
 

The digital divide: Overcoming barriers to digital learning in post-Covid-
19 South Africa

The worldwide progress in digital education has been exciting to watch, with new advances being made seemingly each week. Following the onset of the
Covid-19 pandemic, the reliance on digital learning solutions has undoubtedly increased (Dwolatzky and Harris, 2019). This raises the question as to how
well South Africa will be able to address the ever-growing need for digital education solutions post-Covid, in the context of an already struggling education
system.

In light of existing limitations regarding digital infrastructure and accessibility, government bodies may need to join forces with eLearning practitioners and
other digital stakeholders, to identify solutions to South Africa’s barriers to distribution and access to online learning solutions.

SA’s information haves and have-nots

The term ‘digital divide’ has been used extensively in discussing the unequal access to digital resources experienced by different social groups, along with
the effects that this gap has on existing socio-economic divides. Singh (2004) describes the concept as ‘a situation of information haves and information
have-nots’. In other words, while increased access to information through digital platforms can be liberating, this is only true if someone is physically able
to access those platforms – i.e. via the Internet, mobile phones, computers etc.

For those who lack access, such digital solutions serve as another form of exclusion from the global information society, while those who do have access
can progress unencumbered. As Singh (2004) points out, historically poor educational infrastructure, resources and training have contributed significantly
to the digital divide in South Africa. As a result, the country’s education system could benefit most from broadened access to the Internet and digital
learning solutions.

Digital education in SA: Ongoing challenges

Education is the area in which the digital divide is most pronounced, with a wide variety of challenges. The following are a few of the most significant
barriers to digital education in South Africa (Mail & Guardian, 2018; Hanekom, 2020; Jantjies, 2020; and Goldswain, 2020):

The obstacles of digital access and literacy are also greatly affected by the socio-economic environments in which learners find themselves – especially
considering the significant differences between public and private schools. With an already unequal education system, South African schools have not
been affected by the pandemic uniformly (Bizcommunity.com, 2020). There is a marked difference between public and private schools – as well as rural
and urban schools – in terms of the distribution of technological resources, which has become more pronounced as virtual learning has become more
commonplace (Bizcommunity.com, 2020).

With public schools’ pressing need for digital resources, it is important now more than ever before that government initiates a mass roll-out of Internet
access (Mail & Guardian, 2018). It is challenging for EdTech companies to make a difference when the use of their learning platforms is blocked by
learners’ inadequate access to high-speed Internet. It is also crucial for government to invest in improving basic infrastructure at rural and historically
disadvantaged schools; for example, by providing consistent forms of electricity to facilitate the provision of Internet and computers or tablets (Cele, 2020).

Another factor to consider is that of language. While South Africa has 11 official languages, the educational resources that are available online are
predominantly in English (Hanekom, 2020; and Jantjies and Joy, 2013: 1). There is limited educational content available in African languages, which is
particularly problematic for those whose native tongue is not English (Jantjies and Joy, 2013: 1; and Martindale, 2002). For first-time Internet users who
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Limited access to the Internet, especially in rural communities (only 37% of households across South Africa can access the Internet reliably using
cell phones or computers)
High data prices
A lack of adequate bandwidth and storage (in terms of cloud computing)
Limited access to devices (e.g. laptops, computers or tablets) and inadequate infrastructure required for using these devices (e.g. reliable electricity)
Limited access to the necessary software programs
A lack of training in digital literacy for both learners and parents (e.g. learners who have not used the Internet or digital tools before)
Inadequate reading and writing literacy, which affects learners’ abilities to use online resources
A growing need for teacher support and training
Outdated government guidelines for eLearning and provincial use of digital resources
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particularly problematic for those whose native tongue is not English (Jantjies and Joy, 2013: 1; and Martindale, 2002). For first-time Internet users who
aim to develop their digital literacy, navigating an online platform that does not cater to their home language makes online learning even more challenging.

Toward a future of accessible digital education

Despite these glaring issues, it is clear that digital learning is likely to continue to be implemented widely. In fact, globally, digital learning was already
becoming a more prominent mode of education before the pandemic hit; it has merely been accelerated by the onset of Covid-19 (Griffiths, 2020).
Presently, the digital learning industry is experiencing a growth of ‘19% or more per year’, and it is expected to exceed a value of $243bn by 2022 (Tamm,
2021). It is therefore evident that there is no escaping South Africa’s need to adapt to learning digitally.

While South Africa’s digital milieu may seem discouraging in terms of education and its restricted resources, there are ways for key issues to be
addressed, and solutions need to be crafted collaboratively by various stakeholders. Government, digital service providers and the education sector need to
cooperate to identify solutions that work for individual contexts. Moreover, EdTech companies can collaborate on solutions such as increased access to
mobile learning, sponsoring the provision of hardware, and providing open access to online educational resources and digital literacy training, among other
potential learning programmes.

Mobile learning

While many South African learners lack access to computers, it is worth noting that many of them do own, or have access to, mobile phones. A 2014 study
yielded the following results among South African learners (SovTech, 2015):

The potential for mobile learning in South Africa is highlighted in a 2013 study by Mmaki Jantjies and Mike Joy. In conducting this study, the researchers
asked learners to use their cell phones to create learning materials in their preferred languages. The learners used a mobile-accessible online system to
store and access this material, thereby enabling them to revise it later (Jantjies and Joy, 2013: 2). Mobile phones therefore possess great potential in terms
of remote learning in South Africa – particularly if Internet service providers collaborate with stakeholders to provide affordable data options.

