LOOKING CLOSELY AT WHAT THEY SAY AND WHAT IT TELLS US:
EXPERIENCES IN A DIGITAL LEARNING SPACE

L. M. Khoza*
K. van der Merwe*

*Department of Educational Technology
University of Stellenbosch
Stellenbosch, South Africa

ABSTRACT
This study explores lecturer and student experiences of using the Learning Management System
(LMS) within a Faculty at a South African University. The results of the study highlight the extent
to which lecturers and students engage with the LMS.

This article aims to determine the following: 1) the value that lecturers and students place on
using the LMS as a platform to facilitate learning and teaching, 2) the typical resources, activities
and assessments that lecturers and students place value on and why, and 3) to compare lecturer
and student perspectives on the best utilization of the LMS.

Quantitative data were collected from the LMS and qualitative data collected from lecturers
and undergraduate students through questionnaires and focus groups. A Social Constructivist
framework was adopted as a lens for analysis of collected data. The results show resources are
valued the most by both lecturers and students but the majority of students only access, on
average, just more than half of the postings.

In terms of the constructs of the Social Constructivist framework, Learning and Connectedness
showed positive responses, while improvement is necessary for Making Meaning and Agency.
Keywords: agency, connectedness, digital learning space, Learning Management System,

making meaning, learning opportunities, value

BACKGROUND

The adoption of Learning Management Systems (LMSs) in higher education has seen
researchers becoming more concerned with their usage (Ssekakubo, Suleman, and Marsden
2011; Mtebe 2015), satisfaction with the LMSs (Naveh, Tubin, and Pliskin 2012) and learning
analytics (Prinsloo 2018; Veletsianos, Reich, and Pasquini 2016). It is, however, a concern that
the usage of the LMSs shows that they are used for learning administration rather than for the
improvement of student learning experiences (Koh and Kan 2020; Galanek, Gierdowski, and
Brooks 2018). This concern is confirmed by the finding of Hustad and Arntzen (2013, 26) in

which students and instructors considered the LMS being helpful in that it provides a centralised
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infrastructural facility for easy access to learning material rather than enhancement of student
learning experiences.

Although studies have been conducted on LMS usage, not many studies have been
conducted that incorporate LMS reports and student and lecturer experiences. This article
contributes to the ongoing debate on the optimal use of an LMS. It seeks to establish lecturer
and student experiences on the use of the LMS as a learning space. The article presents the
results of qualitative data that have been collected through individual semi-structured
interviews that were conducted with lecturers and focus groups with students. Quantitative data
were collected from data automatically generated by the LMS and through a questionnaire that
was completed by undergraduate students. Data were analysed through the lens of a Social

Constructivist framework (McMahon et al. 2012, 131).

LITERATURE REVIEW
An analysis of literature on LMSs shows that the topics of educational data mining, LMS usage
(Venter, Jansen van Rensburg, and Davis 2012; Mtebe 2015), satisfaction (Naveh, Tubin, and
Pliskin 2012), attitudes (Govender and Rootman-le Grange 2015; Mkhize, Mtsweni, and
Buthelezi 2016) and learning analytics (Mwalumbwe and Mtebe 2017; Prinsloo 2018) have
received the greatest attention. However, utilisation of the LMS to facilitate the learning
process appears to be under-researched (Sharpe et al. 2006; Laurillard 2012; Makhanya 2020).

An investigation of the use of WebCT from the student and lecturer perspective at Monash
University reveals that students value the quality of well-designed and maintained courses,
prompt feedback, while lecturers are concerned about the amount of time that they have to
devote to designing quality online courses (Weaver, Spratt, and Nair 2008, 36). Kennedy,
Hyland, and Ryan (2009, 4) define value as “making informed decisions on what students
should learn”. Salmon (2017) and Czerniewicz (2018) affirm Kennedy’s definition by
questioning whether there is any value in what lecturers teach and assess.

