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Abstract. This study explored the perceived challenges of online learning
encounter by rural educators in response to COVID-19 pandemic at a
selected rural school in South Africa. Within the qualitative approach, a
multiple case study was used as a research design. A sample size of six
participants (N=6, two males and four females) was drawn from a rural
school in a Thabo Mofutsanyana District in the Free State Province.
Purposive and convenience sampling techniques were used to select
participants in this study. The participants had teaching experience
ranging from 2 to 7 years. Data were collected through telephone
interviews and analysed using thematic analysis. The finding suggested
that the Protection Motivation Theory was an insightful framework in
responding to the challenges emanating from COVID-19 induced online
teaching and learning. Thus, the study revealed that there are various
challenges to online learning. These include poor parental involvement in
children’s homework, incomplete work and poor performance,
insufficient personal protective equipment, poor access to network access,
and lack of learning devices. Subsequently, we recommend that
stakeholders such as the Department of Education, Department of Basic
Education, and School Governing Bodies, among others, should ensure
that parents are sensitized about the need for learners to manage the
resources at their disposal. Furthermore, the provision of adequate
resources such as; Internet connectivity and Information and
Communication Technologies learning devices is imperative.
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1. Introduction

Over the last 20 years, learning facilitated online through network technologies
has emerged across South African Higher Education Institutions (Ravjee, 2007).
However, online learning refers to learning taken partially or entirely through the
Internet (Gilbert, 2015; Sharma, Bhardwaj & Bhardwaj, 2017; MS’Sakshi & Dhull,
2018). The use of online learning involves many technologies that allow
knowledge delivery over computer networks in an educational context (Dorin,
2011; MS’Sakshi & Dhull, 2018). However, online learning is an Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT) enhanced practice in institutions which
include but is not limited to email provision, online journals, and networked
libraries to developing creative software solutions for information management
tasks in teaching, researching, and administrative systems.

The Department of Basic Education (DBE) responsible for primary school
education acknowledges the importance of blended learning in South African
schools (Green, 2011). Furthermore, the national Department of Education (2006)
published its White Paper on E-Education in 2004 and called together a “think-
tank’ that is based on an overview of research and delivery needs related to the
‘roll-out’ of e-Learning in schools. Thus, it is essential to mention that South
African rural areas mostly lack the social and economic viability needed to sustain
technological improvement (Cristobal-Fransi et al.,, 2020). This is because
governments find it more challenging to supply quality education services in rural
areas. Various factors weaken the quality of learning and teaching in South
African rural areas (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019). It has been realised that online
learning is seen as a tool to address trajectories during the times of crisis, not only
for survival (by communicating essential information on the fight against COVID-
19) but also for teaching and learning by members of deprived communities, such
as those of rural schools (Dube, 2020). In lieu of this, Du Plessis and Mestry (2019)
recommended, there is a need to put strategies in place to improve teachers'
working conditions and the teaching at rural schools to improve learner
achievement across the rural areas of South Africa.

The Corona Virus Disease, otherwise known as COVID-19 pandemic, has affected
all the nations globally. While some countries have gone past the peak, South
Africa continues to experience the effects of this novel global pandemic. Various
measures have been devised to mitigate the virus's spread, such as social
distancing and the wearing of facemasks, among many other strategies
(Scherbina, 2020). Effective implementation of these measures requires the
cancellation of public events, educational and commercial activities, and limiting
individuals’ freedom to non-essential movement to encourage people to remain
at home. However, the above-measures' effectiveness is critically based on the
compliance of human behaviours in society (Delaney et al., 2013). A plethora of
factors that include awareness of the measure, the severity of penalties, and the
cost of isolation could affect these measures (Briscese et al., 2020). Among other
spheres of life, COVID-19 has reconfigured the teaching and learning process,
resulting in online learning as the dominant modus operandi.

©2020 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved.



136

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, scholars had predicted that online learning
styles would grow extensively, coupled with a sharp increase in demand for such
programs (Beyer, 2013; Ali & Smith, 2015). In a way, online learning can be
considered as a form of distance education where learners are physically or
geographically separated from their educators. Some scholars have argued that in
online learning, learners should be prepared to develop independent learning
capability and motivate themselves to learn and engage in learning activities that
make them persistent and successful (Zuhairi, Karthikeyan & Priyadarshana, 2019).
Online educational institutions are faced with challenges related to
transformation, which entails the digitalisation of learning and teaching.
Furthermore, the transition to digitalise the schools should consider the learning
needs and the technological support required for learning (Zuhairi, Karthikeyan
& Priyadarshana, 2019). However, an assumption exists that the use of online
learning is beneficial to learners because it is convenient for them within the
comfort of their home. That is, its advantages are vast, and they have been
significant to students” development (Lim, 2004; Shimada, 2017; Guspatni, 2018).