However, if our education system is to adopt mobile learning platforms more widely, EdTech companies need to adopt a mobile-first design approach to
their products. Online products or resources with a mobile-first design are able to adapt to the ‘viewable area’, to accommodate devices with smaller
screens, such as cell phones and tablets (Pandey, 2018). If EdTech companies create products using effective mobile-first designs and collaborate with
cell phone service providers to increase learners’ access to data, issues relating to access to Internet, learning resources and devices could be resolved.
Schools can also consider other creative ways to use cell phones in facilitating learning. For example, a non-governmental organisation in the Eastern
Cape sends learning materials, voice notes, videos etc. via WhatsApp in order to reach more learners online (Davis, 2020).

Hardware

Although mobile phones do present a possible solution to limitations in the distribution and access of digital learning materials, learners should ideally have
access to more powerful devices with greater storage potential, among other features. As learners progress through school, their needs relating to devices
become more nuanced, as they are required to perform more complex tasks. For example, laptops are more powerful than tablets, which means that they
are able to run more demanding programs – this is particularly relevant to learners studying subjects such as information technology (IT) (Lynch, 2017).

In this case, it is possible for larger technology companies to collaborate with government and other private stakeholders to provide schools with access to
computers and other hardware – either through donations, or by contributing to the creation of computer learning centres (Edex Live, 2020; and Sello,
2019).

For example, the Good Work Foundation has been working to create ‘digital learning campuses’ in Mpumalanga, where learners receive lessons in various
school subjects, including digital literacy (Sello, 2019). The lessons are taught on physical campuses established in various areas of Mpumalanga – this
has become a limitation due to our current need for remote learning during the pandemic. However, this type of programme is an important step toward
resolving issues around access to physical digital resources and the Internet in general, and it will remain important as the pandemic eases.

Another innovative solution is the creation of Wi-Fi hotspots or learning centres in rural schools, which enable learners to access digital libraries (Delport,
2020). EdTech companies and tertiary institutions can facilitate programmes such as these by providing free access to their own digital libraries, while
Internet service providers can establish free hotspots.

Physical libraries also play an important role in providing the population with access to digital resources. For example, many libraries have communal
computers with an Internet connection that can be used by the public (Kajeet, 2020). In many countries, libraries also have the facilities and resources to
support digital literacy through educational programmes and technology training, which is important if we are to move toward an era of increased remote
learning using digital tools. An important activity that aids libraries in this process is the mass digitisation of learning material that existed previously in print
form only (Kajeet, 2020). However, in South Africa, many libraries still lack the physical technology and data services required to access up-to-date digital
resources (The Journalist, 2019).

Open access to online educational resources

22% had access to computers
48% owned a cell phone
100% had access to a cell phone



Perhaps the most important resource that EdTech companies can provide is open access to online educational content. An open textbook, for example, is
one that is ‘licensed under open copyright’, meaning that it is free to access online (LibGuides at University of Saint Mary, n.d.). Open textbooks can also
be facilitated by collaborations between digital learning platforms and learning centres or libraries. For example, over the past decade, Google has
undertaken an initiative in Russia to provide learning materials to underprivileged schools, by providing two national libraries with open access to certain
textbooks on its Google Books platform (Usova, 2009: 246).

Once underprivileged learners have access to the Internet, they need affordable ways to access information that is specific to their needs. Companies can
achieve this by working toward getting their online platforms zero-rated. In this way, platforms (e.g. online databases or Internet service providers) can
provide users with the option to ‘access certain content without being charged for the corresponding data consumption’ (Krämer and Peitz, 2018). This
access is usually provided under specific circumstances, such as the zero-rate applying only to specific websites or being subsidised with advertisements.

For example, in response to the pandemic, Telkom has zero-rated ‘all academic websites – anything within the ac.za domain’ (Dell, 2020). This helps
students to access learning materials, textbooks and other digital resources provided on university websites (Dell, 2020). In addition to this, EdTech
companies could join forces with service providers such as Telkom to provide students with data and to zero-rate their websites. However, for this approach
to have any longevity, it likely needs to be implemented with the help of government subsidies.

Digital literacy training

In order for any of the solutions mentioned here to work, digital literacy training needs to become more widespread across South Africa. Digital literacy
comprises ‘a set of basic skills required for working with digital media, information processing and retrieval’ (Chetty et al., 2018: 6). Such skills enable an
individual to use digital resources (both hardware and software), and to do so effectively.

In this sense, digital literacy training is ‘learning that enables learning’. In other words, students learn how to use digital resources in order to learn online
effectively. It is therefore important that teachers are upskilled, too, so that they are better able to teach learners the necessary digital skills.

One example of a creative approach to digital literacy training is Project B3, an American non-profit organisation that appoints learners as ‘digital
responsibility mentors’ at schools across the country, and then gets them to assist in curriculum development (Brown, 2019). EdTech companies can also
prepare learners and teachers for the digital education landscape by providing educational guides and courses – especially if this is done for free or at a
discounted rate, or in combination with a zero-rating system. For example, EDGE’s Digital CourseBook, Developing Academic Literacies for Higher
Education, includes a chapter on digital literacy that can help first-year university or college students to adapt to online learning environments.

Conclusion

Despite the fact that there are multiple barriers to online education in South Africa, there is much that can be done to improve the situation. However,
solutions need to be not only swift, but also multipronged and adaptable. Since EdTech encompasses various digital fields and resources, it is an industry
that is positioned to drive solutions to the digital divide. This can be achieved by companies placing greater emphasis on social upliftment programmes and
not-for-profit schemes, such as zero-rating websites; providing affordable resources to schools at a discounted or free rate; creating non-profit digital
learning centres; and providing accessible digital literacy guides/programmes that are priced on a sliding scale. Most importantly, in the context of an
uncertain future for education, such solutions must be approached collaboratively. Therefore, EdTech companies are likely to be positioned as key role
players in overcoming the digital divide through cooperation with various stakeholders.
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