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Executive summary
The #FeesMustFall movement led to unrest and uncertainty in higher education institutions in
South Africa. Towards the end of 2016, student disruptions at the University of the Free State
(UFS) caused all three campuses to be inaccessible at certain periods to both staff and
students. This study focuses on the teaching and learning strategies implemented to enable
the completion of the academic year. Specific focus is given on the implementation of
technology in teaching and learning. An institutional overview is presented of certain aspects
of teaching with technology, but the strategies implemented in three particular faculties
(Economic and Management Sciences, Natural and Agricultural Sciences, and Law) are
investigated more comprehensively. In 2016, these faculties implemented technology on a
wide spectrum, ranging from little to extensive use.

This study draws on data that was collected with a mixed methods approach over three
phases. Activity theory was used as a theoretical framework to analyse the data and make
recommendations for the use of educational technology in teaching and learning at the UFS.
The main findings arising from this study include:

•

Several challenges were highlighted in the implementation of educational technology in
teaching and learning including a lack of resources, time and effort to adapt material for
online delivery, and a lack of experience and confidence among some staff members.
Students’ preparedness to switch to online learning is largely dependent on previous
exposure to the Learning Management System (LMS) tools and other forms of educational
technology. Other factors include high stakes, formal online assessment without prior
exposure to it, which caused stress and uncertainty for some students, while some
students also felt overloaded with information on Blackboard. Another issue that was
highlighted was the importance of streamlining and planning online activities.

•

Several examples of the effective use of online tools were evident in the findings including
the use of Blackboard Collaborate, audio lectures, videos to explain content, PowerPoint
slides with voiceovers, and certain forms of online assessment.

•

The need for rules and procedures to guide the use of educational technology was
emphasised. Stress and uncertainty were alleviated among staff members in faculties
where more standardised approaches were taken for particular teaching and learning
strategies. The need for procedures that govern online examinations on an institutional
level are of particular importance to ensure consistency between faculties.
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•

Students who completed online examinations were perceived to have had an advantage
by both students who completed written sit-down examinations in 2016, as well as
students who completed online examinations themselves. Students perceive online
assessment in general to be easier than written assessment.

•

The campus disruptions led to an increased workload for all staff members (support and
academic) and some staff members’ roles changed notably during this time. The crisis led
to improved relationships between lecturers within departments, between Teaching and
Learning Managers and learning designers, and also between learning designers and
lecturers.

•

Due to a lack of interaction with lecturers, students were forced to adapt their learning
strategies. Some students became more independent during the campus disruptions and
gained confidence in their ability to grasp content without contact time with their lecturers.
Others formed study groups and relied more on fellow students than they had prior to the
disruption period.

•

Because lecturers were forced to use educational technology, an overall increase in the
use of some LMS tools across the institution was observed. This led to a number of
lecturers gaining confidence in the use of these tools and subsequently using them more
extensively in 2017. Other lecturers reverted to previous teaching methods in 2017, but
with a renewed, more positive perception of blended learning and being more open to use
technology under certain conditions. A third group of lecturers, however, had negative
experiences with educational technology in 2016, which led to a decreased use of and
resistance to technology in 2017.

•

The campus disruptions had a negative emotional impact on both staff and students and
generally led to high levels of stress and anxiety. Some staff members blamed students
for causing the situation and blamed management for allowing students to disrupt the
university. Other students blamed a small group of their fellow undergraduates for
disrupting the entire university and blamed management for allowing the situation.
Relationships between staff, students, and management were strained during this time
and some negative perceptions persist even today, a year and a half after the disruptions.

ii

1. Introduction
Towards the end of 2016, the #FeesMustFall movement led to campus disruptions in higher
education institutions across South Africa. At the University of the Free State (UFS), these
disruptions caused the Bloemfontein and South campuses to be inaccessible for staff and
students over certain periods in September and October (see Figure 1.1). Although all three
campuses were sporadically closed between 19 September and 14 October, the Qwaqwa
campus remained open and continued with contact sessions between 17 and 27 October.
This case study, therefore, mainly focuses on the Bloemfontein and South campuses and the
strategies that were employed in the weeks between 17 and 27 October when the students
were off campus.

All faculties (with the exception of the Faculty of Health Sciences) on the Bloemfontein and
South campuses were unable to conclude their scheduled contact sessions. Since the
university was committed to completing the academic year, significant changes to teaching,
learning, and assessment were necessary. An institutional decision was made that regardless
of the strategies faculties implemented to complete the academic year, all learning material in
the curriculum needed to be covered and assessments needed to be of an appropriate quality
and standard.

Figure 1.1 Timeline of UFS campus disruptions
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Although the teaching and learning strategies to complete the academic year in 2016 varied
across the different faculties, the use of educational technology, at least to some extent, was
inevitable. This case study focuses on the strategies that were employed by three of the seven
faculties at the UFS, in particular: the Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Sciences (NAS), the
Faculty of Law, and the Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences (EMS). These three
faculties had taken diverging approaches to cover unfinished content and complete
assessments, which ranged from a limited incorporation of technology, to almost exclusively
technology-dependent strategies. This study aims to reflect on the experiences of both the
staff and students of these three faculties, in order to form the foundation of an institutionally
blended learning strategy. To guide this process, Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001) was used
to analyse the data. Activity Theory provides a useful framework to systemically analyse the
impact of an event, such as the campus disruptions, on an ‘activity’, such as blended learning.

This study aimed to identify and develop the lessons we could learn from students and staff
experiences by answering the overarching research question: how did the teaching and
learning strategies used during the UFS campus disruptions in 2016 affect the use of
educational technology in 2017? The following sub-questions guided the research:

1. What teaching, learning and assessment strategies were employed to ensure the
completion of the 2016 academic year?
2. How did the primary stakeholders (students, academic, and support staff) experience
teaching, learning, and assessment at the end of 2016?
3. How did the teaching and learning strategies employed in 2016, inform the use of
technology in teaching and learning in 2017?
4. Based on these findings, how can Activity Theory be used to develop an institutional
strategy for blended learning at the UFS?

2. Background
2.1 Blended learning
Several, varied definitions of what constitutes blended learning are provided in the literature.
Some definitions emphasise the importance of adopting a strategic and systematic approach
to incorporating technology into teaching and learning (Bath and Bourke, 2010).While others
acknowledge the significance of determining a correct blend between face-to-face and online
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components (Balfour et al., 2015; Dziuban et al., 2018). The Department of Higher Education
and Training provides a broad definition of blended learning as “the provision of structured
learning opportunities using a combination of contact, distance, and/or Information and
Communications Technology (ICT) supported opportunities to suit different purposes,
audiences, and contexts” (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2014: 20).

In an appendix to its Teaching and Learning Policy, the UFS defines blended learning as “a
learning method that appropriately combines online instructional resources and face-to-face
facilitated activities” ((University of the Free State, 2008: 5). The Policy also specifies that
blended learning includes formal academic instruction, group and individual study, tutoring,
resource-based learning, service learning, and cooperative learning (including online and
face-to-face activities). Online components can be any E-Learning techniques, such as online
delivery through web-supported learning or discussion boards and email. Face-to-face
components can vary from formal lectures to seminars, tutorials and practical sessions.

The advantages of blended learning have been well documented. For example, Shih (2011)
suggests that blended learning can lead to a positive teaching and learning experience for
both instructors and students, as well as increasing student motivation to participate actively
in class. A number of studies have also found that, when compared to face-to-face courses,
effective blended learning can lead to increased student success and satisfaction. (Dziuban
et al., 2018; Means et al., 2013). In addition, blended learning environments offer multiple
kinds of sources to students, which can improve the quality of their learning and contribute to
a deeper understanding of given topics. Furthermore, interaction between students and
lecturers can be increased (especially in larger classes) as online methods allow for additional
communication and collaboration methods (Tayebinik and Puteh, 2013). Blended learning
combines the merits of both E-Learning and face-to-face learning, as well as providing
flexibility in terms of time and place when catering to the individual differences between
learners (Al-Qahtani and Higgins, 2013).

That said, several authors have commented on the effort it takes to make blended learning
work. Shih (2011) cautions that the success of blended learning is not only dependent on
teacher-student interactions, but the collective interaction between individual students as well.
This emphasises the importance of effectively integrating technological and face-to-face
components in teaching and learning. Harris et al. (2009) also highlighted the importance of
teacher presence and teacher-student interaction in the blended learning process. In addition,

3

factors such as teacher confidence, competence, adaptability to change, and the general
attitude towards the integration of technology into teaching and learning, play a large role in
the effectiveness of applying blended learning in various courses (Kaliisa and Picard, 2017).
According to Isaacs (2012, in Kaliisa and Picard, 2017: 2) knowledge, skills, and attitude play
a role in the acceptance (or rejection) of educational technology. Harris et al. (2009) suggest
that successful blended learning is dependent on the skills training of both instructors and
learners, helping to develop their confidence, knowledge, and dexterity in the integration and
use of technology in teaching and learning. They further point out that human, financial, and
technical resources are crucial in the blended leaning design process, as “blended learning
can be viewed as extremely demanding of teaching staff especially in terms of organisation”
(Harris et al., 2009: 9). Therefore, despite the effort that successful blended learning demands,
including the challenges mentioned here, the benefits of students actively engaging on
different platforms with each other, their lecturers, and the curriculum make such endeavours
well worthwhile.
2.2 The use of technology during the campus disruptions of 2016
There has been an apparent instability in the South African higher education sector since
2015. This is due to a demand for universities to insource staff members, as well as the high
cost of tertiary education, which has hindered university access to underprivileged students.
This led to the disruption of academic activities at the UFS towards the end of 2015 and
throughout 2016. However, the extent to which, and amount of time that the university was
affected, especially due to the disruptions at the end of 2016, was unanticipated. It meant that
in many modules, some content was not covered and certain assessments were never
completed. It created a crisis. The discourse at the university during this time was also
characteristic of a crisis. There was talk of ‘rescuing’ or ‘saving’ the academic year. The Centre
for Teaching and Learning (CTL) developed an Academic ‘Rescue’ strategy for staff and
‘Reboot’ packs for students to support them during these uncertain and, in many ways,
unprecedented times. Technology and electronic media were in numerous modules the only
solution to communicate with students, ensuring that unfinished content could be covered,
and that assessments were completed.

The university’s LMS, Blackboard, was used in 78% of undergraduate modules in the second
semester of 2016. This showed an increase of 7%, compared to 2015, when only 71% of
undergraduate modules were available on Blackboard. The LMS was used during the campus
disruptions as a mode of communication with students and aided in both the distribution of
learning resources and assessments.
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The UFS piloted the Questionmark online assessment software between the second semester
of 2014 and the first semester of 2015. This online assessment platform was only used on a
larger scale from the beginning of 2016. Despite the system being relatively new at the
university, the campus disruptions at the end of 2016 led to a notable increase in the use of
Questionmark for examinations and final summative assessments. A total of 100 examinations
were completed on Questionmark, including all modules in the Faculty of Law. Although online
examinations were mainly completed on Questionmark, a total of 53 examinations were also
completed on Blackboard during this period. In all faculties, except the Faculty of Law,
traditional written examinations were also completed.

2.2.1 Support provided to students and academic staff during the implementation of
technology in teaching and learning during the campus disruptions

The UFS collaborated with other higher education institutions in South Africa to negotiate with
various service providers on free data access to critical learning platforms. This ensured offcampus access to Blackboard and Questionmark. Low tariff printing was made available to
students in order to print study materials. The institution subsidized an amount of R50 per
student for the printing of necessary items. This made allowance for those students who felt
that they were not prepared to fully study online. In addition, some faculties made additional
printed resources available to students, which were distributed through various means. The
CTL produced several Academic Reboot packs for students, which included information on
how to approach online learning and assessment. These were also made available to students
on Blackboard. Faculty structures were put in place to communicate with students via several
platforms including text messaging, email, social media and Blackboard announcements.