According to Dorin (2011), online learning facilitates transformative learning,
which involves critical reflection, reflective discourses, and action. Such an
approach encourages learners’ engagement with academia. It also ensures
flexibility, which entails free learning conditions, self-paced studying
convenience, and a comfortable learning environment (Lim, 2004; MS’Sakshi &
Dhull, 2018). Furthermore, several scholars have identified the various
advantages of online learning that include easy accessibility, cost-effectiveness,
personalised learning, development of cognitive abilities, prompting computer
skills, developing self-pacing, and accessing globalisation (Bakia et al., 2012;
Norman, 2017). Thus, online learning allows individuals to depend more on
technology than human connection (Amichai-Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2003;
Ranaeiy, Taghavi & Goodarzi, 2016). However, research has suggested that online
learning is suitable for educational productivity (Bakia et al., 2012). To maximise
the benefits of online learning, there is a need to harness the requisite resources,
which are carefully managed. In the same vein, there is a need to inculcate such
critical values as intensive self-discipline and self-direction among learners
(Hickey, 2015). Online learning has changed the very traditional way of learning
characterised by loneliness (Pappano, 2001). While online learning, as an
alternative to traditional forms of learning, is associated with many advantages,
some challenges are context-specific. For example, learners in rural settings bear
the burden of online learning. The lack of adequate resources may explain that
learners in rural settings are uniquely disadvantaged by online learning.
Furthermore, online learning does not effectively facilitate the affective domain in
the teaching and learning process offered by face-to-face contact (Ali & Smith,
2015). Deducing from the above gaps, this paper explored the usefulness of the
Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) to understanding the perceived challenges
faced by educators in a rural setting in South Africa in the context of COVID-19
induced online learning.
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2. Theoretical framework

Several models have been developed to respond to life-threatening situations,
such as the outbreak of pandemics. These are useful for understanding individual
precautionary behaviour to limit diseases' contamination (Jiang et al., 2009;
Williams et al., 2015). Others have reviewed how awareness mechanisms might
assist in preventing the outbreak of diseases (Redd, 2012; Ling, Kothe & Mullan,
2019). Some scholars have also considered the PMT as an intervention framework
for various pandemics (Plotnikoff et al., 2010). Therefore, this study adopted the
Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) developed by Ronald Rogers in 1975 to
comprehend educators’ responses to the challenges emanating from the COVID-
19 pandemic. PMT is a psychological model developed to understand better the
individual’s motivational responses to potential threats related to their health and
safety (Rogers, 1975). This theory suggests that individual and environmental
factors may affect or contribute to the development of protective behaviours,
which should be mediated by individual cognitive processes (Clubb & Hinkle,
2015). It has generally been used to understand protective behaviours that people
may adopt to reduce the perceived threat of pandemic diseases in various fields
such as health, education, and psychology (Baghianimoghadam et al., 2014;
Williams et al., 2015). Most of the studies on health psychology have focused on
research that are mostly scared of the pandemic. However, the present paper
demonstrated protective measures in response to COVID-19. PMT's relevance to
online teaching and learning in the context of COVID-19 is reflected in
considerable alignment. That is, the consistent implementation of protective
measures is necessary to protect vulnerable populations in unaffected regions.

Hence, it averts unnecessary alarm and harm during outbreaks of emerging
infections (Jiang et al., 2009). Therefore, we argue that PMT is critical because it
motivates using individual protective equipment and actions to normalise human
behaviour and enhance safety. This theory is useful in exploring the perceived
challenges to online learning encountered by educators in rural settings.