A similar study on the usage of the LMS was further conducted by Unwin et al. (2010,
17) in 25 African countries, in which LMSs have been found to be underutilised, due to
infrastructural challenges, lack of training, lack of Open Educational Resources (OER), time
constraints to develop OER, and lack of expertise to design quality online learning
opportunities. A repeat study by Dube and Scott (2014, 104) revealed fear of the unknown and
time constraints as the main reasons for the underutilisation of the LMS. Although contributing
factors for the underutilisation of the LMS have been provided, it should be acknowledged that
academics in African universities use learning technologies when convinced that it will enhance

student performance (Czerniewicz 2018, 43).
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It is concerning that an analysis of the usage of LMSs in Sub Saharan Africa, reveals that
the usage of the LMS has not improved the quality of learning and teaching (Mtebe 2015, 56).
National concerns on the value attached to the usage of the LMS has been emphasised by Venter
et al. (2012, 184) who found that only 13 per cent of students enrolled for a Strategic
Management Course at UNISA actively participated in discussion forums perform better.
Conole (2012, 71) emphasises the value attached to collaboration, pointing out the importance
of learning with and through others, emphasising co-creation of knowledge.

Govender and Rootman-le Grange’s (2014, 230) study on the usage of the LMS found
that both learners and teachers have very positive attitudes towards the LMS, pointing out that
a positive attitude does not translate into the actual use of the LMS. Abrahams and Witbooi
(2016) concur with this finding pointing out that lecturing staff prefer to use the LMS not only
to make learning material available, because availability does not mean usage. Whetten (2007,
340) is of the same view arguing that usage does not mean students are actually learning,
pointing out that “we should stop investing invaluable resources into teaching, because it does
not always translate into learning”. Hence Abrahams and Witbooi (2016) are of the opinion that
availability of learning material should improve student learning experience by allowing more
time for engagement with the learning material at their own time so that students are well
prepared for obligatory class attendance. This is a probable explanation why Unwin et al. (2010,
21) recommend that training should go beyond the usage of LMSs and focus on instructional
design and pedagogic practice. The significance of learning design is well-articulated by
Whetten (2007, 341) in his article titled: Principles of effective course design: What I wish I
had known about learning-centred teaching 30 years (20 years of teaching in management

sciences and 10 years as director of a teaching and learning centre) advocating the following:

“I have come to understand that the most important things I can do to influence student learning
involve carefully planning what my students — not their teacher — will do before, during, and after
each class. In sum, I have learned that the most effective teachers focus their attention on course
design.” (Whetten 2007, 341).

Another study that gathered student, course coordinator, lecturer and educational technologist
experiences on the usage of the LMS has been conducted by Snowball and Mostert (2010, 824)
from Rhodes University, revealing that students are no longer keen to make their own notes,
but become more dependent on the lecturers’ notes and lecturers being concerned that students
do not take ownership of their own learning. Snowball and Mostert’s concern seem to be
countered by a study conducted by Frith and Lloyd (2020, 84) at the University of Cape Town

which shows an improvement in the quality of student engagement with learning material due
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to the availability of video lecture recordings in the LMS. Their study revealed that students
are able to make their own notes by playing the recordings over and over specifically where
complex concepts are discussed, particularly for those who do not have English as their home
language.

The significance of class attendance has been established after 50 years of review of
educational research as one of the seven principles for good practice in undergraduate student
performance cannot be overemphasised (Chickering and Gamson 1987). A study conducted by
Rossouw (2019) on student and lecturer perceptions on live streaming as a possible alternative
to attend classes at Stellenbosch University, confirm the importance of class attendance. The
study revealed that both first year Accounting students and their lecturers are of the opinion
that lectures be recorded and be made available through the LMS for those who miss classes
due to personal reasons such as clashes to engage with the material in their own time. Whetten
(2007, 341) advocating for a learning centred approach, argues that class attendance adds value

when grounded by “good design of what students do before, during and after class”.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Since the adoption of the LMS in 2014 by the faculty under study, our observations and
interactions with lecturers show a significant investment in creating learning opportunities that
are aimed at facilitating learning. This is evident from an audit of the usage of the LMS in 2018
which revealed that there was an 18 per cent increase in the number of modules that have been
active on the LMS. It went from 39 per cent in 2015 to 90 per cent in 2020.

We were interested in determining the extent to which learning opportunities created on
the LMS help students learn better (Race 2010). Conole (2012, 5) argues that the design of
learning opportunities should be underpinned by appropriate support for students not to get
confused and lost. It is envisaged that the lecturer’s presence through lecturer-led, student-
paced, collaborative, formative assessments and supportive activities (Carman 2005, 2),
provided us with an opportunity to interrogate how the LMS is used as a learning space, that
serves to include or exclude students from access to learning (Boughey 2012, 141). This begs
the question of whether the usage of the LMS addresses student needs.

