going for weeks without water in the taps. The electricity is also often cut 
due to theft of cables and damage to the transformers in town. I do, however, have access to food. 
My house is also located in the industrial area of town, therefore during the day my surroundings 
are noisy due to the businesses around me being open such as mechanical workshops and grocery 
stores. With the stores around my house, there is also the noise of the people going to these places.” 

“I live on a farm so the Internet can be good one day and very poor another. With living on a farm, 
people come in and go out a lot and on some days there may be a lot of shouting, which disturb[s] 
me.” 
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The findings documented above are consistent with the expectation of students in rural areas 

not having the technological infrastructure to support emergency online learning. Theme 3 of 

this research focused on the students’ home environments; therefore, comments regarding the 

lack of water, electricity, and noisy conditions are explored in the following section. 

 
Table 3: Considerations regarding Internet connection  
 

Statement 1 2 3 4 5 N/A Average 
rating 

3. You have a stable 
Internet connection at home 
that allows you to access 
the lecture content without 
technical interruptions. 

6 
(4,96%) 

18 
(14,88%) 

16 
(13,22%) 

24 
(19,83%) 

49 
(40,50%) 

8 
(6,61%) 

BF: 3.3 
OPF: 4.0 
All: 3.8 

4. Your Internet connection 
allows you to watch and 
download YouTube videos 
longer than five minutes and 
stream online content. 

4 
(3,31%) 

9 
(7,44%) 

11 
(9,09%) 

26 
(21,49%) 

55 
(45,45%) 

16 
(13,22%) 

BF: 3.7 
OPF: 4.4 
All: 4.1 

5. You have access to a 
computer or laptop that 
enables you to study at 
home. 

1 
(0,83%) 

1 
(0,83%) 

6 
(4,96%) 

9 
(7,44%) 

79 
(65,29%) 

25 
(20,66%) 

BF: 4.5 
OPF: 4.8 
All: 4.7 

6. You have access to a 
smartphone that allows you 
to access your emails and 
lecture content from your 
phone. 

4 
(3,31%) 

2 
(1,65%) 

3 
(2,48%) 

10 
(8,26%) 

76 
(62,81%) 

26 
(21,49%) 

BF: 4.4 
OPF: 4.7 
All: 4.6 

 

Theme 3: Evaluation of the effect of the home environment on ERT, delving into 
having the space and time at the participants’ homes to support conducive 
studying  
ERT requires the majority of students to study from home, which often presents additional 

socio-economic challenges. The questionnaire was developed to obtain an understanding of the 

respondents’ socio-economic challenges arising from this transition. The results of this aspect 

are shown in Table 4 and Figure 2. Figure 2 presents five potential obstacles provided to 

participants to rank in order of which presents the greatest challenge to their transition to ERT. 

Noisy conditions at home, although it appears to be neutral for both groups, were listed as the 

number one challenge by all students in terms of ranking.  

The findings suggest that there is a wide range of factors that create noisy conditions, such 

as: 

 
“My siblings tend to make a noise, which make[s] it unable for me to listen to lectures.” 

“The neighbours can be loud sometimes but not to a great extent where it creates a problem.”  

“It can be a problem since I don’t have a study area, I use the dining room and with younger 
siblings, it can be disruptive and impact my productivity.”  

“It is definitely very distracting, as our household does not solely focus on me and my studies. 
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Everyone in my house [is] working from home and go about their work in different ways.” 

 
These findings suggest that larger family environments create significant socio-economic 

challenges to students; this was reiterated by one student noting less of an impact:  

 
“I am an only child and my parents work. My parents are very respectful of my studies and my 
studying environment is excellent.” 

 
The findings also showed a difference between mean scores for students who are bursary-

funded versus parent-funded in terms of distractions such as having to do chores or other 

responsibilities. Two respondents noted the following: 

 
“When at home, my parents let me do all sorts of tasks and I can’t stay up to date with lectures.” 
“It is definitely distracting, as my studies are constantly interrupted to do chores.” 