3. Literature review

Several studies have focused on conceptualising social isolation feelings. Social
isolation is a lack of meaningful human contact with other persons (Hortulanus et
al., 2006). Priego and Peralta (2013) highlighted that lack of face-to-face contact
with others could cause social isolation. Studies have revealed that the face-to-
face connection's quality is helpful because it allows individuals to express their
emotions towards peers (Holmes & Reid, 2017). Currently, individuals struggle to
connect with others due to COVID-19 related restrictions. For example, the need
to maintain social distancing compels people to limit discretional movement. In
online learning, communicating with fellow learners and educators is
challenging, especially when all interactions occur remotely. It is essential to
consider that the era of COVID-19 may contribute to increased feelings of anxiety.
It is relevant to differentiate the cause of social isolation and its development.
Some scholars revealed that social isolation could contribute to a high withdrawal
rate during online learning compared to the traditional face-to-face approach to
learning (Ali & Smith, 2015; Schaeffer & Konetes, 2010). Studies have suggested
that social isolation could be an obstacle to academic performance and
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achievement (Bester & Budhal, 2001; Tingstad, 2019). It may lead to increased
anxiety, depression, and feelings of sadness (Ali & Smith, 2015; Matthews et al.,
2016).

Despite that other communication modes such as phone and email can be used
for interactions where both audio and video messages can be exchanged, the real
facial expressions and body movement cannot be detected during a phone call
(Conrad & Donaldson, 2012; Lehman & Conceicao, 2010). However, social
distancing and social isolation are important strategies that an individual may
adopt to mitigate the risk of acquiring or spreading COVID-19. Therefore,
individual rights to free choice and to accomplish routine activities are limited to
decreasing the risk of spread and contamination. Research has shown that
engaging in protective measures can significantly decrease the possible infection
(Clubb & Hinkle, 2015). Considering the nexus between social isolation and online
learning, it is important to link social isolation to online learning and teaching in
schools. Social distancing is an action taken to minimise contact with other
individuals. It worth noting that social distancing measures comprise one
category of Non-Pharmaceutical Countermeasures (NPCs) aimed at reducing
disease transmission, which translates to reduced pressure on health services
(Anderson et al., 2020; European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
[ECDPC], 2020). There is a lack of knowledge to explain behavioural responses to
the pandemic's cognitive of contamination risk. Social distancing might reduce
social contacts, responding to the pandemic (Williams et al., 2015).

Literature review on challenges of education delivery about pandemics like
COVID-19 exists. For example, Wenham, Smith & Morgan (2020) reported that the
closure of beyond might have a differential effect on women, who provide most
of the informal care within families, with the consequence of limiting their work
and economic opportunities. Similarly, McKibbin and Fernando (2020) found out
that the pandemic could significantly impact the short run's global economy.
Daniel (2020) adds that the COVID-19 pandemic is a huge challenge to education
systems and suggested that the normal classroom subjects teaching should put
COVID-19 in a global and historical context. Di Pietro et al. (2020) suggested that
COVID-19 influence negatively both cognitive and non-cognitive skills
acquisition and may have significant long-term consequences in addition to the
short-term ones. Besides, Dube (2020) reported that online learning alternative in
the context of COVID-19 excludes many rural learners from teaching and learning
in South African primary schools. Due to a lack of resources to connect to the
Internet, the learning management system, and low-tech software. Furthermore,
Ebrahim et al. (2020) argue that the state of lockdown halted learning in South
African schools, and learners and educators in rural areas are helpless on
approaching online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown. Finally, Ngogi
(2020) concludes that blended learning practised in South African Schools is
commendable but suggested that rural schools would be disadvantaged because
of several challenges.

The self-efficacy associated with PMT components was a strong predictor of the
intention to stay at home in a pandemic using social distancing behaviours in a
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hypothetical pandemic. Similarly, Williams et al. (2015) found out that both PMT
and social distancing behaviour were responded to simulated factors in reducing
the infectious disease epidemics. However, in rural locations of South Africa, the
inability of learners to socialise may have affected their online learning capacities.
Studies have shown that rural schools lack Internet connectivity, hence, learners
in such environments have little or no access to the relevant tools required for
online learning tools during the era of COVID-19 (Omodan, 2020; Dube, 2020).
From the literature review conducted, little exists on the challenges of online
learning in South African schools. Therefore, the present study explored the
perceived challenges encountered by educators at a selected rural school in South
Africa in meeting their mandate during the era of the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Current study
This study explored the PMT's usefulness to understand educators' challenges of
online learning in COVID-19 at a selected rural school in South Africa.