At the UFS, each faculty has a Teaching and Learning Manager responsible for the promotion
of proper teaching and learning practices. During the disruption period, Teaching and Learning
Managers provided support in the necessary reworking of teaching, learning and assessment
materials and processes, while also serving as liaisons between academic staff members and
the management of the university. In addition, instructional designers (henceforth referred to
as ‘learning designers’, as they are known at the UFS) were responsible for training and
support in the use of Blackboard, as well as a number of other educational technology
platforms, such as screen casting software (Office Mix and Camtasia) and assessment tools
(Respondus, Questionmark, and Turnitin). The CTL also produced an Academic Rescue
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Strategy document with guidelines and information on alternative and innovative teaching and
assessment strategies to support academic staff.
2.3 Three faculties’ strategies to enable the completion of the 2016 academic year
This case study focuses on the teaching and learning strategies employed for undergraduate
students, as these modules have a strong teaching focus, whereas postgraduate qualifications
usually also include a research component. As faculties had relative freedom in the chosen
strategies implemented to ensure completion of the 2016 academic year, educational
technology was incorporated to varying degrees. The three faculties this study is focused on
made use of technology across a spectrum, ranging from minimal to extensive. Figure 2.1
shows a comparison of first and second semester undergraduate modules on Blackboard in
the faculties of NAS, EMS, and Law:
82%
85%

NAS

75%
74%

EMS

96%
96%

Law
First Semester

Second Semester

Figure 2.1: Undergraduate modules on Blackboard in the first semester of 2016 compared to the
second semester of 2016

Although Figure 2.1 shows that the majority of undergraduate modules had a presence on
Blackboard, it does not mean that LMS tools were used effectively. Modules at the UFS are
not automatically registered on the university’s LMS. Each module on this platform must be
registered through a module registration system, which in most instances, is completed by the
lecturer. Despite this, there are empty modules on Blackboard. A module is classified as empty
if none of the tools were used for the entire duration of the module (which can be a semester
or a year). This means that despite registering a module on Blackboard, some lecturers do
not use them at all. Figure 2.2 shows that of the modules on Blackboard in the Faculty of NAS
in the second semester of 2016 1, 12% were empty, while 7% of EMS modules were empty.
No Law modules on Blackboard were empty.

1

This includes second semester and year modules
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NAS

12%

EMS

7%

88%
93%
100%

LAW

Empty

Not empty

Figure 2.2 Percentage of empty undergraduate modules on Blackboard in the faculties of NAS,
EMS, and Law in the second semester of 2016

If the empty modules are taken into consideration, then the corrected percentage of modules
used on Blackboard during the second semester of 2016 of the Faculty of NAS drops from
85% to 74% and in the Faculty of EMS from 74% to 69%.
2.3.1 Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Sciences (NAS)
The NAS faculty at the UFS is quite large, with 32 departments, a total of 492 undergraduate
modules and 217 undergraduate qualifications. This includes 288 second semester and year
modules, which had to be completed during the disruption period in 2016. Furthermore, 326
academic staff members are employed and 4362 2 undergraduate students are enrolled. NAS
is diverse in the types of modules that they offer, ranging from theoretical modules, for instance
the Zoology and Plant Sciences departments, to a large number of practical modules in the
Mathematics, Chemistry, and Physics departments.

The faculty was adamant about requiring contact time with students to ensure that all content
was sufficiently covered before the examinations started. In most modules, the LMS could not
exclusively be used to cover necessary content. Practical sessions in some modules
continued during the shutdown period and some contact sessions had to be scheduled after
the shutdown period.

During the shutdown period, some lecturers used Blackboard to add additional material in
order to cover unfinished content. They uploaded PowerPoint slides of missed classes, some
recorded their lectures and made screencasts or audio files available on Blackboard. Others
added additional information such as documents, videos or web links to YouTube videos. In
2

As on 21 May 2018
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many modules, additional material was made available in hardcopy format. Module packs with
additional material and module content were printed for students and made available at the
Dean’s office, while some were also mailed and emailed to students. In some instances,
recorded lectures and material were made available to students on SD cards to enable them
to access the material with either a computer or a cellphone. This was particularly done for
students in extended programmes.

In some modules, students were required to complete outstanding assessments on
Blackboard, which included quizzes (with objective assessment question types, such as
multiple choice questions), assignments, and Turnitin 3 assignments. Other modules required
students to submit assignments in hardcopy format at the Dean’s office. Although the faculty
did not take a standardised, prescriptive stance towards using technology in outstanding
semester assessments, a faculty decision was taken that traditional, written examinations
would take place in all NAS modules.
96%

67%

88%
80% 78%

74%

33%
63%

66%

19%
14%

20%
17%
7%

24%
15%
5%2% 3%

0%

Sem 1

0%

1%

22%

10% 14%10%
6%
3%
1%

Sem 2

Figure 2.3: Comparison of first semester 2016 and second semester 2016 Blackboard tool usage
in the Faculty of NAS (excluding empty modules)

Figure 2.3 shows the tool usage of undergraduate NAS modules on Blackboard in the first
semester of 2016 (before disruptions) compared to the second semester (during disruptions).
The graph shows that generally, collaboration tools were not used in the faculty. Also that in
both the first and second semester, less than 5% of these tools were used. There was an
increase in additional material uploaded to Blackboard from the first semester (88%) to the
3
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second semester (96%), and a 3% increase in the modules in which videos were uploaded.
However, there was a decrease from the first to the second semester in other forms of content
uploaded to Blackboard. There was an increase of 2% in announcements from the first to the
second semester. Modules with quizzes increased from 15% to 24%, with Turnitin
assignments from 3% to 10%, and with assignments from 10% to 14%. In relation to the
increase of assignments and Turnitin assignments, there was also a 5% increase in the use
of rubrics on Blackboard. Usage of the rubric tool indicates that lecturers set up rubrics on
Blackboard to mark assignments electronically, instead of printing them out and manually
marking the submissions.
2.3.2 Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences
The EMS faculty has 14 departments, 245 undergraduate modules, and 36 undergraduate
qualifications on the Bloemfontein and South campuses. This includes 184 second semester
and year modules. A total 86 academic staff members are employed, and 4304 4
undergraduate students are enrolled. The faculty, similar to the faculty of NAS, offers a diverse
range of modules, including theoretical modules in the departments of Business Management,
Public Management, and Industrial Psychology. More practical, calculation-based modules
are offered in the department of Economics and the School for Accountancy.

A faculty decision was taken that module packs had to be compiled in all modules. Module
packs contained content not yet covered, as well as revision and additional material, and
previous test and examination papers to enable students to complete a case study or
assignment and/or to prepare for an examination. Module packs were made available
electronically on Blackboard, but students could also request printed copies, which had to be
collected at the faculty. Although the compilation of such module packs were compulsory,
lecturers were allowed flexibility in terms of how they chose to use technology to cover any
outstanding content and to provide extra support for students.. While some lecturers only
compiled a module pack for their modules, others opted to make use of Blackboard to upload
additional material in the form of audio files (recordings of their lectures), PowerPoint slides,
reading material, videos, and web links to YouTube videos or further reading. Lecturers were
available for consultation during the four weeks before the examination when the students
returned to campus, but no formal contact sessions were scheduled for undergraduates.

4
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Outstanding assessments that were required to compile a complete semester mark were
mostly completed online in the form of quizzes, assignments, or Turnitin assignments on
Blackboard. The EMS faculty was the only one that decided to implement a promotion system.
Students who obtained a semester mark of 70% or higher were exempt from writing the
examination. Unlike the faculties of NAS (see section 2.3.1) and Law (see section 2.3.3), EMS
did not make a faculty decision about the format of examinations. Lecturers could decide
whether they wanted their students to complete an online examination or a written
examination. Practical, calculation-based modules in the School for Accountancy and the
Department of Economics opted to have their students complete written examinations. While
some theoretically based modules, especially modules with large numbers, opted to have
students complete online examinations in the form of an online test (quiz), assignment, or
Turnitin assignment on Blackboard. There were, however, also theoretically based modules
(particularly in the Business Management Department) in which traditional written
examinations were completed.

67%

94%93%

84%

82%

75%

80%

64%

45%
9%
5%

16%

13%
2%2%

6%
3%

12%
4%

1% 1%

Sem 1

1%
1%

0%

27%
20%
16%
4%

61% 44%
33%

34%
32%

5%
2%

Sem 2

Figure 2.4: Comparison of first semester 2016 and second semester 2016 Blackboard tool usage
in the Faculty of EMS (excluding empty modules)

Figure 2.4 shows that the use of collaboration tools are more prominent in the Faculty of EMS
than it is in either the Faculty of NAS (see figure 2.3) or Law (see figure 2.5), although none
of these tools are used in more than 12% of undergraduate modules. There was an increase
of 3% in the use of discussion boards from the first to the second semester, and an increase
of 8% in the use of the group tool. The group tool is typically used in modules with a large
number of enrolled students, to manage group assignments and other group assessments
(such as graded discussions). In terms of content, there were increases in study guides
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uploaded to Blackboard (22%), additional material (9%), and videos (3%) from the first to the
second semester. At the same time, there were decreases in the modules with PowerPoint
presentations (2%) and web links (4%). There were increases in quizzes (7%), modules in
which past exam papers were made available to students (12%), and assignments (11%),
while there were decreases in the use of Turnitin assignments (3%) and rubrics (3%). The
Faculty of EMS is the only faculty that uses graded discussions as a form of assessment in a
notable number of modules. Although, the percentage of modules with graded discussions
decreased slightly from 34% in the first semester to 32% in the second semester.
2.3.3 Faculty of Law
The Faculty of Law has 8 departments, 117 undergraduate modules, and 5 undergraduate
qualifications. This includes 65 second semester and year modules. A total of 45 academic
staff members are employed and 2889 undergraduate students are enrolled. The faculty offers
modules on the Bloemfontein campus, but also has an E-Learning division, which manages
the teaching and learning of off-campus distance-learning students for the LLB degree. The
E-Learning LLB degree is an online qualification. Furthermore, during 2016, the UFS was also
still in a partnership with the Independent Institution of Education (IIE) Varsity College (this
partnership is currently being phased out). The partnership with Varsity College required the
UFS to make resources and learning materials available to them, while facilitation took place
on their campuses by designated Varsity College staff members. Varsity College students
completed the same content and assessments as both the Bloemfontein based and ELearning LLB students.

The faculty took a structured approach to ensure that all content is covered. All lecturers were
required to upload audio recordings of outstanding lectures and to upload all PowerPoint
slides. This was already standard practice in the faculty before the disruptions. Some lecturers
made use of tools such as Office Mix to upload screen castings of their lectures, and others
uploaded additional reading/revision material. These students did not have any further contact
sessions when they returned to campus, however, the lecturers were available for
consultations.

In some modules, not all semester tests were completed by the time the campus disruptions
occurred. A faculty decision was taken that no further assessments would be completed.
Lecturers were required, however, to upload audio files for completed assessments to provide
generic feedback to students. No semester marks were calculated and all students were
allowed to complete an examination for each module. The examination was thus the only
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grade obtained for the semester and determined whether a student passed or failed the
module. The faculty also decided that all examinations must be completed online on either
Questionmark or through Turnitin submissions. A total of 85 Questionmark examinations were
completed (including the main and additional examinations, as well as a few special
examinations in the beginning of 2017). The increase in the use of the Turnitin assignment
tool is shown in Figure 2.5. Students could complete the examination from anywhere, but
computer laboratories on campus were also booked for each examination opportunity. This
especially allowed students who did not have internet access or access to a computer to
complete the assessments on campus. All examinations were in open-book format.
Examinations were not proctored for students who opted to complete the assessment offcampus or in the open computer laboratories; however, invigilation was arranged for
assessments completed in the booked computer laboratories. Almost no students made use
of the opportunity to complete the examination in a booked computer laboratory.

100%
78%
70%

77%

96%

82%

84%

72%

79%
62%

60%

57%
27%

34%

24%
15%
9%

16%
4%

1%

Sem 1

4%

5%
3%

7%
3%

Sem 2

Figure 2.5: Comparison of Blackboard tool usage in the Faculty of Law (excluding empty
modules)

Figure 2.5 shows that the Faculty of Law did not make use of collaboration tools throughout
2016, with only 1% of modules using the group tool in the second semester. Usage in all tools
increased from the first to the second semester, some more notably than others. The biggest
increase in the use of content tools were in web links, which increased from 27% in the first
semester to 100% in the second semester, and audios which increased from 34% to 72%.
Announcements increased from 85% to 96% in the second semester. Assessment tools with
the most considerable increase are Turnitin assignments (58%) and past examination papers
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uploaded (55%). Figure 2.5 is illustrative of how reliant the faculty was on the LMS and
educational technology in the second semester of 2016.

