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ABSTRACT

This study explored the multifaceted landscape of secondary education
following the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic brought about a shift in
education worldwide, necessitating a rapid transition from traditional
classroom teaching to remote and blended learning modalities. This conceptual
paper explores the emerging landscape of blended teaching and learning in
South African secondary schools in the post-COVID-19 era. While South
Africa's educational system was not immune to the disruptions caused by the
pandemic, unique challenges and opportunities also presented themselves. This
study reviewed journal articles and book chapters focused on the nature of
blended teaching and learning in South African secondary schools following
the COVID-19 pandemic. First, to ensure an in-depth exploration, we
conducted a generic search on the challenges posed by transitioning to blended

Development. learning, supportive measures to mitigate these challenges and the benefits of

a blended learning environment. This resulted in more than 90 journal articles
being found. We then customised our search, subsequently identifying 14
reports that satisfied our inclusion criteria. Our analysis of these studies
highlighted a multifaceted and dynamic landscape characterised by teachers'
technological adaptation, pedagogical shifts, challenges posed by the digital
divide and the pursuit of student engagement. The paper underscores the
critical importance of ongoing professional development, equitable access to
technology, as well as pedagogical support in shaping the future of education
in South Africa and addressing broader issues of equity and inclusivity in a
post-pandemic world. The insights from this research offer valuable guidance
for educational policymakers, institutions and educators seeking to enhance the
quality and accessibility of education in a digital age.
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Background.

The COVID-19 pandemic swept the globe in 2020 and disrupted every facet of society,
including education systems. In South Africa, as in many other countries, the abrupt closure of schools
necessitated an unprecedented shift to remote teaching and learning. This transition exposed the
education system's resilience and fragility, presenting educators with new challenges and opportunities.
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic damaged the global economy and significantly impacted
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schooling worldwide (Nkhi, Mofana & Mogasa, 2023). The pandemic similarly affected South Africa,
with schools closing temporarily to comply with lockdown regulations. These devastating conditions
caused most schools to transition from face-to-face to hybrid teaching and learning, forcing teachers
and learners to adjust rapidly to this dramatic social change. Hence, this pandemic forced the
implementation of blended teaching and learning in most schools in the country, as teachers had to
transition from traditional teaching and learning methods to online-based methods such as Google
Classrooms, Zoom meetings, Google Meet and Microsoft Teams (Alimyar & Lakshmi, 2021).
Despite its many benefits, e-learning has shortcomings that limit its effectiveness; for example, it
lacks the direct communication and actual interaction expected to occur between teachers and
learners (Diab & Elgahsh, 2020).

Prior to the pandemic, traditional face-to-face teaching dominated the South African secondary
school landscape. However, the need to adhere to social distancing guidelines and lockdown measures
compelled educational institutions to swiftly adopt blended teaching and learning approaches, which
combine in-person and online modalities. This transition was not without its complications, as it required
educators to adapt to new technologies, revamp their pedagogical strategies and navigate the digital
divide, disproportionately affecting underserved communities. Regardless of how significant e-learning
is, it cannot replace traditional learning, which continues to have the most significant impact despite the
variety and development of current learning methods.

As a result, blended learning is built on maximising the benefits of traditional learning and e-
learning while attempting to avoid the disadvantages of both (Diab & Elgahsh, 2020). Hence, blended
learning is more than just using technology; it is a redesign of all the pillars of the educational process,
as well as a reorganisation of the roles of each learner and teacher and the educational position as a
whole (Saboowala & Manghirmalani-Mishra, 2020).