5. Methodology

5.1 Research design and participants

The study adopted a phenomenology research design. This design is suitable for
research that seeks to describe the essence of a phenomenon by exploring it from
the perspective of those who have experienced it (Teherani et al., 2015). The goal
of phenomenology is to describe the meaning of experience in terms of what was
experienced and how it was experienced (Teherani et al., 2015). This design was
chosen because it helped the researchers to explore the individual challenges
experienced by educators from a selected rural school.

The population consisted of all educators from the rural schools in the Thabo
Mofutsanyana District, Free State province, South Africa. The participants were
selected using purposive and convenient sampling techniques due to accessible
factors to the population's specific characteristics in exploring challenges
educators encountered during the COVID-19 period at the rural primary school.
These sampling techniques were important to select the participants who were
available to participate in the study during the national lockdown level 3 in South
Africa. During this phase, schools were closed, and participants were encouraged
to work remotely from home. Thus, the participants had been contacted to
participate in the study. Six educators (N=6, two males and four females)
constituted the sample size. All participants had at least two to seven years of
teaching experience. They were responsible for Life Skills and Life Orientation
subjects that empower learners to achieve their full physical, intellectual,
personal, emotional, and social potential. Their experiences were considered
phenomenal to enable juxtaposition of both pre-COVID and COVID-19 related
experiences.

5.2 Instruments

Data collection was made through qualitative telephone interviews. This
technique was adopted because it provides a balanced distribution of power
between interviewer and interviewee (Vogl, 2013). This method was applicable to
the study because it aligned with the social distancing, as it was a strategy that
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meant currently to reduce the spread of COVID-19. This technique was
reasonable during COVID19 because it was not feasible for the researchers
to travel to individual educators’ schools or homes to conduct the
interviews. This study used open-ended questions related to the educators’
challenges during the COVID-19 at a rural school. The interviews included
parental involvement in children’s homework, network access, and learning
devices. All participants felt comfortable participating in this study, and the
interviews were naturally and friendly taken in English to facilitate the
data collection process. Participants were asked more than once to ensure
data credibility. The trustworthiness was made and followed up.

5.3 Procedure for data collection

The Research and Ethics Committee of the University of Free State approved the
study. The participants were informed of their right to voluntary participation
and the right to withdraw from the study at any stage of the research process
without expecting any negative consequences. All the interviews were conducted
telephonically using English as the medium of communication. Each interview
session was audio-recorded. All the participants voluntarily provided their
consent to be audio-recorded. The individual interviews with the educators
took approximately thirty to forty-five minutes per participant. The study
was conducted at a rural school in the Thabo Mofutsanyana district in Free State
province, targeted Life Skills (LS)/Life Orientation (LO) educators, and used
telephone interviews. The educators were interviewed during the day. They
selected times that were convenient for them.

5.4 Data analysis

The thematic analysis approach was adopted for data analysis. This method seeks
to identify categories and to report patterns (themes) that may emerge within
data. It minimally organises and describes the data set in (rich) detail. However,
thematic analysis often goes further than this and interprets various aspects of the
research topic (Boyatzis, 1998). First, the interview data were transcribed, and
interviewee responses were coded as participants: Participant 1, Participant 2,
Participant 3, Participant 4, Participant 5, and Participant 6 in line with their
responses to each question. Researchers familiarised themselves with data by
transcribing, reading, re-reading, and taking notes. We coded the data into
potential themes and gathered all relevant data to each potential theme to
measure the coding quality. We reviewed themes generated from a thematic
“map” of the analysis and checked the themes' relevancy from coded extracts and
entire data. We named emerging themes refined from theme's specifics and the
overall story; the analysis tells and generated clear definitions and names for each
theme. We finally produced integrated results, which assist the coherence of the
write-up report.

6. Results

The study explored the perceived challenges to online learning in the COVID-19
pandemic at a selected rural school in South Africa. The results suggested that as
an approach, PMT is insightful for understanding intention in online learning and
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allowing the implementation of social distancing behaviours among rural school
educators to reduce the spread of COVID-19. Several themes emerged, indicating
that various challenges affect the efficacy of COVID-19 induced online learning
and teaching. These include poor parental involvement in children’s homework,
submission of poor quality work, and incomplete tasks, insufficient personal
protective equipment, poor network access, and lack of Information
Communication Technology (ICT) devices to access the Internet.

