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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education systems globally and necessitated an abrupt transition from traditional face-to-face instruction to online and blended learning approaches. Although e-learning provided an alternative mechanism for sustaining educational activities during school closures, its implementation exposed substantial inequalities in access to technology, particularly in rural communities. This study explored the experiences of secondary school Economics teachers regarding the challenges encountered during the transition to e-learning in rural schools located in the Vhembe East District of Limpopo Province, South Africa. Guided by Connectivism Theory, the study employed a qualitative research approach and collected data through semi-structured interviews with Further Education and Training Economics teachers from ten purposively selected secondary schools. The findings revealed that inadequate digital infrastructure, limited access to smartphones and internet data, poor network connectivity, learner disengagement, and difficulties in curriculum coverage significantly constrained the effectiveness of e-learning. Despite these challenges, participants identified several opportunities associated with digital learning, including access to online educational resources and increased flexibility in communication. The study recommends enhanced government investment in rural ICT infrastructure, subsidised educational data, comprehensive teacher digital literacy training, the development of context-specific blended learning policies, and the adoption of alternative community-based learning platforms. The findings contribute to ongoing debates regarding educational transformation and digital inclusion in rural South African schools.
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Introduction
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic generated unprecedented challenges for educational systems across the world. To curb the spread of the virus, governments implemented lockdown measures that resulted in the temporary closure of schools and universities. Consequently, educational institutions were compelled to adopt alternative instructional approaches to ensure continuity of learning (UNESCO, 2021). In South Africa, the pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital learning technologies and prompted schools to transition from conventional classroom instruction to online and blended learning environments.
Blended learning refers to the integration of face-to-face teaching and technology-mediated learning experiences, allowing learners to access educational content through both physical and virtual platforms (Graham, 2013). While blended learning has been widely recognised for promoting flexibility, learner autonomy, and enhanced access to educational resources, its successful implementation depends on the availability of digital infrastructure, internet connectivity, and technological competence among both teachers and learners (Cleveland-Innes & Wilton, 2018).
The transition to e-learning exposed existing socio-economic inequalities within the South African education system. Rural schools faced significant challenges due to inadequate technological infrastructure, limited internet access, and insufficient digital literacy among educators and learners (Munje & Jita, 2020). Many learners lacked access to smartphones, computers, and affordable internet data, making participation in online learning difficult. These disparities intensified concerns regarding educational equity and learning continuity during the pandemic.
Although several studies have examined the impact of COVID-19 on education, limited attention has been given to the lived experiences of Economics teachers in rural secondary schools. Economics is a subject that often requires extensive learner engagement, interpretation of graphs, analysis of economic data, and classroom discussion, all of which may be affected by the transition to remote learning environments. Understanding teachers’ experiences is therefore essential for informing future educational policies and improving preparedness for similar disruptions.
The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perspectives on the challenges and barriers encountered during the transition from traditional face-to-face teaching to e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study specifically focused on secondary school Economics teachers in rural schools of the Vhembe East District, Limpopo Province, South Africa. The article further seeks to provide recommendations for strengthening blended and online learning in rural educational contexts.
Literature Review
The Global Shift Towards E-Learning During COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the integration of digital technologies into education worldwide. Educational institutions increasingly relied on online learning platforms, video conferencing tools, and digital resources to facilitate teaching and learning (Dhawan, 2020). E-learning offered opportunities for flexible learning and ensured educational continuity during periods of restricted physical interaction.
However, the effectiveness of e-learning varied significantly across contexts. While developed countries generally possessed the technological infrastructure required to support remote learning, many developing countries faced substantial barriers related to internet connectivity, electricity supply, and access to digital devices (Bozkurt et al., 2020). These disparities contributed to unequal learning opportunities and highlighted the persistence of the global digital divide.
Blended Learning in Rural Educational Contexts
Blended learning combines traditional classroom teaching with online instructional activities, thereby promoting flexibility and learner-centred education (Graham, 2013). Learning Management Systems (LMSs) such as Moodle, Blackboard, and Google Classroom have become important tools for facilitating communication, content delivery, and learner assessment (Lubis et al., 2020).