Despite numerous studies demonstrating that blended learning can improve learning, teachers
face challenges in promoting student learning through e-learning. Thus, the teacher's digital competency
to facilitate online teaching and learning is questioned. Many teachers have found moving from the
physical to the virtual mode by changing their teaching approaches challenging and trying to manage
their time (Sharin, 2021). Facilitating the teaching—learning process in a virtual classroom presents
several obstacles for these teachers as they struggle to adjust to practices in an online teaching
environment (Korkmaz &Toraman, 2020). Some teachers have reported recording difficulties,
including concerns with the large class size, videos, voice quality and learners' inability to question
(Atwa et al., 2022). According to Lee and Ogawa (2021), online lessons are more complex than face-
to-face instruction because teachers must interact and connect virtually with learners. However, Mese
and Dursun (2019) discovered that blended learning is more efficient than the traditional way of teaching.
Although blended learning offers various benefits, such as access to materials, teamwork, flexibility and
learner inspiration, Bingimlas (2009) found obstacles that hinder teachers' willingness to integrate
technology, including a lack of self-reliance, competency and access to resources. Buabeng-Andoh
(2012) and Maimun et al. (2017) also highlighted these factors in their studies. The expansion of digital
teaching capability remains a challenge for the educational system that has to be addressed because it is
a crucial pillar for supporting a new way of teaching (Garzon et al., 2020).

The post-COVID-19 era presents an intriguing juncture for South African secondary school
education. While the pandemic has undoubtedly brought hardships and exposed inequalities, it has also
catalysed innovation and encouraged the exploration of novel teaching methods. According to Scavarda
et al. (2021), the pandemic provided an opportunity to rearrange and improve the education system.
Morley and Clarke (2020), meanwhile, recognised that the pandemic necessitated the innovative usage
of technologies, as well as new capabilities and proficiencies from teachers. According to Niemotko and
Tolan (2020), even after the pandemic, there was a chance to investigate more effective ways of teaching.

For several reasons, understanding the nature of blended learning in secondary schools in this
context is essential, as the pandemic has accelerated the digital transformation of education. To
effectively navigate this transformation, gaining insights into how teachers have adapted and integrated
technology into their teaching practices is crucial. Hence, technology is a tool that may be useful for
different learning outcomes and may assist in developing higher-order thinking, innovation and research
skills (Alimyar & Lakshmi, 2021). Furthermore, this shift has enabled teachers to adapt readily to new
teaching methods and approaches, and the integration of technology into teaching practices makes it
easier for students to learn (Akram et al., 2021; Oliva-Cordova et al., 2021).
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The move to blended learning has highlighted disparities in access to technology and digital
resources, particularly in marginalised communities. According to Azevedo and Azevedo (2020),
despite all of the recognised benefits of using new technology in learning, the digital gap raises issues
about fairness. A robust internet connection and the accessibility of tools are required to ensure that the
teaching process is constant and unbiased. Hence, schools with effective ICT infrastructure will advance
their educational services more swiftly than schools with weak ICT infrastructure. The greater the digital
divide, the greater the difference in educational opportunities (Kang, 2021).

Examining the nature of blended learning in schools can shed light on these disparities and
inform strategies to bridge the digital divide. Blended learning necessitates adjustments in pedagogy
and instructional design. Our study aimed to contribute to the ongoing discourse on educational
transformation and equitable access to quality education by gathering their perspectives, challenges
and successes. The findings of this research will not only benefit educators but also inform
educational policymakers and stakeholders seeking to shape the future of secondary education in
South Africa. In the next section, the paper looks at the theoretical framework, research
methodology, findings and recommendations that emerged from this study into the changing
landscape of secondary education in South Africa post-COVID-19.

This study, therefore, sought to answer the following research questions:

1. How has the COVID-19 pandemic transformed the landscape of secondary education in South
Africa, particularly in adopting blended teaching and learning approaches?
2. What were the key challenges and successes experienced by teachers and students in South

African secondary schools during the transition to blended learning in response to the pandemic, and
what can be learned from these experiences?

3. To what extent does the adoption of blended learning modalities in South African secondary
schools post-COVID-19 address existing educational disparities and promote greater equity and
inclusivity in education?

4, What measures can be put in place to ensure that the transition to blended learning maintains a
focus on student engagement, motivation and a holistic educational experience in secondary schools?

Research Methodology.