Poor parental involvement in children’s homework
The results indicate that many factors influenced poor parental involvement in
children’s homework in the COVID-19 induced lockdown at the selected rural
school. Language barriers could be a factor of poor parental involvement in
children’s homework. Most participants indicated that language barriers
inhibited some parents from assisting their children with homework during the
COVID-19 induced lockdown. This challenge mostly affected those that were
always dependable on the educators and friends’ assistance their children needed
help. For example, learners that reside in rural areas with their grandparents or
other family members during this time had to endure the most of online learning.
One participant reported that:

“We have found that many parents do not want to help their

children. They claim that it is the school’s responsibility to help

learners. Hence, they are not supporting their children, the school

or the educator” (Participant 2).

The lack of time could influence the poor parental involvement in children’s
homework in lockdown at the rural school from the interview excerpt. However,
most parents designated as essential workers, spending a lot of time at work, were
not available to assist their children with homework. While most of them would
be available only during the weekend, many be catching up with their work. As a
result, they could not contribute meaningfully to their children’s education.

“Parents do not have time as they are working during the lockdown,

complained of lacking time” (Participant 3).

From the interview excerpt, the lack of technological gadgets could explain the
poor parental involvement in children’s homework, the COVID-19 induced
lockdown at the rural school. Participants mentioned that the parents are not
much involved because they lacked the technological access, among other socio-
economic barriers. As a result, education changed dramatically, with the
distinctive rise of online learning, and the study materials were required.
Furthermore, online submissions required internet connection, and parents were
unable to check their children’s work. Participants indicated that it was difficult
to join and communicate with the learners’ parents or guardians during the
COVID-19 induced lockdown.

“Study materials are available on the Department of Education’s

website and also on other Internet platforms such as a worksheet,

cloud, and other such platforms. Unfortunately, most parents are

unable to help their children with school work” (Participant 1).
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Regarding those mentioned above, the extract from one participant illustrates the
following:

“Subjects like Mathematics and Technology are the types of subjects

where learners need the most intervention. Unfortunately, these

topics suffer the most. Those schools that have been sharing work

with learners cannot carry out assessments and observation, which

is vital when educators want to continue with lessons. Feedback is

impossible as the platforms are not interactive” (Participant 6).

From the above interview excerpts, Participant 1 confirms that online learning
tools are available at the learners’ disposal. Still, they were not effectively utilised
because of illiteracy among the parents, resulting in them failing to assist their
children. This scenario is peculiar to schools in rural settings. Participant 6 did
not only link the matter to parents but that some of the important subjects were
not effectively discharged because of the technicalities involved. Therefore, poor
parental involvement was not solely a result of parents' reluctance to assist their
children. Lack of Internet connectivity was also a major challenge.

Poor quality and incomplete work submissions
The participants' responses suggested that educators experienced poor work
submissions because of using online teaching and learning as a method of content
delivery during the COVID-19 induced lockdown. They further mentioned that
parents were unable to assist their children in delivering quality work.

“Even under normal circumstances, most children struggle with

their schoolwork because they live with old people who cannot help

them. To them, the only place they should learn is at school; hence,

home is only space where they must relax” (Participant 4).

From the interview excerpt, participants indicated that learners were produced
and submitted incomplete or unfished works while others could not even attempt
the tasks given to them. Participants indicated that they received learners” work
of poor quality-suggesting that they would have rushed through the work to
complete it. Furthermore, they complained that learners were not following
instructions when doing tasks, and some were writing illegibly.

“We also receive work that is of a very poor quality, where you can

easily see that the learner has rushed the work to complete it. They

also do not follow the instructions sent to them. Furthermore, they

write illegibly. We also have some learners who have not submitted

any work over 4 weeks after the due dates” (Participant 2).

From the interview excerpt, the result of poor quality work submissions could be
regarded as socio-economic barriers. Most of the parents who live in rural
communities are uneducated, unemployed, and faced serious challenges with
limited infrastructure available for their children at home, making it difficult for
teaching and learning to occur effectively. The below statement corroborates the
above;

“The ability to go outside and play with their friends is an easier

option for them. I have spoken to some parents, and all of them say
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that everything in the townships is normal, and children are playing
around outside and should be at school” (Participant 6).

Therefore, participants believed that perhaps some parents were helping or even
doing the work for their children. The participants demonstrated that learners
produced a high quality of work and performed better than they did in class. It is
important to note that some parents inspired the high standard of work their
children produced and did not accept any poor work. They mentioned that
‘online” assessment should be continued to be a language of the educator, and the
learners could still complete essays and other written tasks.