Despite its potential benefits, successful implementation of blended learning requires adequate infrastructure, reliable internet access, and technological competence among users. Research conducted in rural educational settings indicates that inadequate ICT infrastructure often limits the effectiveness of blended learning initiatives (Munje & Jita, 2020). Teachers frequently encounter difficulties related to poor connectivity, insufficient training, and limited learner participation.
Studies conducted during the pandemic further revealed that many teachers experienced challenges adapting instructional practices to online environments. According to Sari and Wahyudin (2019), limited digital skills and technological confidence hindered educators’ ability to effectively utilise digital learning platforms. Similar findings have been reported in South Africa, where rural schools often lack adequate technological resources and support systems (Mhlanga & Moloi, 2020).
 The Digital Divide and Educational Inequality
The concept of the digital divide refers to disparities in access to information and communication technologies among different populations (Van Dijk, 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the digital divide became increasingly evident as learners from disadvantaged backgrounds struggled to access online educational resources.
In South Africa, historical socio-economic inequalities continue to influence educational outcomes. Learners in rural communities frequently face barriers related to poverty, inadequate infrastructure, and limited technological access (Spaull & Van der Berg, 2020). Consequently, the transition to e-learning disproportionately affected learners in rural schools, thereby exacerbating existing educational inequalities.
Theoretical Framework
Connectivism Theory
This study was guided by Connectivism Theory, developed by Siemens (2004). Connectivism emerged as a response to the growing influence of digital technologies on learning and knowledge creation. The theory argues that knowledge exists within networks and that learning occurs through the establishment and maintenance of connections among various information sources.
According to Siemens (2004), effective learning in the digital era depends on an individual's ability to locate, evaluate, and utilise information from diverse sources. Connectivism emphasises the following principles:
· Learning occurs through networks and connections.
· Knowledge is distributed across digital platforms and information systems.
· The ability to access current information is more important than possessing static knowledge.
· Technology plays a central role in knowledge acquisition and sharing.
· Learning involves collaboration and interaction within digital communities.
The theory provides a useful framework for understanding the transition to e-learning during COVID-19 because it highlights the importance of technological access and digital literacy. However, Connectivism assumes that learners and teachers have access to technological resources and internet connectivity. In rural contexts characterised by infrastructural limitations, the practical application of connectivist principles becomes significantly constrained. Consequently, the digital divide undermines opportunities for networked learning and knowledge sharing.
Research design and Methodology
The study adopted a qualitative research approach to gain an in-depth understanding of teachers’ experiences during the transition from face-to-face teaching to e-learning. Qualitative research is particularly suitable for exploring participants’ perceptions, experiences, and interpretations of social phenomena (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A phenomenological research design was employed to explore the lived experiences of secondary school Economics teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The design enabled participants to describe their experiences in their own words and provided rich insights into the challenges they encountered.
Purposive sampling was used to select participants who possessed direct experience of the phenomenon under investigation. The study involved Further Education and Training (FET – grade 10 – 12) Economics teachers from ten secondary schools located in the Vhembe East District of Limpopo Province. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interviews allowed participants to discuss their experiences while enabling the researcher to probe for additional information where necessary. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data. The process involved coding responses, identifying recurring patterns, and categorising themes related to challenges, opportunities, and coping strategies associated with e-learning.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of Venda Research Ethics Committee. Permission to conduct the study was granted by the Limpopo Department of Basic Education. Participants voluntarily participated in the study and signed informed consent forms before data collection commenced.
Findings and Discussion
Lack of Smartphones, Data and Network Connectivity
The findings revealed that many learners lacked smartphones and other digital devices required for online learning. Teachers reported that even learners who owned smartphones often struggled to purchase internet data. Furthermore, poor network coverage in rural communities disrupted communication and limited participation in online learning activities.
These findings corroborate previous studies indicating that inadequate access to digital technologies remains a significant barrier to online learning in developing countries (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Munje & Jita, 2020). The findings also demonstrate how structural inequalities contribute to educational exclusion in rural areas.