Table 2.1 summarises and compares the three faculties’ use of technology during the campus
disruptions at the end of 2016. While the Faculty of NAS did make use of both paper-based
and technology-dependent methods to make learning material and unfinished content,
additional/support material available to students, yet in the completion of semester
assessments, only paper-based examinations were completed. The Faculty of EMS made use
of both paper-based and technology-dependent methods in all categories except for
outstanding semester assessments which were completed with paper-based methods. While
the Faculty of Law made use of online/electronic media across all categories, with the
exception of semester assessments, which were forfeited.

Table 2.1: Overview of the use of technology by the faculties of NAS, EMS and Law during the
campus disruption period of 2016:
Learning materials &

Additional/ support

outstanding content

material

NAS

Both

EMS
LAW

Semester assessments

Examinations

Both

Both

Paper only

Both

Both

Paper only

Both

Online only

Online only

n/a

Online only

3. Theoretical Framework: Activity Theory
Activity Theory was developed by Leont’ev (1978) in the former Soviet Union. Leont’ev posited
that an activity is initiated by a motive, driven by a need. In order to satisfy the motive an action
or several actions need to take place. The availability of tools and other contextual factors
influence both the extent and manner in which the motive can be achieved. In the decades
subsequent to the development of the theory, Activity Theory was further developed and
integrated with Vygotsky’s Theory, which led to the development of a theoretical framework
referred to as Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström in Karasavvidis, 2009).
The resulting theoretical framework allows one to examine an activity system and determine
inconsistencies, friction, and conflict within the system (see Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1: Structure of an activity system based on Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001: 135)

A common application for Activity Theory is the study and analysis of the environment and the
changes required for the transformation of practices, including educational practice. It is a
commonly used theoretical framework to determine not only the changes required for the
optimal integration of technology in teaching and learning practice, but also for the study of
the effects of educational technology on teaching practice (Behrend, 2014; Kahveci et al.,
2008; Koszalka and Wu, 2004; Nthutang and Mavetera, 2017; Westberry, 2009). An Activity
Theory framework fits the purpose of this research, which is to understand the effects of
educational technology on teaching practice during the campus disruptions of 2016.

Figure 3.1 shows the structure of an activity system, which is the basic unit of analysis of
Activity Theory. The activity system consists of a group of people (community) who share a
common problem space (object). This space is not static, but changes, as it is influenced by
the various components of the activity system. Furthermore, outcomes ultimately achieved
can be anticipated and/or unanticipated due to a number of contradictions or tensions that
occur throughout the process (Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008). Contradictions are
not necessarily negative (although it can be). It is, however, central to understanding how
outcomes are achieved in an activity system. Contradictions can occur within singular
components in a system (within the community for instance) or it can be tensions in the
interaction between two components within the activity system, for example, between the
subject and the rules.

Engeström (2001) developed Activity Theory further into what he calls ‘Third-Generation
Activity Theory’. Third-Generation Activity Theory expands its unit of analysis from a single
activity system to the analysis of two or more activity systems that interact with each other in
order to achieve a shared object. Although each activity system still has its own object, these
objects overlap to create a shared object, which ultimately gives rise to a driving force for the
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transformation of an original activity system. An example of a Third-Generation Activity System
is shown in Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2 Two interacting activity systems with a shared object (Engeström, 2001:136)

In this research, two activity systems were identified. One with the academic staff as subject
(activity system 1) and one with the students as subject (activity system 2). For activity system
1, the object was to complete all teaching activities of 2016. Tools used in order to achieve
this were teaching strategies and educational technology tools. For activity system 2, the
object was to pass all modules of 2016. The tools used were learning strategies and students’
experience of educational tools. The shared object was to complete the academic year in
2016. In both systems, the rules referred to normal procedures and policies as well as those
that were implemented during the disruption period. The community included role-players who
interacted (directly or indirectly) with each subject to achieve the respective objects of each
activity system. For both activity systems, the community included academic staff (as
colleagues in activity system 1 and as lecturers in activity system 2), support staff (such as
Teaching and Learning Managers and learning designers), UFS management, and students
(as learners in activity system 1 and as other students/classmates in activity system 2). The
division of labour refers to the roles and responsibilities of each role-player in each activity
system. Figure 3.3 illustrates the UFS activity systems used to analyse the data in this study.
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Figure 3.3: UFS activity systems

4. Research Design
The research was conducted through a sequential mixed methods design. Figure 4.1 provides
an illustrative summary of the mixed methods design that was followed in this study:

Figure 4.1: Mixed methods research design of this study

In the first phase of the research, quantitative data was used to analyse the total tool usage
of the 1285 undergraduate modules on Blackboard in the faculties of EMS, NAS, and Law in
2016 (935 modules) and the first semester of 2017 (350 modules). Furthermore, a Digital
Identity survey, based on an ongoing international study by EDUCAUSE’s Centre for Analysis
and Research (ECAR) on the use of technology among staff and students in higher education
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institutions, were distributed to academic staff and students at the end of 2017. The survey
explores technology ownership, patterns of use, and perceptions of technology among staff
and students. A total of 157 staff members and 2236 students completed the Digital Identity
surveys.

The quantitative data used in this study, unlike the qualitative data, was not exclusively
collected for this research. Blackboard module analysis is done bi-annually by CTL and the
data is used for various purposes. This is to continuously monitor of the use of the LMS to
provide insight into training needs for evidence-based, strategic decision-making regarding
blended and online learning at the institution. The Digital Identity staff and student surveys are
distributed every two years. The first Digital Identity surveys were distributed in 2013 and the
data used in this study are based on the 2017 surveys. Although the quantitative data used in
this study were not exclusively collected for this study, it allows for data triangulation and to
identify emergent themes that could be further explored in the qualitative data, which were
collected in the second and third phases of this study.

In the second phase, qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
all Teaching and Learning Managers (excluding the Teaching and Learning Manager of Health
Sciences 5) in the beginning of 2018. At the UFS, one Teaching and Learning Manager is
appointed per faculty. They are responsible for coordinating teaching and learning activities
on a faculty level. Their participation in this study was important, as they play an integral role
in the teaching and learning practices of each faculty and also since each of them were
involved in developing a strategy to finish the academic year in 2016. Data collected from
them assisted in identifying modules, lecturers, and students from which further data could be
collected in the third phase of this study. Additionally, in this phase of the study qualitative
data was also collected through semi-structured interviews with the learning designer of each
faculty (excluding Health Sciences). Learning designers were directly involved in the
implementation of strategies involving educational technology, not only in order to finish the
2016 academic year, but also throughout 2017 in response to the 2016 disruptions . They are
also responsible for training staff members in the use of technology in education and for
assisting with blended course design at the UFS.

5

Staff and students from Health Sciences are not included in this study as they continued with contact
sessions (albeit under difficult circumstances and in some cases off campus).
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The final phase of the research involved gathering qualitative data from two academic staff
members of each of the three faculties this study predominantly focuses on (NAS, EMS, and
Law) through the use of semi-structured interviews. The Teaching and Learning Manager
and/or learning designer of the faculty identified these academic staff members as those who
actively made use of educational technology in their module(s) in order to finish the 2016
academic year. Teaching and Learning Managers also helped to identify avenues to select
students to be interviewed in this phase of the study. This led to one focus group from the
Faculty of Law, consisting of 8 students and 18 individual semi-structured interviews to be
conducted with other students.

Focus groups were originally planned to collect data from students in the third phase of the
research, however, the majority of student participants were interviewed individually due to
logistical difficulties and also to ensure the integrity of the data. Firstly, it was difficult to recruit
students to participate in focus groups voluntarily, without any incentives. Several students
would agree to participate in a focus group, but would then not show up. Therefore, it seemed
that students would be more likely to participate in the research if they were invited to a oneon-one interview. Secondly, many of the interviews (with both staff and students) were much
more emotionally charged than was expected. In several instances, participants strongly
expressed negative emotions during the interview including anger, frustration, despondency,
and sadness. The period of disruption in 2016, even though it happened more than a year
prior to the interview, was a difficult and stressful time for many and the emotions experienced
during that time came pouring out during the interviews. One student focus group was held
with 8 Law students, however, individual interviews were conducted with students afterwards,
on the premise that they would be more truthful and willing to share their experience face-toface.

5. Analysis of the findings
5.1 Biographical data
Table 5.1 shows the biographical composition of the staff members who were interviewed in
the second and third phases of the data collection. Staff members in all faculties were
interviewed, but the majority of the 17 staff participants were white females. The lecturers
interviewed for this study included 4 lecturers, 1 senior lecturer, and 1 associate professor.
Four of the participants were female, and 2 were male. More staff members were interviewed
in the Faculties of EMS, NAS, and Law as these were the only faculties in which lecturers
were interviewed.
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Table 5.1: Biographical composition of staff participants
Percentage 6 of

Number of participants

participants

Gender
Male

6

35%

Female

11

65%

Economic and Management Sciences

4

24%

Education

2

12%

Humanities

2

12%

Law

4

24%

Natural and Agricultural Sciences

4

24%

Theology

1

6%

Faculty

Level of employment (lecturers)
Lecturer

4

67%

Senior Lecturer

1

17%

Associate Professor

1

17%

Table 5.2 shows the biographical composition of the 26 students who were interviewed
(including focus group participants) in the third phase of the data collection. Only students
from the Faculties of NAS, EMS, and Law were selected for the interviews and focus group.
The majority of student participants were male (18). A total of 6 students were interviewed
from EMS, 12 from Law, and 8 from NAS. Furthermore, one focus group of 8 students was
conducted with Law students. The majority of students (14) interviewed were first year
students during the disruption period in 2016 and are currently third year students, while 4
were second year students, 6 were third year students, and 2 were fourth year students in
2016.

6

Rounded decimals to the nearest whole
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Table 5.2: Biographical composition of student participants
Percentage of

Number of participants

participants

Gender
Male

18

69%

Female

8

31%

Economic and Management Sciences

6

23%

Law

12

46%

Natural and Agricultural Sciences

8

31%

Faculty

Year of study (in 2016)
First

14

54%

Second

4

15%

Third

6

23%

Fourth

2

8%

5.2 Data analysis
The findings of this study will be analysed and discussed by using Third-Generation Activity
Theory as a theoretical framework consisting of two activity systems. The findings will be
structured by analysing the interaction between various components of the two systems, as
opposed to focusing on the individual elements.
5.2.1 Subject – tools – object interaction
The interaction between the subjects and tools of the two systems are analysed in reference
to the objects of the two systems. An object of an activity system refers to the ‘problem space’
to which the system is directed (Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008). In the UFS
activity system with academic staff as subject, the object was to complete the teaching
activities in the academic year, while the students’ object was to pass their modules. The
shared object was completing the 2016 academic year. In this section, the tools that were
used by the subjects in the respective systems and specifically the experiences of the subjects
in using these tools to achieve the object, is explored. Figure 5.1 highlights the components
included in this level of the analysis.
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Figure 5.1: UFS activity systems showing subject – tools – object interaction

Activity system 1: Academic staff as subjects
Teaching strategies and educational technology tools used to complete teaching activities in 2016

When focusing on the activity system with academic staff as the subject, the tools refer to the
teaching and assessment strategies that were employed during this time. This includes the
use of educational technology tools, such as the tools on Blackboard and Questionmark.
Academic staff members implemented these tools in different ways to achieve the object and
experienced the implementation or use of the tools differently. The LMS was generally used
to upload content in the form of PowerPoint slides, audio files, videos, web links, and additional
learning, as well as support and revision materials. In the faculties of NAS and EMS content
was distributed in hardcopy formats in some modules while content was only made available
online in the Faculty of Law.

The main findings that emerged from this level of analysis were that there is a perception
among some staff members that it is difficult to effectively use educational technology in
certain types of modules, specifically calculation-based or more practical modules. Secondly,
a lack of experience or familiarity in educational technology and LMS tools can lead to a lack
of confidence. A lot more time and support was required to implement tools and strategies that
were not used before the disruptions. Thirdly, a lack of resources (on an institutional and
individual level) creates additional challenges when using educational technology in teaching.
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Lastly, adaptation and additional development of content and assessment are often needed
for online delivery. Many lecturers underestimated the time and skill that this requires. The
main findings are discussed in more detail in the sections below.