During the COVID-19 induced lockdown, we have also realised that some
learners depended on others' help. For example, not doing their work but wait for
others to do it for them. From the above analysis, it is clear that the outbreak of
COVID-19 precipitated the ‘new normal’, which hindered learners” productivity
as confirmed by the participants that learners produced poor quality work.

Insufficient personal equipment and poor network access
The participants’ transcripts indicated that educators lacked sufficient personal
equipment, such as personal computers and electronic devices, laptops, and
smartphones. This equipment has become a learning device with extraordinary
potential for both classrooms and outdoor learning.
“Out of 48 learners, 28 parents have cell phones, which are
smartphones, but they are not familiar with how to use them, and
the rest have cell phones that can be only be used for phone calls
(Participant 5).

“The lack of devices makes it almost impossible to teach and learn
during this time since we are not able to meet face-to-face. The lack
of ICT devices means that children will miss out. In the context of
COVID-19, working without these devices means that both
educators and learners will not make any significant progress. Most
learners cannot afford ICT devices, and that means they
automatically become academically excluded. Not being able to get
an education because you lack facilities constitutes a violation of
one’s right to education.” (Participant 4).

From the above interview excerpts, it is clear that most of the participants lacked
the relevant ICT devices, and some did not know how to use them to enhance
online learning.

Participants also indicated that most parents and guardians were unfamiliar with
ICT gadgets due to several factors such as the cost of purchasing mobile phones
that are compatible with Internet connectivity, lack of electricity, low network
coverage, and expensive maintenance requirements for data, Wi-Fi. The
participants reported that the lack of these devices affected online teaching and
learning because even when trying to make means, it becomes a challenge to
parents due to data costs. Regarding the school environment, these are the main
challenges that hinder learning and for it to continue taking place during the
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COVID-19 pandemic. Participants mentioned that the lack of ICT devices made
them frustrate both educators and learners.
“Network limitations and Internet access have had a big impact on
learning. Not all learners have easy access to the work sent to them.
This results in their failure to keep abreast with the syllabus”
(Participant 2).

The response from Participant 2 demonstrated that poor network access was a
challenge that affected online teaching and learning during the COVID-19
induced lockdown. They recognised that most learners hailed from informal
settlements and townships. In these settings, Internet access is considered a luxury
compared to other things such as food and shelter. Most residents in informal
settlements had no access to the Internet. Lack of internet connectivity made it
difficult for learners to access study materials. Furthermore, participants
mentioned that network-related limitations affected many learners, who
struggled to submit their work before stipulated due dates. This, in our argument,
can cause anxiety in the learners as they are scared that they will not get the marks
they have worked for, and educators battle to mark and control work as they are
constantly trying to gain access to learners' work.

Lack of learning devices
Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has redirected the teaching and
learning spaces in the schools, adequate provision of online teaching-learning
material are imminent. In this regard, there is a need for personal electronic and
Internet devices for learners to cope and meet up with their urban counterparts.
Failure to access the online learning devices has many effects, such as withdrawal
and feeling isolated due to the lack of needful material to support learning. The
revelations from educators showed that the reverse is the case. The below
statement contained the statements;

“Unfortunately, learners’ parents do have some access to devices;

however, they will not be prepared to share it with their children,

and they will rather wait for schools to provide the necessary

equipment” (Participant 5).

“Some learners have to share devices with siblings and parents,

often resulting in their work falling behind or causing friction in the

households” (Participant 6).

The transcripts from participants’ responses suggested the lack of school
provisions’ devices such as laptops and smartphones affect online learning and
teaching during the COVID-19. The participants recognised that some parents
had these devices. Participants highlighted that learners who do not have access
to devices could fall behind, as they do not have access to their work, causing
them to wait for long periods. Another concern has also been that not all devices
can access the various platforms used for online learning. This includes the
devices' inability to access Microsoft Software, such as teams and forms and
WhatsApp to receive work. From the above, Dube (2020) argued that one of the
challenges learners face during COVID-19 is a lack of teaching and learning
resources such as the Internet of things, gadgets, tools that could enhance their
productivity towards their academic performances.
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7. Discussion