 
The findings indicate that both household responsibilities and noisy conditions at home are a 

challenge to students during ERT. This shows that, for many students, ERT is not advantageous 

to their studies compared to being at a residence (Mnguni 2020). 

 
“Due to Coronavirus, everyone in the family has to work from home. This means that my mother 
and father have noisy conversations on and off the phone all day, and younger siblings have 
teachers online all day. We also live nearby a construction site. Internet is always slow, but we are 
privileged to have all basic necessities.” 

 

An assumption of this questionnaire is that due to the nature of lockdown during this period of 

ERT, students completing the survey are engaged in ERT from a home learning environment. 

Concerning the provision of food and clean clothing at home versus a potentially more 

structured environment such as a residence, this was not a pervasive problem that affected the 

students who were not parent-funded or those who were, but as shown in the comment above, 

basic necessities pose a threat to ERT. This is consistent with the assumption that students from 

rural areas tend to experience a lack of essential items, such as electricity, that are imperative 

for ERT. 

The respondents did, however, note that the stress of their parents potentially losing their 

jobs or lack of income had an impact on their learning. One respondent noted that their income 

was limited and consequently the availability of food was limited. This is a potential area for 

concern and requires higher education institutions to consider the effect of a lack of resources 

on these students’ ERT experience. Vulnerable students should potentially be identified and 

provided with additional resources. 
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Table 4: Considerations regarding the learning environment 
 

Statement 1 2 3 4 5 N/A Average 
rating 

7. You cannot study at 
home due to noisy 
conditions. 

31 
(25,62%) 

22 
(18,18%) 

21 
(17,36%) 

27 
(22,31%) 

14 
(11,57%) 

6 
(4,96%) 

BF: 2.9 
OPF: 2.7 
All: 2.7 

8. You cannot study at 
home due to home 
responsibilities such as 
chores and taking care of 
family members. 

36 
(29,75%) 

32 
(26,45%) 

18 
(14,88%) 

19 
(15,70%) 

12 
(9,92%) 

4 
(3,31%) 

BF: 2.7 
OPF: 2.4 
All: 2.5 

9. Your home is 
overcrowded and does not 
allow you the space to 
study. 

61 
(50,41%) 

25 
(20,66%) 

11 
(9,09%) 

7 
(5,79%) 

10 
(8,26%) 

7 
(5,79%) 

BF: 2.2 
OPF: 1.8 
All: 1.9 

10. There is enough food 
at home for all your family 
members to eat at regular 
intervals. 

8 
(6,61%) 

2 
(1,65%) 

5 
(4,13%) 

6 
(4,96%) 

78 
(64,46%) 

22 
(18,18%) 

BF: 4.3 
OPF: 4.6 
All: 4.5 

11. Being in residence 
provides you with food 
security and the availability 
of clean clothing. 

14 
(11,57%) 

6 
(4,96%) 

19 
(15,70%) 

15 
(12,40%) 

37 
(30,58%) 

30 
(24,79%) 

BF: 3.6 
OPF: 3.6 
All: 3.6 

12. You have access to 
basic necessities such as 
electricity and water at 
home. 

3 
(2,48%) 

0 
(0,00%) 

5 
(4,13%) 

4 
(3,31%) 

84 
(69,42%) 

25 
(20,66%) 

BF: 4.3 
OPF: 4.9 
All: 4.7 

 

 
 
Figure 2: Ranking of obstacles to ERT 

 

CONCLUSION 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, lecturer at traditional residential universities have moved to 

ERT; however, there are questions regarding the socio-economic challenges of ERT in the 

context of South Africa and traditional residential universities adapting to this mode of teaching.  