When comparing the three faculties, the perception that there are certain types of content and
outcomes better suited to the incorporation of technology came strongly to the fore from the
faculties of NAS and EMS. This also led to the agreement that in some kinds of content there
is a decided lack of technology and/or limited possibilities to help facilitate effective teaching.
The quotes below highlight these perceptions:

“When I teach a student, I want him to understand the principles of a metal. To be able to do that, I need to be
able to see the student right in front of me. I make use of the blackboard with coloured chalk”.
Staff participant 16

“You see, the thing with Economics is, it is a very difficult thing to teach online, you know. You really have to
draw that graph and explain why it shifts this way. So trying to put that into a Word document, to translate a
PowerPoint into a Word document or even just your lecture plan to a Word document is quite difficult. I do realise
that videos would have worked better at that stage”.
Staff participant 17

Using educational technology is generally a daunting prospect for lecturers who have limited
or no experience with it. A lack of experience in the use of educational technology, or familiarity
with certain LMS tools led to uncertainty around which tools are best to use to achieve which
outcomes, how to correctly use these tools, and how to maintain an appropriate academic
standard by using educational technology (see quote below). A lack of experience and training
in educational technology tools, in many cases, leads to a lack of confidence.

It [online assessment] is brilliant to use but then the academics, the students and the admin support staff need
to have the skills and the experience to really implement it in a way where you can stand back and say this was
really a valid assessment. I think that was the biggest challenge during that time, a lack of experience and
skills”.
Staff participant 6

Another challenge was to adapt material and assessment so that it works for an online mode
of delivery while at the same time maintaining appropriate assessment standards. The time
and effort that needed to be invested to develop learning materials and assessments were
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largely underestimated across all faculties, regardless of experience in the use of educational
technology (see quote below).

“I had to change all my papers. It was an enormous effort for me and I had to change it to multiple choice
questions. Now for a legal oke, this is a huge thing. Depending on the level that you lecture, you need to test the
ability of students to argue. That was very difficult with multiple choice questions, and obviously if you know
they have access to the material [in an open-book examination]... I never used Blackboard in that sense previously
and I had to learn the format of Questionmark and things like that, because it all needs to be processed by CTL
to make it easier for them. So, yes, it was really, it was a difficult time in my life. I can remember it very vividly”.
Staff participant 13

When analysing the data on an institutional level, resources both physical and technical, were
identified as an obstacle to the optimal use of educational technology and the employment of
blended and online learning strategies to ensure the completion of teaching activities. Some
staff members, more specifically support staff members (Teaching and Learning Managers
and learning designers), who were interviewed expressed the uncertainty that they
experienced about the stability of the LMS during the disruptions. They were not certain
whether Blackboard would be able to handle the increased demand placed on the system and
it led to additional preventative measures being put in place, which in turn led to an increased
workload (see quote below).

“We were afraid that Blackboard would collapse. We arranged a hand-in place – a drop-off place – in the Dean’s
office where the students handed in their assignments through the window. We signed it in with a scanner and
had to hand it over to lecturers for marking and then students had to collect it from the Dean’s office again”.
Staff participant 10

Access to resources such as laptops (some staff members only have access to a desktop at
work) and reliable off-campus internet, were other challenges mentioned by staff members
(both academic and support) across the institution. Proper access to these resources was
critical during the campus shutdown in which the campus was inaccessible to both staff and
students. The lack of infrastructure at the UFS, in the form of available computers in the
computer laboratories, was also mentioned as a challenge that stifles innovation when
creating effective online assessments (see quote that follows).
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“So, a lot more [academics] use Questionmark for those kinds of situations [formal assessments], but there is a
lot of moaning and groaning about the fact that there are not enough computer lab spaces. I think with the
proper infrastructure, this thing [online assessment] would just turn. They [academics] really like the idea. They
really like the idea, but there are too many logistical things that create challenges for them. Not necessarily ICT
anymore. Literal infrastructure. So, that I think is a big challenge”.
Staff participant 9

Activity system 2: Students as subjects
Learning strategies and experience of educational technology tools used to pass their modules in 2016

The main findings that emerged when focusing on the activity system with students as
subjects, include firstly that students also find it more difficult to grasp certain types of content
when it is delivered exclusively online. Secondly, students who were exposed to Blackboard
tools before the disruptions were more prepared to switch to online learning, students who
had to learn to use new tools for the first time during the disruption period struggled the most
to adapt. Students experienced Blackboard collaborate, audio lectures, videos, PowerPoint
slides with voiceovers, and certain types of online assessment positively. High stakes online
assessment without prior exposure to online assessment was stressful for most students,
while some students also indicated that they were overloaded with information on Blackboard
during the disruption period but increasingly so in the year after the disruptions. These findings
are discussed more comprehensively in the sections that follow.

As with the staff interview findings, students from the NAS and EMS faculties agreed that
certain types of content and outcomes lend itself better to the incorporation of technology.
Some students from these faculties (more from the Faculty of NAS than from EMS) indicated
that they require face-to-face contact sessions with their lecturer in order for them to
understand the module content of certain types of modules and that relying solely on
technology hindered them from properly grasping the content. Where electronic materials and
tools can be beneficial when doing revision, it is not sufficient to understand new content.
Some students indicated that they need lecturers to explain work to them face-to-face, so that
they can interact with them and ask questions if they do not understand – highlighting their
need for interaction with a lecturer.
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“Certain things you cannot do on your own. Stats on its own in class with other students is tough. Now imagine
you are on your own doing it at home. Because even after classes certain things you do not understand, even if
you went to class, now imagine if you are alone”
Student participant 3 (NAS)
“I feel like I could have done better if I was in class. There are some modules you can teach yourself, but with
Science, you need somebody to explain exactly what is going on. When the lecturers explain it, it is summarised
and it is the important parts, so you understand what is important and what you need to know. But when it is
just in your textbook, it is just too much”
Student participant 11 (NAS)

Student preparedness to switch to online learning played a role in how effective they perceived
the use of technology to be during the disruptions. Generally, students from the faculty of NAS
indicated that they were unprepared and overwhelmed with the technology and with the
requirement to study content from electronic materials. These students were also generally
relieved that they were able to complete traditional written examinations although some of
them indicated that they believed students who completed online examinations had an unfair
advantage (this is discussed in more detail in Section 5.2.2.).

A few students from the Faculty of EMS were unprepared to switch to online learning, but most
indicated that in the end it had not been too difficult for them. Because of the promotion system,
some students were exempt from having to write examinations and all students that were
interviewed had promoted at least some modules. Some EMS students that were interviewed
promoted all their modules and did not have to write any examinations. Generally, it seemed
that it was only in modules in which they had to write examinations (or complete online
examinations) that some challenges were experienced in terms of learning with online tools
and materials. Most students who promoted modules admitted that they had not gone through
content not yet covered in the module, since they did not have to write an examination about
it. Some EMS students, however, also experienced the use of technology positively:

“Well, we got to experience different learning methods, like we started using technology a bit more than what
we were used to. So, I think we were exposed to different platforms and different ways of learning and that was
one of the positive things”
Student participant 1 (EMS)
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Although some Law students that were interviewed indicated that it was an adjustment for
them not to have contact sessions with their lecturers, it was mainly because they were used
to attending class – that attending class was what they were comfortable with. Generally,
students who mentioned that it was originally an adjustment for them not to be able to attend
class also mentioned that they were able to adapt relatively quickly to an online learning mode.
This is because the tools that the lecturers used during the disruption period (audio lectures
and PowerPoint slides of outstanding lectures) were something that they were used to. Most
Law students indicated that they were prepared to switch to online learning.

“I think our faculty, compared to other faculties, they use Blackboard more often. So, we were already, kind of,
used to where you have to go [to access learning material]. They [lecturers] would actually also tell us in class or
give us a mini presentation on Blackboard, you know, how to access certain things. Considering the time we had
to study and how we already knew how to use Blackboard, it was easy [switching to online learning]”.
Student focus group participant 1 (Law)

Preparedness to switch to online learning is dependent on previous experience, but also on
access to resources such as devices and reliable internet. Some students, particularly those
living in residences on campus indicated that they had access to Wi-Fi and computers, which
helped them to access online and electronic materials and complete online assessments.
Some students, however, either did not have access to internet off campus, or a computer, or
both which did create an obstacle for them in their learning during this time. What was evident
from the interviews with students who did not have access to resources, was how determined
(and successful) they were to find a way to access materials and complete online assessments
through sharing resources in groups, sending material via WhatsApp, or coming to campus
and using the open computer laboratories after the campus re-opened before the
examinations. While some students did indicate a lack of resources as a challenge during this
time, none of them noted it as being an insurmountable obstacle.

Students noted a number of effective uses of technology, which they experienced as
constructive to their learning experience. Several students in the Faculty of Law (and one EMS
student) mentioned having experienced Blackboard Collaborate positively, because of the
convenience of being able to attend class from anywhere. Another reason is that some
students feel safer and more comfortable to ask questions or make comments online, rather
than in class (see quote below). Most Law students find audio lectures helpful in their learning,
although some did mention that they are more useful if it is only a supplementary resource
used in conjunction with interaction with a lecturer and classmates. Most Law students are
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positive about online assessments in general and were happy to complete online
examinations, despite it being their first time. Some students mentioned that the high stakes
and strict rules (discussed further in section 5.2.2) caused more stress than with formative
online assessments. Students also mentioned that regular online assessment helps them to
work continuously throughout the semester, which in turn helps them to manage their workload
and to ensure that they fully understand the content (see quote below).

“We were able to see her [the lecturer] like during the morning’s lecture and type questions. So, it [Blackboard
Collaborate] is like you are in a lecture, but you are sitting at home in your pyjamas, eating your cereal while
listening to the audio and if you have a question, you type it and she answers it”
Student participant 7 (Law)
“I remember what the lecturer did in Legal Sales. After each and every chapter he would let us complete an
online test. That was very helpful to prepare the students and to see how ready students are (Participant 2)”.
“Yes, and it forced you to study and keep up with where he [the lecturer] was. Unlike now, you just relax until
the last moment and then you start stressing and then instead of studying you are stressing inside. It just becomes
a problem”. (Participant 1)
Focus Group Participants 1 and 2 (Law)

The EMS students experienced videos explaining material, PowerPoints with voiceovers, and
some forms of online assessment positively during the disruption period. Some students
indicated that videos and PowerPoints with voiceovers are helpful, because you can see how
something works or how to calculate it, while at the same time listening to the narrator’s
explanation (see quote below). The informal online quizzes were experienced more positively
than online assignments or Turnitin assignments. This was partly due to the high stakes that
were involved in the online examinations and as some students mentioned, that the informal
online assessments helped them obtain a higher semester mark.

“For Tax actually, she [the lecturer] was the best. She uploaded videos. So, what we were supposed to cover in
class she then did a video on how to do everything. How to do this, how to do that, and I found it so helpful.
Remember, in class you get there you listen to her [the lecturer] and then you leave. But then, a video is something
that I could always go back on, pause or rewind and somehow it was very personal as well, she went into it
deeper. The videos made it much clearer [than in class].
Student participant 2 (Law)

27

Some good practices highlighted by the NAS students were audio lectures and the more
regular, informal, formative online assessment activities. These help with gauging whether a
student understands the covered material and forces them to work continuously throughout
the semester. The main benefit of the audios that the students mentioned was the fact that
they were able to rewind and listen to parts of the lecturer’s explanations as many times as
necessary.

Generally, across all three faculties, students are eager to try new tools or to use Blackboard
more extensively. Although some of them were unprepared to be, in some instances,
completely reliant on technology to get through their module content at the end of 2016, they
do seem to want to use technology more. They also seem eager to learn how to use different
tools (however, preferably in a low-stakes environment). They are often more forgiving if
technical issues occur with the use of technology than the lecturers seem to be. Some of them
also mentioned that they appreciate it when they feel that their lecturers are trying to be
innovative by incorporating new methods of learning within the existing content.

“What I can say is that whenever a lecturer does use some form of technology that looks like they’re trying to
be progressive, it actually works for us. Whenever a lecturer uses slides, audios, or even interactive sessions, it’s
not messy. Sure, it might not always look the prettiest, but, I mean, it really does its job quite efficiently”.
Student Participant 17 (Law)

There needs to be a balance, however, between managing things that are already online,
widening the scope of its use, and at the same time experimenting with any new and useful
aspects. Some students (across the three faculties) mentioned that there are times that they
feel overloaded with information and online activities on Blackboard. This relates not only to
the number of tasks that have to be completed, but also the way in which they are structured,
the way in which these instructions are communicated, and the way in which material is
presented.