The study sought to explore the perceived challenges of online learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic. It focused on a selected rural school in South Africa. The
tindings revealed that the challenges to online learning in the context of COVID-
19 were poor parental involvement in children’s homework, poor quality and
incomplete class-work submissions, insufficient personal equipment, poor
network access, and lack of learning devices. In terms of poor parental
involvement in children’s homework, the study found out parents were not
adequately involved and available to assist their children. According to the
analysis, this was linked to poor socio-economic backgrounds, rural
characteristics, and illiteracy through argument within. It also emerged that some
parents were busy doing their work and running errands; hence, they were unable
to attend to their children’s schoolwork during the COVID-19 lockdown. The
above finding contradicts Purisic and Bunijevac (2017), who argued that parents'
involvement in children’s education is significant to their academic performance.
Similarly, Lemmer (2007) argued that some parents cannot read and write and can
only communicate in their mother tongue, which presents a challenge when they
are expected to assist their children at home. On the other hand, Lau, Li and Rao
(2011) found that parents’ involvement in children’s education yielded positive
outcomes in primary and high schools. These findings may have originated
because the learners in lower education grades, such as primary and
secondary/high schools, are still underage and needed to be guided both at home
and in schools. However, this study confirms that the study area is faced with
poor parental involvement in children’s schoolwork, which is not healthy for the
academic development and productivity of the learners, especially in the context
of COVID-19 lockdown.

The study revealed that the selected schools' learners were submitting poor
quality work to their educators during COVID-19-induced lockdown. In some
instances, the learners were not serious about their homework. It was reported
that learners could submit incomplete tasks to their educators, which was also
linked to rural characteristics, including the poor socio-economic status of parents
who were unable to provide the necessary resources for their children to facilitate
online learning. Similarly, Omodan (2020) found out that the outbreak of COVID-
19 increased rural dwellers' vulnerability because learners living in rural locations
have the relevant infrastructure, such as the Internet, required to sustain the new
normal. Furthermore, Dube (2020) also found out that, although the government
of South Africa tried to provide various academic relief materials for learners to
cope with online learning. Therefore, learners in rural communities lack access to
Internet gadgets such as computers, phones, and other equipment to enhance
their academic progress during COVID-19 (Dube, 2020). This finding is in tandem
with the World Bank's (2020) observation that online learning disproportionately
benefits the advantaged students ahead of their disadvantaged counterparts. In
this context, learners in the selected location are regarded as disadvantaged. This
is not only peculiar to secondary schools. For example, Cristobal-Fransi et al.
(2020) confirmed that rural universities had limited educational resources to
sustain their students, especially those living in remote areas. Generally, rural
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locations suffer unequal distribution of academic resources (Grydehgj, 2016;
Omodan, 2020).

The study also found that learners lacked ICT-related gadgets to work from home
during COVID-19 lockdown. On the one hand, this was linked to parents' inability
to share their devices with their children, and on the other hand, it was linked to
schools' inability to provide devices for their learners. Learners living in rural
locations, either by omission or commission, have little or no online learning
access. Montrieux et al. (2015) argued that policy and curriculum planners should
consider providing technical and pedagogical support to both learners and
educators to enable them to cope with the demands of 21st-century teaching and
learning. In line with this, we also argue that there is a need for increased personal
protective equipment to redress the challenge faced by rural schools.

8. Conclusion and recommendations

The study concludes that online learning was initially considered as a major
problem for learners and affected learners’ completion of their academic
programmes. Further, it also affected their academic performance because of
several limitations related to the subjects offered. The recent COVID-19 pandemic
increased the need for online teaching and learning and changed people's
perceptions. It is important to understand the gravity of social isolation and online
learning before we approach online education. This was unpacked with a
qualitative approach employed by this study. From the above-reported results,
we conclude that learners' challenges in rural communities during the COVID-19
pandemic included poor parental involvement in children’s homeworking, poor
quality and unfinished academic works, insufficient personal protective
equipment, and poor network access, and lack of learning devices. Upon the
exposition of the challenges, we recommend that all stakeholders such as the
Department of Education, Department of Basic Education, and SGBs, among
others, to ensure that parents are sensitised about online learning to ensure that
they take charge of their children when they are working at home, should make a
concerted effort. Secondly, the learners must be encouraged by both parents and
the educators to always manage the resources at their disposal to ensure that their
work is done perfectly and submitted on time. Besides, the government should,
as a matter of importance, rescue the learners living in rural communities by
providing adequate resources in the form of internet access and ICT devices.
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