This conceptual paper primarily relied on an extensive literature review. The research
methodology involved systematically searching, analysing and synthesising existing literature on
blended teaching and learning in South African secondary schools, focusing on the post-COVID-19 era.
The primary data source for this research was existing literature, which was gathered from various
reputable academic databases, journals, government reports, policy documents, research papers and
books. Online academic repositories and institutional libraries were extensively explored to ensure
comprehensive coverage of the relevant literature. A systematic search strategy was employed to
identify relevant literature. This involved a combination of keywords and phrases such as "blended
learning”, "South African secondary schools”, "post-COVID-19", "educational technology"”, "e-
learning™ and "teaching methods". Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT or AND NOT) were used to
refine the search and ensure the retrieved literature was specific to the research topic. The only literature
included pertained to the subject matter, was published after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and
is specific to the South African educational context. The collected literature was analysed thematically.
Themes and patterns were identified, and key insights, challenges and opportunities related to blended
teaching and learning in South African secondary schools post-COVID-19 were synthesised. The quality
and reliability of the selected literature were evaluated during the screening and full-text review process.
Only credible, peer-reviewed sources and documents from reputable institutions were included in the
analysis. The findings from the extensive literature search were synthesised, and a conceptual
framework was developed to provide a comprehensive overview of the phenomenon under investigation.
This framework guided the development of this conceptual paper.

Theoretical Framework.
The study drew upon three theoretical perspectives that provided a foundation for understanding
the phenomenon under investigation.
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Replacement-Amplification-Transformation (RAT) Model.

The Replacement-Amplification—Transformation (RAT) model was developed by Hughes et al.
(2006). The model emphasises integrating technology into education (Kimmons, Graham & West, 2020).
According to the RAT model, technological tools can be used for one of three purposes: (a) as a direct
replacement for traditional learning activities (e.g. simply taking the place of another activity). Teachers
who are just starting to use technology to help their teaching sometimes substitute digital flashcards
for paper flashcards, electronic slides for an overhead projector, or an interactive whiteboard for a
chalkboard; that is, they transfer an existing teaching practice to a contemporary medium without
improving its functionality; (b) to amplify learning (e.g. making an educational activity more
efficient or impactful); amplification entails the use of technology by teachers to improve learning
practices or outcomes. Using technology in these amplification settings enhances teachers' practice
progressively; however, it does not fundamentally alter their pedagogy; and (c) the transformation
level of RAT employs technology to empower, rather than strengthen, the pedagogical methods that
are implemented (e.g. resulting in new types of learning not previously possible) (Anderson et al.,
2022; Aurangzeb, 2020).

Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK).

The Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework, proposed by
Mishra and Koehler (2006), was the central theoretical lens in this study. TPACK emphasises the
interplay of three essential knowledge domains: technological knowledge (TK), pedagogical
knowledge (PK) and content knowledge (CK). In the context of blended teaching and learning,
TPACK offers insights into how teachers integrate technology into their pedagogical practices while
considering the specific content they teach.

TPACK is the best approach for a teacher in a pandemic era because a lack of awareness of
technology will hamper the transmission of knowledge from teachers to learners (Nurhayati et al., 2020).
The TPACK approach incorporates teacher—student interactions, teaching—learning processes and
technology-enhanced systems to uphold shared and active learning, knowledge and resource sharing,
and resourceful communication (Akram et al., 2021). Additionally, TPACK is a construct that values
the problems solved by deploying online classrooms (Par, 2022). The TPACK framework emphasises
incorporating technology with methodological and topic knowledge, making teachers' instructional
practices more applicable to 21st-century demands and engaging learners (Lie et al., 2020). As such,
this study allowed us to examine how teachers' TPACK evolves in response to the challenges and
opportunities presented by the post-COVID-19 educational landscape.

Community of Inquiry Framework.