“I feel like we are bombarded with Blackboard. You missed a day of Blackboard and you missed so many things.
I think lecturers see the need, maybe, for a lot of content on Blackboard and relaying information on Blackboard,
but it becomes a lot. You struggle to keep up. Like, these people [lecturers] forget that we have a lot of other
modules as well. We understand that they’re trying to keep us afloat, but it got really overwhelming and it got
to a point where you had to skip class to catch up”
Student participant 2 (EMS)
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“Sometimes you find that they [lecturers] give us things online, they say: ‘Go there for this link’. When you go
to the link it is too much information. It is a bunch of information that I do not need to know. They can be more
specific to say: ‘You go to this online site, but in this site search under this’. So that it becomes more specific and
you know exactly this is what I’m dealing with and this is the amount of work that is relevant to what I am
doing”
Student participant 3 (NAS)

5.2.2 Rules – subject – tools – object interaction
In this section, the analysis of the previous section is further explored by inclusion of the rules
component in the respective activity systems. Rules are norms (explicit and implicit) that
regulate actions and interactions in an activity system (Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares,
2008). Rules in the UFS activity systems refer to formal institutional policies and procedures
that, not only impact and guide teaching and learning at the UFS, but also the faculty and
departmental rules and procedures. Figure 5.2 highlights the components of the two activity
systems included in this level of the analysis. The rules that were enforced during this time in
the respective systems, and specifically the effects that the rules had on achieving the object,
are explored.

Figure 5.2: UFS activity systems showing rules – subject – tools – object interaction
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The rules and procedures at the UFS are structured around a face-to-face model and caters
for the integration of technology in certain aspects of teaching and learning. However, during
the campus disruptions and campus shutdown period, many of the rules in the activity systems
changed and new rules had to be put in place to enable the completion of the academic year.
In many instances, there were no rules that could guide practice. This, in itself caused tension
within the system, which will be discussed in more detail in Section 6. Each faculty had to
compile a faculty plan to enable the completion of the academic year. Although faculties were
allowed flexibility in the development of these plans, it was also important that academic
standards should not be compromised. Table 5.1 compares the rules of the EMS, Law and
NAS faculties during the disruption period.

Table 5.3: Comparison of rules put in place in the faculties of NAS, EMS, and Law during the
campus disruptions in 2016.
NAS
•

Outstanding content must be

EMS
•

covered. Using technology
is an option but not

of content

shutdown
•

•

Contact sessions were
scheduled in some modules

•

No further contact sessions.

requested printed copies

Only consultations during the

No further contact sessions

weeks before the

for undergraduate modules.

examination when students

Only consultations during the

could return to campus.

At least 2 marks should be

semester or year mark for a

completed online or can be

•

•

An adapted promotion

Semester marks are
scrapped

•

module

paper-based (lecturer/

Assessment

onto Blackboard
•

used to calculate the

assessments can be

•

slides must be uploaded

could return to campus.

could return to campus.

department can make the

All outstanding PowerPoint

examination when students

examination when students

Outstanding semester

•

weeks before the

during the weeks before the

•

onto Blackboard

printed out for students who

Certain practical sessions
continued during campus

lectures must be uploaded

Blackboard but some will be

content must be covered.

Audio files of all outstanding

containing outstanding

must be uploaded to

decision on exactly how
•

•

compiled for each module
content. All module packs

compulsory. No faculty-wide

Completion

A module pack must be

LAW

All students gain access to
the examination

•

All examinations must be

decision)

system entailing promotion

online either via Turnitin or

All relevant modules must be

in modules for students

Questionmark

completed by means of a

obtaining a semester/ year

written final examination.

mark of 70% or higher. A

This means that modules in

semester or year mark of

which examinations had to

40% is required for access to

be completed, had to

the examination. Students

complete it by means of

with a semester/ year mark

written examinations.

lower than 40% fail the

Modules in which continuous

module
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NAS
assessment took place were

•

EMS
•

LAW

Written or online

completed as originally

examinations can be

planned as well.

completed (lecturer/

The weighting of

department can make the

examinations and semester

decision).

marks were adapted in some
modules.

Activity system 1: Academic staff as subjects
How the rules in the system influenced the teaching strategies and educational technology tools used

The main two findings in this level of the analysis were that staff members found comfort in
standardisation of procedures during the disruption period. The more structure and rules were
in place, the more clear the expectations were. Secondly, several challenges with uncontrolled
examinations were highlighted during this time and this was largely due to a lack of existing
rules governing uncontrolled online examinations.

The Faculty of NAS, for instance, took a standardised approach to examinations by making
the decision that all examinations must be traditional, sit-down, paper-based examinations.
However, they had more flexible rules when it came to the completion of module content. The
Faculty of EMS were rigid in the implementation of their rules of completing outstanding
module content and for promotion and examinations. They were more flexible in terms of how
examinations were completed, as departments or lecturers could decide whether an online or
written examination would be more suitable for their modules. The Faculty of Law, in contrast
to this, took a standardised approach to completing module content and assessment and there
was little to no flexibility in terms of how these activities needed to be completed.

Many staff members saw the disruption period as a crisis, and since it created an unfamiliar
environment, nobody were exactly sure how to act or to which extent normal rules and
procedures applied. It was evident from the interviews with staff members that structure and
standardisation largely alleviated uncertainty and discomfort and that it made it easier to
ensure quality and that the usual standards were maintained. This sentiment is illustrated in
the quotes below.
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“Everything was dealt with in the same manner across the faculty, which applied to every student and every
member of staff. That was definitely positive, the fact that everyone wasn’t just left to do as he or she pleases”.
Staff Participant 11
“Administratively, I think there were a lot of things that happened in the past that one did not know of like ways
in which semester marks were calculated and those things that we then had to adapt and people had to show
the way that they do it. So there were challenges that were not previously recognised that we recognised because
of that, because suddenly everything was kind of under scrutiny now”.
Staff participant 6

One of the biggest challenges that staff members identified relating to rules, was the fact that
online examinations were completed in an uncontrolled environment. As mentioned in the
previous section, this required an adaptation of assessment to open-book assessments.
Although the assessment design itself was important, a lack of invigilation opened the
possibility for students to work together in groups and for academic misconduct, such as
plagiarism, to occur. There were no institutional rules in place regulating online examinations
during the disruption period and that allowed faculties the flexibility to create their own rules
for online examinations. For instance, some faculties were more lenient than others in terms
of time limits for online assessments. . Measures were put in place in certain types of online
assessment, such as Turnitin assignments, in an attempt to prevent plagiarism. Online
examinations during this time influenced many staff members’ perceptions of online
assessments in general (as was discussed in the previous section). Generally, the consensus
seems to be that students performed better in the online examinations than they would have
in written, invigilated, examinations. However, there were also exceptions. A few modules in
the Faculty of Law showed similar results as the previous years, despite the examination
taking place online and in an uncontrolled environment:

It is going to sound like I am blowing my own horn now, but remember we had discussion questions as well, but
those were in the minimum because we had to mark on the computer. I know things changed in the meantime.
We learned from that as well, but we literally received an Excel sheet and we had to mark on that. So, we limited
our discussion questions to a minimum. Now, all of a sudden doing multiple choice, we had a lot of modules
where the throughput rate was sky-high because it was choose between A, B, C, and D and it was actually very
easy. But, I actually noticed that I am able to draft multiple choice questions and sit with exactly the throughput
rate I sat with the previous year when they had normal exams. So, it is possible.
Staff participant 13
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Activity system 2: Students as subjects
How the rules in the system influenced the learning strategies and the experience of educational technology tools
used

The main findings that emerged when focusing on the activity system with students as
subjects, were that students who completed online examinations were perceived to have had
an advantage. This perception was observed among students who had to complete written
sit-down examinations, but also among students who completed online examinations.
Secondly, it seems that while students in the faculty of NAS experienced challenges during
the disruption to study and finish the academic year, their learning was not negatively affected
in 2017. In contrast to this, students from the faculties of EMS, and Law indicated that they did
not experience an immediate negative impact on their learning during the disruptions and
generally adapted more easily to the online learning environment than NAS students.
However, some of these students experienced a negative impact on their learning in 2017.
These findings are discussed in more detail in the sections that follow.

As discussed in section 5.2.1 some NAS students struggled to understand the content in
certain types of modules, due to missing important contact time with their lecturers during
face-to-face classes. The new rules during the disruption period had a negative impact on
these students, as they also experienced challenges in preparing for the examination. They
had to write examinations about content that was not covered and that some did not
understand. The impact of this was, in most cases, immediately seen in their examination
grades. Some of them mentioned that they failed a disproportionate number of modules in
2016 when compared to both the preceding and following years. Although, most NAS students
indicated that they did not believe this had a negative impact on their studies the following
year, when everything turned back to normal and they could attend classes and practicals. A
point most NAS students expressed their unhappiness about, was the different rules in
different faculties. They felt that they were disadvantaged for having to complete written
examinations and that students who completed online examinations had an easier experience
(see quotes below).

“Unfortunately, I did not have the benefit as some of my Law friends did with having to sit in front of a computer
[to complete online examinations]”.
Student participant 10 (NAS)
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“I was angry to be honest because I remember the one exam I failed so bad. I failed it. And then the other people
[students in other faculties] were so cheerful because they were doing it [completing examinations] in a group.
It was really unfair... Other faculties just took the semester marks and then that was sort of converted into your
final mark. Then this other faculty had that group exam thing”.
Student participant 8 (NAS)

All interviewed EMS students, positively experienced the promotion of their examinations. This
was mainly because it alleviated the pressure of having to complete an examination based, in
part, on content that was not covered in class. Some students also mentioned that, although
this was a new rule only applicable during the disruption period, that they had hoped that a
promotion system would be implemented in the following year as well. These students
perceived the possibility to promote a module as a reward and an incentive for continuous
hard work, instead of working hard in assessment periods only (see quote below).

“If you can promote you will definitely study harder. It is like a reward”.
Student participant 6 (EMS)

Students required to complete examinations, also appear to have been relatively positive
about them. Although some students indicated that it was challenging to understand certain
types of content within a purely online context, most felt prepared to complete examinations.
It seems thus, that students did not experience an immediate negative impact on their learning,
due to the rule changes in the EMS faculty. Some students also said that they were able to
adapt well the following year, indicating that the rules implemented during the disruption period
did not have a negative impact on their learning. However, there were a few students who
indicated that, despite promoting modules in the previous year due to a good semester mark,
they struggled to overcome the knowledge gap the following year. This is not only ascribed to
the fact that they did not cover the content the previous year, but also because it was not
necessary to fully grasp it, as no examinations had to be completed (see quote below). This
indicates that some EMS students experienced a negative impact on their learning in the year
following the disruptions, due to the new rules implemented in 2016.

“At the time, yes, I was happy [to be able to promote] because it means I do not have to study for an exam, I
only had one exam to study for. But, in the following year, which was 2017, my second year, it was very bad
because of how the modules are intertwined. A lot of the work I missed out on, because we weren’t really taught,
like physically, I guess, through contact sessions. I did not write the exam, so, I never went through it [outstanding
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content] anyway. But when it came to my second-year modules, like the introductory phases were in first year,
which I did not do, so it was really hard to adjust to the new information and lecturers just move on, because
they assume we did it [worked through the content], so it was not nice”
Student participant 14 (EMS)

Compared to the students interviewed from the faculties of EMS and NAS, the Law students
were generally more prepared to switch to an online learning mode. They also experienced
fewer challenges generally, in terms of grasping unfinished content before the examination.
The new rules put in place during the disruption period seem not to have caused a negative
impact on the students’ learning. A few students did however, mention that the online
examination was not as easy as they had expected. Also that they were caught off guard by
some of the measures the faculty put in place to regulate it. For instance, the Faculty of Law
set very strict access periods for each examination paper. They put measures in place, such
as randomisation and question banks, to minimise cheating and some essay type questions
had to be submitted through Turnitin. These students indicated that they had prepared less
for the online examination than they would have for a written one, because it was open-book.
Thus, they were unpleasantly surprised to find that the way in which the questions were asked
in some modules made it difficult for them to answer the questions without really having
prepared. Most, however, were happy about completing their examinations online and thought
that they had an advantage over students who had to complete written examinations. This
indicates that students in the faculty seem to not have experienced any notable negative
impact on their learning, as a result of the new rules that were implemented at the end of 2016.