The primary research question of this study is to determine what lecturer and student
experiences reveal about the usage of the LMS as a learning space. The following secondary

questions will help us answer the main research question:

1. What does the current profile of the LMS look like in terms of lecturer usage and student
engagement?
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a. What is the frequency of postings by lecturers in terms of the resources, activities and
assessments?
b. What is the level of student engagement with resources, activities and assessments?

2. What value do lecturers and students place on the usage of the LMS as a learning space?
a. What are the lecturer and student perspectives on, and experiences of the use of the
LMS?
b. Why do lecturers and students place value on specific resources, activities
and assessments?

3. Which of the four constructs in the Social Constructivist Theory are best represented and
which are not?
a. What does this mean for future development of the LMS?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In the present study, data analysis is underpinned by a Social Constructivist Theory, as adapted
by McMabhon et al. (2012). This framework allowed us to engage in thoughtful reflection on
the experiences as seen through the lenses of the participants (McMahon et al. 2012, 131). The

diagram below presents the four facets of the Social Constructivist Theory.

Connectedness  Meaning making

Learning

Figure 1: Social Constructivist Theoretical Framework, adapted from McMahon et al. (2012)

We conducted this study as a way of reflecting on the usage of the LMS as a digital learning
space from shortly after the bedding phase (i.e., the early years of implementation) to the mature
phase (i.e., the later years) (Strydom 2015, 15). According to the framework, our interpretation
of collected data was guided by the four overlapping constructs as outlined in Figure 1. In the

context of this study, the constructs are interpreted as follows:

1. Connectedness: This refers to the effect of the contextual location of participants,
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opportunities and constraints they face in connecting with others via the LMS.

2. Meaning making: This addresses the participants’ understanding and experiences in
orientating themselves within the virtual classroom.

3. Learning: Learning is the most self-explanatory construct concerning the students’
learning experiences. This is how the student “moves between action, to reflection, to new
thinking, to planning and then back to action” (McMahon et al. 2012).

4.  Agency: This construct refers to the extent to which ownership and responsibility is

experienced in using the LMS as a learning space (McMahon et al. 2012, 132).

METHODOLOGY

The present study is classified as a case study involving an in-depth description and analysis of
data from the LMS reports, lecturer and student experiences through questionnaire and
interviews for the period of 2018 to 2020.! A mixed-method approach was employed (Plowright
2012), because this method “builds on the synergy, strength and weaknesses of quantitative and
qualitative data as we explore lecturer and student experiences in what it means to use the LMS
as a learning and teaching space” (Williams 2007, 70). Four instruments have been used for
data collection. 1) Semi-structured interviews: Qualitative data were collected through
individual semi-structured interviews conducted with lecturers and focus groups with students.
Lecturers were interviewed from August 2018 to October 2018. 2) Nine semi-structured focus
groups were conducted with undergraduate students in November 2018, September 2019,
October 2019 and January 2020. Interviews were audio-recorded. 3) Quantitative data were
collected through a questionnaire that has been completed by undergraduate students.
4) Quantitative data were also collected from reports generated by the LMS ofthe

undergraduate modules and were collected in October 2019 and November 2020.

DATA ANALYSIS
For this study, qualitative data were thematically analysed. Thematic analyses are relevant in
the present study because it is a “method that is used to systematically identify, organise and
offer insight into patterns of meaning across a data set” (Braun and Clark 2012, 57). The themes
evident in the transcripts of the interviews were coded according to the four constructs in
McMahon et al. (2012) Social Constructionist framework. Interpretations were cross-checked
by the authors to reach consistency and agreement.

Reports from the LMS were pulled and analysed according to the type and number of
postings per module. This was done for 22 (n=22) semester 1 modules and 24 (n=24) semester

2 modules which totals to 138 (n=138) modules over six semesters across three years, spanning
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from 2018 to 2020. The type of posting was categorized into three types: resources, activities
and assessments. Examples of postings that are classified as resources are PowerPoints, lecture
notes, readings, and videos and audio files. Examples of activities are discussion forums or any
type of posting which requires active engagement. From the student perspective, engagement
involves “how they study and they do activities on their own (individually or as a group),
activities that require writing papers for the course and fellow students, the amount of time they
spend on a task and the intellectual challenge the task requires” (Whetten 2007, 351). Examples
of assessments in this study include all forms of “tests” including quizzes and assignments, both
formative and summative. These quantitative data were analysed and are presented as
percentages in tables and graphs. Ethical clearance was obtained for the study and informed

consent obtained from the participants. Participation in the study was voluntary.