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, proposed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer
(2000), provides a lens for understanding the collaborative and interactive nature of online and blended
learning environments. Col emphasises three critical presences: cognitive presence, social presence and
teaching presence. We employed this framework to explore how secondary school teachers facilitate
meaningful learning experiences within blended environments, emphasising the role of social
interaction, cognitive engagement and teaching strategies. The teaching methods component highlights
the teacher's position as a teaching expert who fosters social interaction and cognitive engagement
during the online learning and teaching process (Kupczynski et al., 2010). Furthermore, successful
learning arises when teachers vigorously and successfully frame the subject matter to lead to higher-
order learning, which then leads to practical inquiry (Pool et al., 2017). These three components are
equally important in shaping deeper levels of learning since they support student learning to attain the
desired learning outcomes (Szeto, 2015).

These theoretical perspectives, collectively employed in our research, provide a comprehensive
framework for examining secondary school teachers' experiences in South Africa as they navigate the
complex terrain of blended teaching and learning in the post-COVID-19 pandemic era. By drawing on
these theories, we aim to gain a nuanced understanding of blended education's challenges, innovations
and implications for teachers and students, contributing to the broader discourse on educational
transformation and equity.
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Findings.

The findings of the study reveal a multifaceted and dynamic landscape characterised by the
challenges, adaptations, innovations and opportunities that secondary school teachers have
encountered in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. The following themes emerged from the
extensive literature review.

Theme 1: Technological Adaptation.

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, most schools in the country agreed to implement blended
learning by incorporating interactive technologies to improve the teaching—learning process. The study
found that teachers faced a steep learning curve during the rapid transition to blended teaching and
learning. Many had limited prior experience with digital tools and had to acquire new technological
skills quickly; Callaghan, Joubert and Engelbrecht's (2023) study findings show that teachers perceived
their exposure to technology as generating an environment that they anticipated would have a long-term
impact on their teaching practice. In their study, participants emphasised the significance of using
educational technology as a thoughtful means that permits students to learn with technology rather than
from it; this influences the importance of learner-centred teaching strategies and the expansion of high-
cognitive level collaborative learning activities.

According to Lie et al. (2020), although teachers experienced challenges adjusting to new
technologies, integrating technology into sound pedagogy will turn present practices into quality
learning. Furthermore, Akram et al. (2022) discovered that teachers have positive attitudes toward
technology integration in teaching—learning activities. Hence, teachers reported integrating various
digital tools and platforms into their teaching practices, including learning management systems (LMS),
video conferencing tools and educational apps. These tools are used for content delivery, student
assessment and communication. As such, these tools have resulted in learners having a more engaging
learning experience, allowing them to stay more attentive to the subject content without being distracted
(Haleem et al., 2022).

Theme 2: Pedagogical Shift and Adaptation.

Teachers highlighted a shift from traditional teaching to more student-centred, interactive
approaches, as blended learning encourages the use of multimedia resources and collaborative activities.
The findings of Chandha and Chowdury (2023) support the notion that technology has enhanced the
number of options for learners to collaborate on collaborative projects by providing greater certainty
and access to sharing and communication. Moreover, as traditional teaching and learning transitioned
to online teaching and learning due to COVID-19, teachers and learners were persuaded to adapt
promptly. As a result, learners have more authority over their own learning, and their learning time
extends beyond school hours because their learning location is inclusive (Oranga & Matere, 2022).
Furthermore, based on COVID-19 experiences, a hybrid of online and in-person learning alternatives
may be the most effective mode of instruction delivery. According to Oranga and Matere (2022), well-
designed mixed-mode online and face-to-face education delivery should be more helpful in post-
COVID-19 learning circumstances.

Theme 3: Digital Divide.