“We still had to study like everyone who wrote exams [on paper]. We were also not sure what to expect in the
exam. Yes, I do think that because the exams we wrote were open-book exams as well that we were at a bit of
an advantage because everything was kind of in front of us, and we worked in groups. We just had so much
information that people who were in the exam room actually writing did not have”.
Student participant 19 (Law)

In line with the experiences of some EMS students, a few Law students did mention that
although they did not experience a negative impact on their learning during the disruption
period, they experienced some challenges in the following year:

In the following year, we could see that we were pretty much out of tune with the work and we did not really
have good application skills. At the time [during the examination in 2016] it was very easy to pass it so nobody

35

really thought to actually put in effort, because we were just going to open the study guide online, or the textbook
online, and we’ll just search keywords and we’ll pass it like that”
Student participant 17 (Law)

Apart from the actual learning experiences, it is evident that many students (across all three
faculties) experienced much stress during the campus disruptions in 2016 as a result of the
new rules. What added to this, was that there were areas where a lack of rules were
perceived, leading to an uncertainty on how to best handle certain situations. Some students
mentioned that under normal circumstances, they bargain on having face-to-face sessions
and interaction with their lecturers. The fact that they could not access campus or have access
to their lecturers in person caused them to be negative and uncertain.

Many students

compared their new reality during that time with what they believe students at Unisa (University
of South Africa) must experience and mentioned that it was not what they signed up for when
they enrolled at the UFS (see quotes below). The insecurity and turmoil that students found
themselves in because of a lack of rules or the implementation of new rules in this activity
system, are explored in more detail in Section 6.

“I could have then gone to Unisa and done the whole online thing. I have to be in class, I have to hear what’s
going on, and then I go back and study on my own. I have to take down notes. I just have to hear the lesson in
order for me to understand”.
Student Participant 11 (NAS)
“None of us knew what was going to happen after the strikes. I was afraid the whole university system and
everything is going to change online. You can study from home. Then I just felt like I could have studied through
Unisa, or I could have done an online course. The reason why I came to the University of the Free State is to have
class, to have lectures, to interact with people and that’s the important thing for me. I personally will not, like, I
would not do anything just online”
Student participant 5 (EMS)

5.2.3 Rules – subject – community – division of labour interaction
As was highlighted in the previous section, rules influence how tools are used and perceived,
but rules also affect the division of labour, which will be discussed in this section. Murphy and
Rodriguez-Manzanares (2008: 443) define the division of labour in an activity system as “the
division of tasks and roles among members of the community and the divisions of power and
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status”. They also explain that the community is participants in the system who, together with
the subjects, work towards the same object.

The community is similar in both UFS activity systems, but where academic staff is the subject,
students form part of the community, while academic staff is part of the community in the
system in which students are the subjects. This dynamic also highlights the interdependence
of the two subjects (and systems) in the UFS activity system. The division of labour in the UFS
activity systems involves both the roles and responsibilities of the subjects and community in
achieving the object. Under normal circumstances, this includes the roles of the academic
staff member as both a lecturer and a colleague, and students as learners and classmates
respectively. It also includes the roles of support staff members such as learning designers
who are responsible for advising and assisting subject matter experts (lecturers) and other
support staff (other learning designers and Teaching and Learning Managers) in effectively
incorporating technology in teaching and learning.

Other support staff members playing a primary role in these activity systems are Teaching and
Learning Managers who are responsible for developing and maintaining good teaching and
learning practices in faculties. Lastly, UFS management plays a decision-making role and is
responsible for providing strategic direction on an institutional level. In this section the rules
that were enforced at the end of 2016 in the respective systems, and specifically the effects
that the new rules had on the division of labour, are explored. Figure 5.3 highlights the
components of the two activity systems involved in this level of the analysis. This level of the
analysis required an institutional focus rather than focusing on the three faculties exclusively.
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Figure 5.3: UFS activity systems showing rules – subject – community – division of labour
interaction

Activity system 1: Academic staff as subjects
How roles and responsibilities of academic staff members and their community members were changed during the
disruption period due to the existing and new rules

The main findings in this level of the analysis include firstly that lecturers and Teaching and
Learning Mangers’ roles changed during the disruption period. All staff members (including
academic and support staff members) indicated that their workload increased during this time.
While learning designers’ role did not change per say, their workload increased and they were
responsible for more training sessions, more individual consultations etc. During the disruption
period, relationships improved between lecturers within departments, between Teaching and
Learning Managers and learning designers, and between learning designers and academic
staff members. These findings are discussed in more detail in the sections that follow.

In the division of labour there were more similarities than differences observable between all
faculties at the UFS during the 2016 campus disruptions.

All Teaching and Learning

Managers indicated that their workloads increased drastically during this time. However,
although one Teaching and Learning Manager mentioned that they did not feel their role
changed much, but rather that there was just more work to be done. Most stated that they felt
more responsible for making faculty-level decisions and finding solutions to challenges than
they would feel under normal circumstances. Certain tasks that would normally be lecturers’
responsibilities also fell on the Teaching and Learning Managers’ shoulders during this time.
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Some Teaching and Learning Managers mentioned that they experienced many lecturers in
their respective faculties as unwilling or unable to make decisions, because of the uncertainty
of the situation. As mentioned in the previous section, many lecturers found solace in
standardisation and rigid rules during this time, but the Teaching and Learning Managers felt
responsible to put these rules in place (see quotes below), which in most instances, caused
them to feel anxious and overwhelmed. Despite this, many of them also highlighted the role
that they needed to play during that time to encourage and support academic staff members,
not just in terms of providing direction, but also in providing emotional support.

“Restlessness, nervousness, discouragement especially from the academics, because I think it was the first time
we had such a major disruption... So there was this kind of immobility, emotional immobility. That is where I
jumped in to encourage, to call and to say guys, let’s not give up. So, it really caused a lot of instability. Not
instability in the way of disruptions but instability of more like passiveness, what should we do, no, we’ve just
come to a dead end. Then I said, “this is not a dead end, we have to move forward”.
Staff participant 7
“I don’t know how to put this politely, but I think at management level in our faculty, I don’t know whether the
top managers are too busy or whatever, but I carried a lot of responsibility during that time”.
Staff participant 8
“I think it was a high pressure situation. We got involved with things that the office has never been involved
with. We have never been involved with the calculation of marks. We’ve never been involved in the content that
is uploaded on Blackboard or setting up assessments for lecturers. I think the added responsibility of that placed
a big emotional burden on everyone in the office and the feeling of accountability. It felt as if the shared
accountability across departments and academics all came to this office... It was as if they [lecturers] just could
not make the decisions anymore because they felt that somebody else is now accountable”
Staff participant 6

During this time, the role of the learning designers also had to be amplified. Although they
mainly performed the same kind of tasks during the disruption period as under normal
circumstances, their workload increased. Normally they deal with lecturers who are already
incorporating educational technology into their modules to varying degrees. Yet, during this
time each learning designer had to assist an entire faculty’s lecturers, including those that
have never used technology before (see quote below). An increased number of training
sessions had to be presented, more individual consultations had to be done, and more support
were provided to the Teaching and Learning Manager than prior to the disruptions. In the long
run, this generally strengthened the working relationship between learning designers and the
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Teaching and Learning Managers. Learning designers’ relationship with lecturers also
improved during this time as many lecturers became more dependent on learning designers
during this time.

I think digital proficiency was lacking so you had a lot of lecturers that knew exactly what they wanted to do,
but not how to do it, and then they started phoning. Basic things, like a PowerPoint or pdf, staff members knew
that it should be shared, but they did not necessarily know how. So, we were completely swamped in our
workload now having to deal with people, not only to help and show them how to do it, but also in some cases
just to do it for them.
Staff participant 1
Lecturers relied on our expertise to make judgement calls on students’ attempts and enquiries, where before they
didn’t really rely that much on us... So, we became central to the effort to assess during the 2016 disruptions, as
we had to advise, counsel, build, troubleshoot and assist hands-on to ensure that online examinations could
occur.
Staff participant 5

Having lost contact time with students was one of the biggest challenges for lecturers because
contact sessions with students form an integral part of what they understand their role as
lecturers to be. This was something difficult for them to come to terms with during the campus
shutdown. They had to adapt their teaching strategies (as discussed in section 5.2.1) during
this time. It also meant that they did not have any face-to-face interaction, or any synchronous
two-way interaction with students. They see being able to communicate with students and
being available to students to communicate with, as a vital part of their roles.

“I think the other challenge was that there was all of these rules related to communication with students that
lecturers had to comply with. Students were for specific times not allowed to come and see lecturers and to
discuss things with them. I think that was a huge problem or a thing that we had to comply with. Some lecturers
would like to return students’ calls or would have liked to assist students in their offices, but they could not due
to the agreement that the top management had with students”.
Staff participant 11
“What was difficult for me was that I could not get feedback from students to know whether they received the
information I posted on Blackboard. There was no two-way communication... Students also complained that they
get information from us but they can’t communicate with us. Yes, emails are an option, but emails are a slow
way to communicate. Sometimes you can only reply a couple of hours later or even the next day”.
Staff participant 3
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Something that many lecturers experienced positively during this time, however, was working
more closely with their colleagues. Many of them leaned on their colleagues for support in
terms of finding ways to adapt their material and also provided support in return. In many
instances, where academic staff members normally functioned more independently within a
department, they developed an interdependent relationship with their colleagues during this
time, which they experienced positively as expressed in the quote below:

“The department and the faculty got a lot closer to one another during that time because we were all in this
mess, kind of, and we had to sort it out... So, we would have our separate departmental meetings to say ‘okay
what are you going to do, can I also use it?’ ‘No, it’s not a first year level, first years can use this method but on
a third year level you will need to do something else’... and it helped a lot”.
Staff participant 15

The campus disruptions was a stressful and uncertain time for all staff members and almost
every staff member interviewed alluded to how their workload increased during that time. What
was also evident from the interviews was that there are individual differences between people
in terms of how they react to and deal with a stressful situation. Where most people felt
overwhelmed and negative, especially during that time, some staff members indicated that the
situation required them to perform on a high level and that they sometimes miss the thrill and
excitement of having to find solutions to challenges. This is illustrated in the quotes below:

“At one stage last year [2017] there were rumours that there is going to be student unrest again, and then I sort
of prepared the lecturers by starting to communicate again to say, there is a possibility – without raising the
temperature, I did it very subtly and so on – to say we may need to come up with a faculty plan once again. And
then, yes, then all of a sudden it just died down. So, it was a bit of an anti-climax. I was ready for it, and it did
not happen.
Staff participant 8
“It is probably bad [to say that the disruptions had a positive effect on me emotionally], it’s like saying let there
be disruptions then I can flourish. But yes, I did like that type of crisis management and problem solving...I think
it was intellectually stimulating and it filled a type of creative need”
Staff participant 4
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Activity system 2: Students as subjects
How roles and responsibilities of students and their community members were changed during the disruption period
due to the existing and new rules

The main findings in this level of analysis were that students’ role changed because there
were no further contact sessions and they could not interact with lecturers the same way they
did prior to the disruptions. Students addressed the challenge of not being able to interact with
their lecturers by becoming more independent learners and by forming study groups with other
students. These findings are discussed more comprehensively in the sections that follow.

As discussed in section 5.2.1 NAS and EMS students specifically cited the challenges they
experienced in their learning during the campus disruptions as a result of not having face to
face contact sessions and lecturer interaction. To a lesser extent, some Law students also
mentioned that technology can enhance their learning experience, but that they prefer having
contact sessions. The rules during the disruption period prevented student-lecturer interaction
from taking place in a way that students were used to and they experienced this negatively.
This speaks to their perception of their own role in their learning in relation to their lecturer’s
role. During a time where students were not interacting with their lecturers, many of them had
become more independent and started to take on a more prominent role in their own learning.
In order to achieve the object and pass their modules in 2016, they had to learn how to work
more independently and many students (across all three faculties) indicated that this led them
to the realisation that they are more capable than they thought.

“I learned something, that you do not have to wait for a lecturer or be given something in order to continue
learning or finishing up the content. All you have to do is just finish up the content on your own and find your
own resources at the end of the day”.
Student participant 16 (NAS)
“I saw in myself that I have the discipline to carry out all the content that was relied on me and I couldn’t just
leave [university] at that point and blame it on whoever. I think that was strength. I saw a strength, my strength,
in this process”
Student participant 2 (EMS)

Many students also relied more on other students during this time for information, resources,
and to help them understand the module content. It was especially evident from the interviews
with students in the faculties of EMS and Law that many were part of study groups during this
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time. A practice that some of them continued after everything returned to normal because of
the value they gained from it during the disruptions.