Participants

Purposive sampling was employed for this study. Lecturers from the five programmes offered
at the Faculty, who teach at the undergraduate level, were invited to participate in the study.
Five lecturers who use the LMS in all modules, four lecturers who use the LMS in some
modules, two of those who used the LMS when it was adopted in 2014, but became inactive or
stopped using the LMS and one of those who never used the LMS were interviewed.

In total 159 (n=159) student participants took part in this study. Ninety-two (n=92) were
residential students and 67 (n=67) were Telematic Education (TE) (i.e., distance learning)
students. Twenty-eight (n=28) residential students and 23 (n=23) TE students took an online
survey with closed and open-ended questions. Sixty-four (n=64) residential students took part
in four focus group sessions while 44 (n=44) TE students took part in three focus group
sessions.

The Faculty has both Residential and Telematic Education (TE) (i.e., distance learning)
students as a permanent arrangement. Both groups are loaded to the same modules on the LMS.

All undergraduate students from both groups were invited to partake in this study.

RESULTS

General

Table 1 indicates the results from the reports pulled from the LMS.

Table 1: Summary of LMS reports
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2018 sem 2 49 59% 43 69% 14% 17% 60% 22% 20%
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There was an average of 44 (n=44) students and an average of 47 (n=47) postings per module.
The findings revealed that the average amount of material on the modules engaged with by 50

per cent and more of the users was 54 per cent.

The average number of postings
Figure 2 shows the average number of postings across years and semesters. This is important

to see the extent of the use of the LMS by lecturers.
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Figure 2: Average number of postings
Engagement with postings

Figure 3 illustrates the average percentage of the users who accessed more than 50 per cent of

the postings.
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Average percentage: User engagement with postings
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Figure 3: Engagement with postings

Rating of the helpfulness of online modules

Type of material posted and accessed

Figure 4 shows the proportion of postings of resources, activities and assessments uploaded to

the LMS by lecturers.

Resources, Activites and Assessments

Assessments
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Figure 4: Percentage of Resources, Activities and Assessments on the LMS

Of the material posted, 73 per cent of the postings were resources, with assessments at 17 per

cent and activities at 10 per cent. Of these, overall, 50 per cent and more of the users accessed

65 per cent of the resources, 21 per cent of the assessments and 15 per cent of the activities.

Figure 5 illustrates what percentage of each type of posting (resources, activities or
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assessments) were accessed by more than 50 per cent of the users across the years.
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Figure 5: Accessing of Resources, Activities and Assessments
Figure 6 shows the percentage of students that rated their online modules as helpful.

Rated online modules as ‘Helpful’
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Figure 6: Rating of “helpfulness” of modules

In the online survey conducted with 28 (n=28) Residential students and 23 (n=23) TE students,
93 per cent of Residential students rated the online modules as helpful while only 78 per cent

of the TE students rated the same modules as helpful.

Focus groups
Figure 7 shows the percentage of positive and negative comments related to the four Social

Constructivist constructs for both the Residential and TE students.
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Residential and TE Focus Group Feedback
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Figure 7: Focus Group Feedback

In terms of the four Social Constructivist constructs, the majority of the feedback for both
groups of students naturally focused on Learning that scored the highest for both positive and
negative comments, with the positive comments exceeding the negative ones for the Residential
and TE groups. Negative comments, however, outweighed the positive comments for both
Making meaning and Agency, with the biggest discrepancy in scores for positive and negative

comments for Making meaning, for both groups.

Lecturer interviews
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Figure 8: Comments from Lecturer Interviews
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Themes from the lecturer interviews were divided into neutral, positive and negative comments.
The themes which emerged from the data were discussions on resources, activities and
assessments, reflection on practices, learning design, data mining/learning analytics, challenges
students experience, reason for non-usage of the LMS, and further development and support
concerning online learning material and the use of the LMS. The graphs below show the number

of comments per theme in descending order and the number of negative comments per category.

Lecturer Interviews: Themes - negative comments

Percentage
N
o

3 2 3 S O )
< < X5 S X <
& & S ¥ F ¢ N K\’® K
3 & & & N & S d 9
[ & N )
N R o <& > g2 o2 ,bog/ &
o > & ? v & >
& X Q N
é‘oo & & & & &
N
¢ & S © o
¢ & & o
& & & <
& s} N 9
,b\\ & (0\ i
QX 0{5\ '567 <«
« Q
Theme

Figure 9: Negative comments from Lecturer Interviews

Figure 10 shows the results of the lecturer interviews coded according to the four Social

Constructivist constructs.