Incomplete Curriculum Coverage
Teachers reported difficulties completing the Economics curriculum due to rotational attendance schedules implemented during the pandemic. Reduced classroom contact time affected lesson pacing and contributed to disparities in content coverage among learner groups.
The inability to complete the curriculum has implications for learner performance and examination preparedness. Burgess and Sievertsen (2020) similarly argue that prolonged disruptions to teaching and learning may have long-term effects on educational outcomes.
Learner Distractions and Reduced Supervision
Participants indicated that many learners experienced distractions while learning from home. Household responsibilities, family obligations, and the absence of direct teacher supervision negatively affected learner engagement.
The findings suggest that online learning environments require high levels of learner self-regulation and motivation. In many rural contexts, such conditions may be difficult to achieve due to socio-economic realities and limited parental support.
Opportunities Presented by E-Learning
Despite the challenges encountered, teachers identified several positive aspects of e-learning. Participants reported that online platforms provided access to educational videos, electronic textbooks, and updated information. YouTube was particularly useful for explaining complex Economics concepts and graphical analyses.
These findings support the principles of Connectivism, which emphasise learning through access to distributed information networks (Siemens, 2004). Digital technologies created opportunities for flexible learning and expanded access to educational resources.
Preference for Face-to-Face Teaching
Most participants expressed a preference for traditional face-to-face teaching. Teachers believed that classroom instruction facilitated immediate feedback, improved learner participation, and enabled effective monitoring of learner progress.
The preference for face-to-face teaching highlights the limitations of e-learning in contexts characterised by inadequate digital infrastructure. Although online learning offers several advantages, its effectiveness remains dependent on access to reliable technological resources.
 Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
Increased Government Investment in ICT Infrastructure
Government should prioritise the expansion of digital infrastructure in rural schools by providing reliable internet connectivity, functional computer laboratories, and digital devices for teachers and learners. Improved infrastructure is essential for promoting equitable access to technology-enhanced learning (Amemasor et al., 2025; Pastore, 2025).
Provision of Subsidised Educational Data
Educational stakeholders should collaborate with telecommunications companies to provide affordable or free educational data packages. Such initiatives would improve learner participation in online learning activities and reduce inequalities associated with internet access (Amemasor et al., 2025).
Continuous Teacher Professional Development
Regular professional development programmes should be implemented to enhance teachers’ digital competencies and confidence in integrating technology into classroom practice. Training should include practical experiences, mentoring, and collaborative learning opportunities (Stringer et al., 2024; Rubach & Lazarides, 2025).
Development of a Rural-Focused Blended Learning Policy
A context-sensitive blended learning framework should be developed to guide implementation in rural schools. The framework should address infrastructure requirements, pedagogical strategies, learner support mechanisms, and teacher responsibilities (Amemasor et al., 2025).
Strengthening Alternative Learning Platforms
Alternative educational platforms such as community radio programmes and printed learning materials should be integrated into emergency education plans. These approaches can support learning continuity in contexts where digital access remains limited (Pastore, 2025).
Promotion of Learner Self-Regulation Skills
Schools should introduce programmes aimed at developing learners’ time management, self-discipline, and independent learning skills. Such competencies are essential for successful participation in blended and online learning environments (Amemasor et al., 2025).
Conclusion
The transition from face-to-face teaching to e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic exposed significant inequalities within the South African education system, particularly in rural communities. Secondary school Economics teachers in the Vhembe East District encountered numerous challenges, including inadequate access to digital devices, expensive internet data, poor network connectivity, incomplete curriculum coverage, and learner disengagement.
Although e-learning created opportunities for accessing educational resources and facilitating flexible communication, its effectiveness was constrained by infrastructural and socio-economic limitations. The findings suggest that the successful implementation of blended learning in rural schools requires substantial investment in ICT infrastructure, teacher development, learner support, and policy reform.
The study concludes that digital transformation in education must be accompanied by deliberate efforts to address educational inequalities. Without targeted interventions, rural schools will continue to face significant barriers in accessing the benefits associated with technology-enhanced learning.
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