The digital divide remained a significant challenge, with teachers reporting disparities in student
access to technology and the internet. This divide often exacerbated existing inequalities. Technical
issues, such as connectivity problems and device compatibility, frustrated teachers and students, with
these issues disrupting the learning process. Maintaining student engagement in a blended learning
environment proved challenging. Teachers noted that some students struggled with self-motivation and
time management. Furthermore, according to Tumen-Akyildiz's (2020) research findings, the challenges
faced by students in the online mode of education include a lack of interaction and communication,
which leads to isolation, exam problems, traditional educational habits, a heavy workload of
assignments and poor time management. This is also supported by the studies of Daniel (2020) and Yan
(2020), who indicated that learners faced other challenges such as isolation, frustration, pressure,
additional costs, health issues and higher exposure to cyberbullying and online violence. This indicates
that the immediate shift from face-to-face to online learning has presented significant issues for both
teachers and learners (Heng & Sol, 2021).
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Alimyar and Lakshmi's (2021) findings indicated that issues related to the digital divide and
technological skills resulted in difficulties for teacher education and educational institutions. A lack of
suitable digital resources, such as internet access and Wi-Fi connections, poses problems because many
learners tend to miss out on learning opportunities (Dhawan, 2020). The concept of the digital divide
underscores the disparities in access to and use of digital technologies by different societal groups. Given
the significant challenges of the digital divide in South Africa, particularly in underserved communities,
this concept helps us examine how teachers navigate and mitigate the effects of this divide in the context
of blended teaching and learning. This allows us to understand how socioeconomic factors influence
teachers' experiences and the educational outcomes of their students.

Theme 4: Professional Development.

Teachers strongly desire ongoing professional development in educational technology and
blended learning strategies, recognising the need for constant support to enhance their digital
pedagogical skills. Hence, in order for teachers to gain professional development, they need to attend
seminars and training on blended learning, as well as updates on pedagogies utilising new technologies;
to be flexible, resourceful and innovative in adjusting to the needs of the learners; and to maintain a
positive outlook on life despite the COVID-19 crisis (Batac et al., 2021). Attard and Holmes (2022)
argued that providing professional development that enables teachers to build the effective teacher—
student communication skills required for online and blended learning should be prioritised.
Furthermore, the study findings of An et al. (2021) indicate that more professional development
training for online teaching and blended learning should be offered so that teachers may transition
to online learning and provide exciting and relevant learning experiences. Hol and Aydin (2020)
believe that a teacher education programme on using technology effectively for lesson purposes
should be prioritised. According to Massouti (2023), providing professional development for
teachers through virtual practice and online settings can produce results that are accessible and
durable in a variety of regional and cultural contexts.

Discussion.

The findings shed light on the profound changes and challenges that secondary school teachers
in South Africa navigated as they transitioned to blended teaching and learning in the post-COVID-19
era. The study underscores the critical importance of technological adaptation in the face of the
pandemic. Teachers were confronted with the rapid transformation of their teaching methods,
necessitating the swift acquisition of new technological skills. This learning curve was particularly steep
for those with limited prior experience in using digital tools. The findings highlight the need for
comprehensive and ongoing training and support for teachers to integrate technology effectively into
their pedagogical practices. Schools and educational institutions should invest in professional
development programmes that equip teachers with the digital competencies required for contemporary
education. The findings of other researchers support these findings. Nugroho and Mutiaraningrum (2020)
found that teachers faced challenges implementing online teaching in their classrooms. Alimyar and
Lakshmi (2021) pointed out that teachers had to suddenly change their pedagogical methods to adopt
technology without proper systematic training.

Literature reveals that teachers reported a shift from traditional teaching methods to more
student-centred, interactive approaches when embracing blended learning. The incorporation of
multimedia resources and collaborative activities represents a positive pedagogical adaptation. However,
it is essential to note that such shifts require intentional planning and support. Teachers need guidance
and resources to design and implement engaging, interactive learning experiences that fully harness the
potential of blended education. Furthermore, the successful adoption of these pedagogical changes
should be recognised and celebrated as they contribute to the evolution of teaching practices. Hol and
Aydin's (2020) results showed that in terms of the importance, use, knowledge and context, teachers
expressed positive opinions on using digital technology in the classroom.

The concept of the digital divide underscores the disparities in access to and use of digital
technologies among different societal groups. Given the significant challenges of the digital divide in
South Africa, particularly in underserved communities, this concept helps us examine how teachers
navigate and mitigate the effects of this divide within the context of blended teaching and learning. This
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allows us to understand how socioeconomic factors influence teachers' experiences and the educational
outcomes of their students.