“I am an introvert, so I hardly talk to other people, but I had no choice. If I did not understand something, I had
to find someone who was near me at that time to ask information from them. That was positive – getting to
know people”.
Student participant 4 (EMS)
“It helped so much because we were not just working by ourselves [in a study group of our peers], but we were
working with senior students as well. So, they give a broader perspective to the module, because in our group,
we did not really understand accounting because we did not do accounting in high school. So getting senior
students to help us was positive. By ourselves we would have struggled”.
Student participant 19 (Law)

6. Discussion of contradictions and tensions
Contradictions constitute a key principle in Activity Theory and refer to tensions or conflicts
that can occur within a single element of an activity system, between two or more elements or
even between two or more activity systems (Engeström, 2001). They disturb the natural
course of actions within a system, cause discomfort, and can ultimately lead to innovations
and the evolvement of the system as a whole. This is because tensions identify where the
system is not functioning optimally, and when they are addressed the system can function
better. Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2008: 445) define contradictions in activity
systems as “tension, contrast, denial, or opposition between two propositions”. They caution
that, although contradictions are a powerful driving force in the transformation of an activity
system, if they are not acknowledged or resolved, they can stifle growth and development.
Contradictions therefore, have an influence on the outcome of an activity system. In this
section, contradictions and tensions within the two UFS activity systems will be explored and
the effects that they have on the shared object and outcome will be explored as illustrated in
Figure 6.1.
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Figure 6.1: UFS activity systems with an emphasis on the shared object and outcome

The shared object of the two UFS activity systems was to complete the academic year.
Completing the academic year is a euphemism for ‘saving’ or ‘rescuing’ it, as was often
referred to during that time, although this was mainly from a UFS staff perspective. For the
majority of students, it was about passing their modules and continuing their studies (or
graduating for some). During the campus disruptions in 2016, several contradictions and
tensions occurred in the activity system, enabling its transformation. These contradictions and
actions also had an effect on the outcome of the system and led to a transformation in the way
in which staff and students perceive blended learning. It also enabled a better understanding
of how blended learning can most effectively be implemented in the UFS context.
Contradiction 1: Technology in teaching and learning (being forced to make use of educational
technology)
The environment in which the UFS activity systems in this study functioned, was a crisis, not
normal circumstances. The situation required a deviation from the status quo and an
adaptation of teaching and learning practices. Staff and students understood that they needed
to change practice (see quote below), but what was required of them was not necessarily
something everyone was equally comfortable with. The staff and students who made use of
educational technology in teaching and learning before were the people who generally
adapted easier during this time.
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“People were forced, by a hell of a tsunami, to change practice”.
Staff participant 10

Many staff and students, however, were unsure of how to adapt their practice to achieve the
object (completing the academic year). Quite a number of the staff members were hesitant to
use technology in their teaching under normal circumstances. However, the contradiction that
existed in the system that required them to rely on technology, forced them to make use of it.
Despite a lack of experience and confidence, many lecturers came up with very innovative
and effective solutions that were also positively experienced by students. These were audio
lectures, videos, PowerPoint presentations with voiceovers, and online assessment. By being
forced through this contradiction to try something they would not normally have, many
lecturers gained the confidence to continue with some of these practices under normal
circumstances.

“Well I have to say what I realised then was that you teach the way you were taught because you consider it to
be the best way but it was only then that I started to read a little bit more about teaching and learning. I have
never doubted the way that I teach before then. I realised only then that we are not using it [educational
technology] to our advantage and that there could have been other ways of teaching students all along. I do not
think that I would have changed anything if we did not have that time, because I am not a teacher, I am a lawyer.
I don’t necessarily know about teaching...I think it enhanced my experience of being a lecturer and the methods
that are available to me.
Staff participant 15
“Initially, you got a sense that it was just supplementary or just a survival mode for lecturers. But, as their
proficiency increased due to the disruptions, you could almost see the adoption growing. A lot of lecturers for
the first time, I felt, understood the purpose of educational technology and certain platforms”.
Staff participant 1

There were some academic staff members who reverted to their previous ways of teaching,
albeit with a renewed perception of blended learning. These staff members generally indicated
that, although they are now teaching the same way as before the disruption, they are aware
of the possibilities of educational technology. They would also be willing to use educational
technology in certain situations (for instance, for their larger classes, but not necessarily as
much for their smaller classes). For these lecturers the tensions in the system did not change
practice, but it changed perceptions.
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“I think we know now that – in the back of our heads we know now that plan A is not necessarily the only plan,
there always has to be a plan B. All of us are more cautious. If I do this, will I be able to revert to electronic if it
is necessary. That has never been an option that we considered and now it is actually something that we are
considering all the time”
Staff participant 13

A third group of people had negative experiences with using technology during the disruptions
and are now showing resistance to certain LMS

tools and other forms of educational

technology. These negative experiences include: students performing better in online
examinations than written examinations, academic misconduct from students (which include
plagiarism and working together with other students in the completion of online examinations),
students performing worse in written examinations after having studied content using only
LMS tools, and the time and effort it took to adapt material for online delivery.

What a lot of academics realised is that the students perform much better in the quizzes than in their tests and
when we had to adapt the calculation of the semester mark where the quizzes contributed more towards the
semester mark we got a highly inflated success rate. So I think it [staff perceptions of blended learning] is maybe
more negative, but the academics started to question the value of straightforward quizzes and the way to use it
as part of the semester mark in formative assessment.
Staff participant 6

Blackboard tool usage from 2016 – 2017

The only tools in the faculty of NAS which were used more in 2017 than in both the first and
second semester 2016, were PowerPoints (content), announcements (information), and past
examination papers uploaded (assessment) (see Figure 6.2). Web links have been uploaded
in a smaller percentage of modules in 2017 than in both the first and second semester of 2016.
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Figure 6.2: Comparison of Blackboard tool usage in the Faculty of NAS between 2016 and 2017

In the Faculty of EMS, none of the content tools on Blackboard were used as much in 2017
as in 2016 (see Figure 6.3). The tools which were used more in 2017 are wikis (collaboration
tool) which increased from 0% to 1% in 2017, Turnitin assignments and assignments (both
assessment tools). Tools which were used in a smaller percentage of modules in 2017 than
in either the first or second semester of 2016, include PowerPoint presentations, additional
material, and videos (content tools), announcements (information tool), quizzes, previous test
and examination papers uploaded to Blackboard, and graded discussions (assessment tools).
In this faculty, a decrease in the use of most tools was observable when comparing the 2016
and 2017 LMS tool usage.
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Figure 6.3: Comparison of Blackboard tool usage in the Faculty of EMS between 2016 and 2017
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In the faculty of Law, all content tools were used to a higher degree in 2017 than in 2016, with
the exception of web links, where the use remained at 100% from the second semester of
2016 to 2017 (see Figure 6.4). The only collaboration tool used in 2017 was the discussion
tool, which was used in 2% of modules, compared to 0% in 2016. There was also an increase
in announcements in 2017. The only assessment tool used more in 2017 than in 2016 is the
quiz tool. None of the LMS tools were used less in 2017 than in either the first or second
semester of 2016, except the group tool (collaboration tool) which was used in 1% of modules
in the second semester of 2016 and was not used at all in 2017.
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Figure 6.4: Comparison of Blackboard tool usage in the Faculty of Law between 2016 and 2017

The current perceptions of blended learning among staff and students are evident from the
Digital Identity data (which includes data from all UFS faculties). Staff and students are
generally positive about using technology in teaching and learning. Figure 6.5 shows current
lecturer and student preferred teaching and learning environments (under normal
circumstances). The majority (more than three quarters) of both staff and student respondents
indicated that they prefer blended modules.
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Figure 6.5: Lecturer and student preferred teaching environment

The majority of staff respondents (59%) agreed or strongly agreed that students get more
actively involved in modules in which technology is used, while 12% disagreed or strongly
disagreed (see Figure 6.6). This is in line with student responses, which showed that the
majority of students (53%) also agreed or strongly agreed that they get more actively involved

in these modules.

Figure 6.6: Perceptions of how actively involved students are in modules in which technology
is used

When comparing this data with the LMS tool usage data, the question is raised of how
effectively technology is being incorporated in teaching and learning, despite the preference
for a blended learning environment? Although most content tools and the announcement tool
are used in the majority of modules on Blackboard, assessment tools are used to a lesser
extent and there is very little use of the collaboration tools. The need for interaction between
lecturers and their students, and even between students has been emphasised in this study.
Unfortunately, the current use of LMS tools does not contribute to enabling this interaction.
This means that lecturer and student interaction is limited to face-to-face methods and that
technology is mainly used to deliver content and for one-way communication with students
(via the announcement tool).
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Contradiction 2: Strained relationships between subjects and community members
All role-players have perceptions of what their roles are in the activity system. As discussed
in section 5.2.3 academic staff members experienced not being able to interact with their
students as a challenge. Most students also experienced the lack of interaction as a challenge.
Both lecturers and students thus perceive student-lecturer interaction as an important aspect
of teaching and learning and it speaks to what they believe their roles are in teaching and
learning. The campus disruptions and subsequent campus shutdown led to staff and students
not being able to interact. It created a new situation in which lecturers were forced to find new
ways of teaching and students had to find new ways of learning. Both staff and students
experienced strong emotions during this time, which were expressed in the majority of staff
and student interviews.

“I literally existed on antidepressants and sleeping tablets. It was not a fun time. I cannot tell you how many
times I sat in this office, just with tears in my eyes, thinking to myself, I do not know how to carry on. So no, it
wasn’t a positive experience during that time”.
Staff participant 9
“It actually takes you down, demotivated you in a way. It was devastating. We were so remorseful and
emotional”
Student participant 3

In addition to adapting teaching practice during this time, lecturers also relied more on the
Teaching and Learning Manager for direction and on their colleagues and learning designers
for support. Students relied more on each other than they would have under normal
circumstances, by forming study groups and sharing information and resources. Although
these relationships were strengthened, the relationship between academic staff and students
was strained. Many staff members blamed students for the situation and negative perceptions
were formed. They blamed students for disrupting their normal routine and for being forced to
adapt.

“I was upset that students may disrupt things and then lecturers have to make plans and work extra and do
more. And they [students] just get what they want, but there’s nothing given to the lecturers or any other
personnel from the campus who went out of their way to help and assist students. We do not get anything for
that. Students can do as they please, we just have to bend over backwards to meet their needs”.
Staff participant 12
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“I was a bit negative, because I thought, and it is maybe bitterness, I don’t know, but I thought I don’t know
whether the students realise what we are doing behind the scenes to make sure that they can still complete their
years, final year, second year, whatever, in a smooth way”.
Staff participant 13

Currently, students are aware of some of these negative perceptions that some lecturers have
about them. Some students mentioned that lecturers often remind them that they had it easy
in 2016 and they get the sense that some do not believe that they deserve to be here. A few
perceive a rift between themselves and some lecturers and feel they are not having the same
kind of interaction with lecturers than before the disruptions. Some mention the ‘us’ and ‘them’
divide, as if they are opponents in a system, instead of being mutually dependent on each
other in the teaching and learning process. Some students also mentioned that they are
collectively seen as being disruptive, without a distinction being made between those who
violently protested and those who did not even actively participate in the protest.

“I personally feel like there are lecturers that walk around on campus just waiting for the next disruption. They
see us as hooligans. ‘Hooligans’, I heard that word a lot in my first year”
Student participant 11
“I feel like after the protest our lecturers felt like we wanted everything done for us and that we were just making
unreasonable demands. Because of how the timetable was structured and everything [the year after the
disruptions], we found it very difficult to write those tests in that way, like so close to each other. And we failed,
the majority of people failed. I feel like some of our lecturers thought that we failed because actually, some of
us should not be here because now we wrote online tests the previous year”
Student participant 7
“There were rumours that there would be disruptions again [during 2017] and so that specific lecturer sort of
said that they [lecturers] boosted the students [in 2016]. So the person was saying that what happened in 2016
would not be repeated in 2017, and if we fail that’s it. That was sort of negative, because the lecturer was
projecting what happened in 2016 onto us which was different, because we were not there [participating in the
protests]”
Student participant 8

The relationship between academic staff and management was also strained. Though
academic staff members blamed students for disrupting their normal routine and forcing them
to adapt, they blamed management for giving students the power to disrupt classes and to
shut the campus down. They felt that their interests were not protected (see quote below). At
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the same time, students also had negative perceptions of management during that time. Some
students felt that it was unfair that the majority of them were forced out of their comfort zone
by a small group of students and that management allowed it to happen. Many students could
identify with the #FeesMustFall cause, but most of them did not agree with violent protests
leading to the campus being shut down. Some students acknowledged that management
seemed to side with students in 2016 but that they distanced themselves from students in
2017. When unrest flared up again late in 2017, some students indicated that they experienced
trauma. This trauma was in some instances due to classes being disrupted by violent
protesters but some students mentioned that it brought back feelings of anxiety that they had
experienced in 2016 and they were worried that they would have to go through a similar
experience again in 2017. At this stage, students experienced that management distanced
themselves from not only the protesting students, but also the students who had experienced
trauma.