The results of this exploratory study highlight the need to investigate how students are 

able to adapt to an ERT environment. The findings propose that a wide lens needs to be used 

when assessing students’ adaptation to ERT. It appears that lecturers and content may be 

quicker to adapt; however, restrictions such as access to resources required for ERT and 

unfavourable home circumstances may pose a significant hindrance to students’ engagement in 

ERT. 
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The ranking of the findings signified that items such as learning environments, namely 

noisy and/or busy environments, and limited Internet access play a larger role in being a 

potential barrier to successful ERT compared to the availability of online resources. It is 

suggested that lecturers must consider these findings when developing work programmes, 

course content, and assessments in order to attempt to provide students with an equitable 

learning approach given the multitude of potential barriers that may exist. Areas for future 

research include understanding students’ perceptions of ERT in the absence of the provision of 

data and laptops and students’ views on the implementation of a modified approach to ERT 

taking into account this research. This research contributes to the body of existing literature by 

providing an in-depth understanding of the needs of students during ERT in a course that offers 

a predominantly traditional pedagogy and assists course coordinators in order to modify the 

syllabi to accommodate flexibility and inclusivity. 
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire 

 
Questions:  
If you are currently under the age of 18, kindly do not complete the survey. 

 

1. Age 

� 18‒24 
� 25 and older 
� Prefer not to say 

 
2. How are your studies funded: 

� NSFAS / Other bursary programme 
� Parent-funded 
� Self-funded 
� Prefer not to say 

 

Indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements [(1)  Strongly disagree and (5) 
Strongly agree]. 

For each statement, you must provide a comment as to why you rated the question as such. 

Statements 
(1) 

Strongly 
disagree 

(2) 
Disagree 

(3) 
Neutral 

(4) 
Agree 

(5) 
Strongly 

agree 
1. You prefer online lectures as 
opposed to face-to-face lectures 
because they allow you to pause and 
rewind the lecture content. 

     

1. Commentary supporting your rating:  

2. You prefer textbooks in hard copy as 
opposed to electronic textbooks.      

2. Commentary supporting your rating:  

3. You have a stable Internet 
connection at home that allows you to 
access the lecture content without 
technical interruptions. 

     

3. Commentary supporting your rating:  

4. Your Internet connection allows you 
to watch and download YouTube 
videos longer than five minutes and 
stream online content. 

     

4. Commentary supporting your rating: 

5. You have access to a computer or 
laptop that enables you to study at 
home. 

     

5. Commentary supporting your rating: 

6. You have access to a smartphone 
that allows you to access your emails 
and lecture content from your phone. 

     

6. Commentary supporting your rating: 
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Statements 
(1) 

Strongly 
disagree 

(2) 
Disagree 

(3) 
Neutral 

(4) 
Agree 

(5) 
Strongly 

agree 
7. You cannot study at home due to 
noisy conditions.      

7. Commentary supporting your rating: 

8. You cannot study at home due to 
home responsibilities such as chores 
and taking care of family members. 

     

8. Commentary supporting your rating: 

9. Your home is overcrowded and does 
not allow you the space to study.      

9. Commentary supporting your rating: 

10. There is enough food at home for all 
your family members to eat at regular 
intervals. 

     

10. Commentary supporting your rating: 

11. Being in residence provides you 
with food security and the availability of 
clean clothing. 

     

11. Commentary supporting your rating: 

12. You have access to basic 
necessities such as electricity and 
water at home. 

     

12. Commentary supporting your rating: 

13. Your lecturers are prepared for 
teaching in an online learning 
environment. 

     

13. Commentary supporting your rating: 

14. The transition from face-to-face 
learning to an online lecture platform 
will not negatively impact your degree. 

     

14. Commentary supporting your rating: 

15. You receive enough educational 
support from your lecturers and tutors 
to assist you in this course. 

     

15. Commentary supporting your rating: 

 

Rank the various obstacles you face with emergency online learning [(1)  Greatest obstacle and (5) 
Lowest obstacle]. Please provide commentary to support your rating: 

 Internet connectivity  

Noisy home conditions  

Overcrowding of home / lack of space to study  

Home responsibilities, i.e., chores  

Lack of food, water, and electricity  

 
Comment: _________________________________________________________________ 
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