Lecturer Interviews
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Figure 10: Social Constructivist Framework: Lecturer Interviews

Findings showed that the majority of the positive comments were made regarding Learning and
Making Meaning, with the highest number of negative comments for Agency. Comments

regarding Agency predominantly had to do with concerns about student agency in learning as
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reported in other literature.

DISCUSSION

Engagement with postings

Findings show that across all semesters, on average, only 54 per cent of the material posted was
engaged with by 50 to 100 per cent of the users. There is however an increase of 9 per cent in
user engagement from semester 1 of 2018 to semester 2 of 2020. But the percentages remain
within the 50s over the three-year period. The fact that students are engaging with just more
than half the material posted would indicate that most of the postings are non-compulsory, that
the LMS is used primarily as a repository and the material is largely supporting or

supplementary material.

The average number of postings

There was an increase of 18 posts on average from semester 1 of 2018 to semester 2 of 2020
indicating more use of the LMS on the lecturers’ part over the period of time. There is a trend
which shows that postings for second semester modules remain slightly below that of first

semester modules. The reasons for this are unclear.

Type of material posted and accessed

It is not unexpected that resources constituted the biggest proportion of postings since the
primary function of an LMS is often viewed as a repository. This was followed by assessments
and activities. One might have expected 100 per cent access to assessments but since this is not
the case it indicates that not all assessments are compulsory or for marks, some are practice
assessments, or examples and many assessments for both Residential and TE students still take
place in person. The highest percentage of resources accessed was for semester 2 of 2020 with
an increase of 11 per cent from semester 1 of 2018 to semester 2 of 2020 in terms of engagement
with resources. Engagement with activities and assessments do not mimic a similar trend and

show a fluctuation in percentages across the semesters.

Rating of the helpfulness of online modules
It would seem that the current design of the modules is better suited to a blended learning
approach rather than TE, distance learning, given the significantly higher rating of the

“helpfulness” of the modules from the Residential group.
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Focus groups: Students
Many positive comments centred on the theme of Learning, especially the provision of
resources, but comments also highlighted the overwhelming number of resources and the lack
of differentiation between which resources are important and which are supplementary. Such
comments fell within the Making Meaning construct that constituted the highest percentage of
negative comments.

Table 2 provides some brief examples per construct of both positive and negative

comments provided in the focus groups.

Table 2: Examples of positive and negative comments

Construct Positive Negative
1 [Connectedness Communication with lecturers Request for lecturers to discuss the progress of
the module, objectives and plans for action

2 | Making meaning Live sessions with lecturers Request for more information, guidelines,
structure and attention to layout
Learning Audio-visual material preferred Excessive amount of content
4 | Agency Convenience and availability of Navigation through content challenging at times
online space

Interviews: Lecturers

The majority of negative comments fell under the theme of “reflection on practices”. This theme
concerned reflection on the use of the LMS and, in the lecturers’ opinion, according to
observations of the students’ engagements and responses, what works and what does not. It was
apparent that the lecturers were aware that not all postings were accessed and wondered how

their time can be better spent than creating resources that are underutilised.

CONCLUSIONS

It is apparent that resources are valued the most by both lecturers and students, but the majority
of students are only accessing, on average, just more than half of what is posted. Students have
a particular preference for audio-visual material. Students are of the opinion that learning
material, in particular, audio-video files act as a guide to delve deeper into building their own
knowledge (Conole et al. 2004, 24). Matarirano et al. (2021) too found low utilisation of the
LMS by students at Walter Sisulu University. Their findings show that students preferred visual
material. Frith and Llyod (2020) confirm the value attached to visual material pointing out that
lecture video recordings made available through the Learning Management System improves
quality learning of Mathematics and Quantitative Literacy for Engineering and Law first year

students of the University of Cape Town respectively. Availability of lecture recordings is
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assumed to be self-regulated learning (Frith and Lloyd 2020).

Students appreciate the provision of material that supports their learning but appreciate
when lecturers distinguish between compulsory and supplementary material. Bawa (2020, 5)
also points out that students become overwhelmed by the amount of content provided in the
online learning and teaching space. Assessments, particularly quizzes were the second most
valued posting, followed by activities.