“We started in 2017 with very tired, very negative lecturers. They felt that they had to just push, and push, and
push to do more. It was a very negative experience for lecturers... I think we have learned in our faculty that you
can push people to get quite a lot of things out of them but they need appreciation along the way, otherwise
they will not do that again... I think the general feeling in 2016 was that top management was not dealing with
the anxiety [of the lecturers] and that top management was just there to please the students”
Staff participant 10
“Management only responded, I suppose, in how they thought was right at the time but it actually gave more
power to this minority group. What did frustrate me at that stage was management’s response to the whole
thing. It seemed like they were allowing these students to just get away. Maybe I did not know enough, but to
me it seemed like, you know, they [students] were allowed to get away with it and even to arrest them did not
seem as if it was a serious thing to them”.
Staff participant 16
“I actually had to undergo a few therapy sessions [in 2017] and I never actually told the university about it
because in my residence I saw that the girls who were there, who actually went to counselling on this campus,
they somehow felt like they were being frowned upon, like they were a burden. Somehow, they [UFS
management] made it seem like it was not their problem that protests started in the first place, so now why
should they have to offer help to students? Students had to bring proof that they had been to counselling for
being traumatised. My point is, if I’m going for counselling, I’m not about to advertise it to the whole world”.
Student participant 2
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These negative perceptions had an impact on staff’s motivation the year after the protests and
currently, a year and a half later, some negative perceptions are still persisting. This tension
in the system was never formally identified or resolved and it continues to cause resistance to
change practice in some academic staff members. It is important to mention, however that not
all lecturers have negative perceptions of students collectively. In fact, it was interesting that
some lecturers had decided that their students – the students that are enrolled in the modules
that they teach – did not take part in the protests. They perceived protesting students
negatively, but not their own students. Most lecturers mentioned that they had empathy for
their students during the disruption period and acknowledged the challenges that students
faced during this time. These lecturers also felt accountable to assist students, sometimes
beyond what was reasonably expected of them, in order to enable students to complete the
academic year. Some lecturers mentioned that the disruption period showed how many UFS
students are eager and determined to learn, and how resourceful and resilient most UFS
students are. Most students, in turn, also acknowledged that not all of their lecturers seem to
perceive students in a negative light and some students specifically provided examples of how
some of their lecturers went out of their way to help them to complete the 2016 academic year.

“And then you became a little bit negative to a point that you don’t really want to assist [students] and I mean
a big part of what we are is just assisting students. It is just being there for students and you did not want to do
that then. So we had to remind ourselves that this is not all of our students – this is probably none of our
students”
Staff participant 15
“I constantly remind myself, every day, that when I look at students now and when they do things in a certain
way, I should not judge them according to what happened there. I try to remind myself, but it is human and you
still keep that in your mind”
Staff participant 13
“Some lecturers are aware that there are very passionate students and they do go the extra mile for them”
Student participant 17

Contradiction 3: Lack of existing rules guiding the use of educational technology
Some tensions present in the system included an uncertainty about the parameters and rules
that must guide and govern the role-players’ actions. Never before had contact sessions been
replaced with online learning. Never before had online examinations taken place at the UFS.
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“I think also we did not really know what was going to happen. I mean that happens where there is like a crisis
or something. There is no clear procedure to follow. There were sometimes things like where the Teaching and
Learning Manager would tell lecturers something and then from maybe the learning designer’s side there would
be a different set of things that they should or should not do. It was difficult in the end; you had to make sure
everyone is on the same page with what procedure to follow”
Staff participant 4

There were no rules or procedures to guide online examinations. This resulted in uncertainty
in the preparation phase of these examinations in terms of how they should be structured and
what rules must govern the process. Each faculty in which online examinations took place had
to make these decisions in isolation, as there were no institutional rules. This led to
inconsistency between faculties. Aspects such as how long an examination may be accessible
for a student, whether an online test’s questions should be randomised, whether the use of a
question bank is allowed, and what the time limit should be for online examinations differed
between faculties. It also caused uncertainty and difficulty in handling student queries during
and after the examination. In terms of technical issues warranting a second opportunity, there
were no rules for what kind of issue had to take place in order for the student to be allowed
retake the exam. Neither were there any standardised procedures for handling queries
afterwards. Existing examination guidelines and rules were applicable to a written sit-down
examination in a controlled environment. However, these guidelines and rules could not rigidly
be applied in an online context, which is uncontrolled and in effect, an open-book examination.
Despite this, several staff members who were at that stage involved with the rule-making
processes for online examinations, were frustrated with the inflexibility of the institutional
examination rules. This was especially due to its inability to accommodate and adapt to the
new situation.

“The huge problem was with Examination Division who did not adjust to the new way of assessment and they
kept reverting to their old rules and regulations that applied to written examinations. It was almost as if they
were not willing or able to adjust to the new situation and that caused a lot of problems. It caused a lot of
frustration”
Staff participant 11

Although some students were anxious about what to expect in terms of online examinations,
this contradiction mainly came into play during the examination period. Because students
completed examinations in an uncontrolled environment, many of them acknowledged to
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having worked with other students to complete them. It led to a perception among students
that online assessment in general is easier than written assessment. For instance, this
perception is prevalent among students from the Faculty of NAS as well, not only those who
completed online examinations, but also those who did not. Some students did mention that
certain rules made it more difficult for them to collaborate with other students, such as an
online assessment with strict time limits or the randomisation of questions and options. Many
staff members also mentioned that students generally performed better in the online
examinations than in written ones.

This contradiction required a transformation within the system. It highlighted the need for
institutional rules that govern, not only online assessments, but specifically online
examinations at the UFS, as well. Despite the challenges experienced due to a lack of rules
and experience, many lecturers and students were positive about online assessment after the
disruption period. However, it became clear that online assessment practices could not be
adopted widely without proper institutional rules. This need was addressed through the
development of institutional online assessment guidelines, which outlines the procedure when
using all available online assessment tools at the university (including Blackboard and
Questionmark tests, Blackboard assignments, Turnitin assignments etc.). More specifically, a
formal online examination procedure was compiled and approved in 2017. This document
included the procedure for online examinations under normal circumstances, as well as a
contingency procedure for when students cannot access the campus. These documents were
well-received by staff members and were mentioned by several staff members interviewed as
a positive outcome of the disruptions.

“The stuff compiled on e-assessment last year has been massively helpful, because it means that I am now
prepared for it [possible disruptions] if it happens again”
Staff participant 9
“I think a lot of the things we experienced during the course of the disruptions, a lot of that has already been
included in some of the material that has been developed [online assessment guidelines and online examination
procedure]. I think those are great documents”
Staff participant 11
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7. Recommendations
Although an institutional focus was required for certain aspects of this research, the study
mainly focused on the strategies employed in three separate faculties. Further research is
recommended to understand the experiences of staff and students in the remaining faculties.
Teaching and Learning Managers and/or learning designers recommended academic staff
members for inclusion in the study, based on their perception that these staff members
incorporated educational technology effectively during the campus shutdown. Further
research is recommended among the staff members who did not implement educational
technology to a large extent in their teaching during that time. This will enable a more nuanced
understanding of the challenges preventing the optimal use of technology in teaching and
learning. In addition, the following recommendations are made based on the findings of this
study:

•

In order to optimally integrate technology in teaching and learning, an investment must be
made on several different levels with regards to resources. Institutionally, if an increased
use of the LMS is to be encouraged, the system needs to be reliable and needs to be able
to handle the increased demand. Students who do not have access to reliable internet off
campus are reliant on computer laboratories to complete online activities. There needs to
be a sufficient number of computers to accommodate student needs and these computers
need to be equipped with the necessary software. Given the challenges of high-stakes,
formal online assessment in an uncontrolled environment, proper infrastructure needs to
be in place if this type of assessment is to be implemented on a larger scale. This includes
computer laboratory space and/or an investigation into the feasibility of online proctoring
solutions. Furthermore, proper human resources need to be in place to develop and adapt
activities for a blended environment, as well as to support and train staff members. The
findings of this research is in line with literature (Dziuban et al., 2018; Harris et al., 2009;
Shih, 2011) that outline the many demands on staff members to properly implement
technology in teaching and learning.

•

Many staff members are open to the use of educational technology as a result of their
experiences during the campus disruptions in 2016. The Digital Identity survey results also
indicate a preference among staff and students towards blended modules. This presents
an opportunity to increase efforts in training and support in the incorporation of technology
in teaching and learning, as well as in blended learning curriculum design. It is important
that training and support enables the effective use of educational technology and goes
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beyond a step-by-step guide on how to use certain tools. It should therefore also include
different ideas on how tools can be optimally used in different types of modules.
•

There are also some staff members who are resistant to the use of educational technology,
as a result of their experiences in 2016. These staff members are in a different phase of a
change management process that encourages the use of technology in teaching and
learning. Strategies must be developed to not only guide and support lecturers who are
already positive about blended learning, but also to highlight the possible advantages of
the effective incorporation of educational technology in teaching and learning.

•

Solutions must be investigated to incorporate technology in different types of modules with
different types of outcomes, specifically to address the challenges experienced in more
practical and/or calculation-based types of modules.

•

The importance of interaction between lecturers and students, as highlighted in the
literature (Harris et al., 2009; Tayebinik and Puteh, 2013), has also been emphasised in
this study. A lack of interaction has been cited as one of the major challenges during the
campus disruptions in 2016, by both staff and students. Despite the possibilities
technology represent for increased interaction between lecturers and students, it seems
that the way in which LMS tools and educational technology in general are used at the
UFS, such interfacing is not being facilitated. Thus, strategies must be developed for
increased lecturer-student interaction through the use of technology in teaching and
learning.

•

Training and support should be provided in the development of online assessment
activities. The importance of adapting not only material, but also assessment for online
delivery is highlighted in the literature (Harris et al., 2009; Kaliisa and Picard, 2017) and is
also evident from the findings of this study. In addition to the development of assessment
activities, support is crucial in the practical aspects of the implementation of online
assessment practices, which includes assessment settings and handling student queries.

•

The online assessment guidelines and online examination procedural documents were
well-received by staff members. The findings of this study suggest that guidelines are
beneficial in the effective incorporation of technology in teaching and learning. It is
recommended that an institutional strategy and/or guidelines be developed for blended
learning at the UFS.

•

The negative emotional impact that the #FeesMustFall campus disruptions has had on
staff and students must be acknowledged. It has led to strained relationships between
academic staff and students, as well as staff and management. These negative
perceptions are still persisting today, a year and a half later.
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8. Conclusion
This study investigated the teaching and learning strategies, with a particular focus on the use
of educational technology, employed to rescue the academic year in 2016 during an
unprecedented time of unrest and uncertainty. During this time, an increased use of
technology by both staff members who were confident and experienced in the use of
technology, as well as those who were not, had both effective and ineffective outcomes. In
some faculties, it resulted in an increased use of educational technology in the year after
disruptions. Among some lecturers it led to a more positive perception of blended learning in
general. However, among other lecturers it caused resistance to the use of technology. Some
students were prepared to switch to online learning, but many also experienced challenges
when being forced to rely solely on online methods. This highlighted the importance of
exposing students to the various forms of educational technology throughout their studies.
Additionally, the #FeesMustFall campus disruptions had a negative emotional impact on both
staff and students. As a result, the relationships between staff and students, as well as
between staff and management, were strained. These stakeholders rely on each other in the
teaching and learning process at the university and any damaged relationships can have a
negative impact on the entire procedure. Lastly, a lack of rules and guidelines that guide the
incorporation of technology in teaching and learning became evident during the disruption
period. Although some steps have been taken to address this issue, more must be done on
an institutional level, to not only increase adoption of technology in teaching and learning, but
to optimise the use of educational technology.

_____________
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