In terms of the four Social Constructionist constructs, the findings show that students,
overall, had more positive reports on their experiences of Learning and Connectedness. For the
Making Meaning and Agency constructs, the negative comments surpassed the positive ones.
This indicates a need to improve the design of the modules, the set-up of the virtual classroom
and the narrative that directs the learning.

It is recommended that faculties conduct such a study on the use of their LMS to better
understand how it is being used and how its use could be improved, but most importantly not
only enhance but transform student learning experience and provide lecturers with adequate
support (Conole et al. 2004, 21). These findings can inform and direct decisions for better
learning experiences. After these factors have received sufficient attention, a repeat of the study

can be conducted to ensure that meaningful change is effected by this research.

SIGNIFICANCE AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE CURRENT STUDY
The value of such a study is viewed as three-fold. Firstly, conducting an audit of postings on an
LMS is not simply an administrative counting exercise, but the task allows for an opportunity
to understand current practices. Secondly, analysis of the quantitative data combined with the
qualitative data from the focus groups and interviews, helps to determine the appreciation of
those practices and whether they should be revised or not. In addition to this, data from the
interviews with lecturers were able to identify where lecturer support is needed regarding the
use of the LMS. Thirdly, adopting a Social Constructionist Framework provided ideal
constructs for analysis to home in on four key and important aspects of teaching and learning.
Social Constructionist Frameworks place much emphasis on student engagement
(Sthapornnanon et al. 2009, 1). If educators are aiming to enhance learning experiences and
motivation and in addition simulate a comparable experience of learning in the online space to
that of a contact classroom, then it is of value to apply a Social Constructionist Framework to
their research. This will assist with enhancing optimal use of, and engagement on an LMS. The
four constructs of the framework used in this study, namely, Connectedness, Making Meaning,
Learning and Agency allow for analysis of students’ engagement and a means to gauge

autonomy in their learning. Creating maximum engagement with content, classmates and
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lecturers on an LMS should be the goal as this enhances motivation to learn (Martin and
Bolliger 2018, 205).

There are several implications of LMSs for higher education. As Rhode et al. (2017, 68)
point out, an LMSs is a critical tool for all higher education institutions. An LMS is not only a
vital vehicle for teaching and learning but a platform to discover teaching and learning
behaviours and preferences. It is therefore a valuable space for research. By exploring student
and lecturer experience of using the LMS, we uncovered that the quality of design of learning
opportunities determines the extent to which student learning is facilitated.

Conole (2012) argues that learning is facilitated by creating opportunities for students to
“learn with and through others”. In this way, the use of the LMS not only helps “making content
available for students but helps uncover learning material with students” (Smith et al. 2005,
88). The challenge, as identified by Conole (2012), is to capitalise on the capabilities of the
LMS and create reflective opportunities for students to critically critique and engage in
conversations with peers and lecturers (Conole 2012). In this way, students become actively
involved in knowledge construction.

Boughey (2012, 144) states that “Learning and knowledge construction however depends
on the use of the LMS as a social space that ensures that learning and teaching is
contextualised”. With the importance of the “social space” in mind, this study shows that the
application of McMahon et al.’s (2012) Social constructivist theory is able to advance our
understanding, knowledge and interpretation of practice regarding the use of the LMS. The
framework of this Social constructivist theory provided suitable parameters to assist in
investigating the research questions of this study.

The findings of this study have important implications for practice and theory, particularly
in an African context. Generally speaking, educators and learners located in contexts, like some
African regions, where there are challenges concerning internet connectivity, infrastructure,
computer literacy and budget, face a different experience of learning design and studying than
educators and students from elsewhere (Kigotho 2021). The use of LMSs, particularly in Africa
should not only improve access to resources, activities and assessments, but address “equity,
diversity, inclusion, retention and completion” (Houlden and Veletsianos 2019, 1011). This
article shows that learning design as an iterative process should be underpinned by empathy,
particularly in Africa, and that contextualised solutions are required (Gachago and Cupido
2020). Higher education theory is advanced by our study in that our findings enrich an
understanding of “connectedness”. This is shown through the value and application of the
“pedagogy of care” in teaching philosophy and learning design (Bali 2020), because design is

a medium for building a relationship and supporting learning optimally (Morris 2021).
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NOTE

1. The faculty did not resort to fully online teaching during Covid and continued with contact classes.
The impact of Covid on higher education is therefore not discussed.
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