According to the findings of Alimyar and Lakshmi's (2021) study, teachers thought that
technology had widened the gap between the haves and have-nots due to the availability of better gadgets
and improved internet connectivity. Dhawan (2020) indicated that teachers and learners should have
access to digital technologies to reduce the digital divide effectively. As such, teachers and students
shift their perspectives and behaviours as they gain new teaching and learning competencies to
combat the digital divide and nurture the broadest possible social inclusion to promote long-term
sustainability (Sa et al., 2021).

The persistent digital divide among students is a significant and concerning finding. The
pandemic has exacerbated existing disparities in access to technology and the internet, perpetuating
educational inequalities. Addressing this issue should thus be a top priority for educational policymakers.
Strategies to bridge the digital divide may include providing devices and internet connectivity to
underserved communities and ensuring that all students have equitable access to online learning
resources. Furthermore, efforts to create inclusive learning environments for students with varying
degrees of digital literacy should be intensified, acknowledging the diverse needs of learners.

Technical issues, such as connectivity problems and device compatibility, disrupt the learning
process. These challenges underscore the importance of reliable infrastructure and technical support for
both teachers and students. Moreover, maintaining student engagement in a blended learning
environment emerged as a complex issue. Teachers need strategies and resources to foster student
motivation and participation in online and hybrid settings. Addressing this challenge necessitates a
deeper understanding of student needs and preferences in the blended learning landscape. Technological
tools and a proper internet connection are needed for successful technological integration in the
classroom (Alimyar & Lakshmi, 2021; Hol & Aydin, 2020). Teachers would, therefore, require ongoing
professional development in educational technology and blended learning to enhance their pedagogical
practices. The Department of Basic Education and schools should actively invest in providing teachers
with growth and skill development opportunities. In addition, professional development programmes
should align with the evolving needs of educators in the digital age, equipping them with the knowledge
and tools to thrive in blended learning environments. Hol and Aydin (2020) state that technology-related
training should be obligatory for teachers so that they can integrate technology in their classrooms.
Teachers will be able to use technology more effectively and efficiently in their future professional lives
if their digital abilities and innovativeness are developed (Filiz & Kurt, 2022).

This study illuminates the multifaceted nature of teachers' experiences with blended teaching
and learning in South Africa post-COVID-19. While challenges exist, teachers have shown resilience,
adaptability, and dedication to improving their students' educational experience. These findings
emphasise the critical role of ongoing professional development, equitable access to technology, and
pedagogical support in ensuring the success of blended education initiatives. Addressing these issues is
pivotal to advancing the quality and inclusivity of education in South Africa and beyond. Teachers
expressed concerns about the worsening educational inequalities resulting from the digital divide,
highlighting the need for government and school-level interventions to bridge this gap.

Conclusion.

This paper explored the complexities of blended teaching and learning in South African
secondary schools in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our findings have shed light on the myriad
changes and challenges that secondary school teachers in South Africa faced as they adapted to this new
educational landscape. The research underscores the pivotal role of technological adaptation in the face
of the pandemic, as teachers were compelled to swiftly embrace new digital tools and skills, often with
limited prior experience. The findings have underscored the urgency of comprehensive and ongoing
training and support for teachers, ensuring they are equipped with the necessary digital competencies
for contemporary education. This adaptation represents a profound shift from traditional teaching
methods to more student-centred and interactive approaches, marked by the integration of multimedia
resources and collaborative activities. However, this shift necessitates careful planning and guidance in
designing and implementing engaging interactive learning experiences.
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One of the critical challenges emphasised in our study is the digital divide, which highlights the
disparities in digital technology access among different societal groups. In South Africa, this divide is
particularly pronounced, profoundly influencing teachers' experiences and students' educational
outcomes in the context of blended teaching and learning. The persistent digital divide among students
is a cause for concern, as it perpetuates educational inequalities. Addressing this issue should, therefore,
be a top priority for educational policymakers, with strategies to bridge this divide and provide equitable
access to online learning resources. Additionally, addressing technical issues, ensuring reliable
infrastructure and fostering student engagement are vital considerations for effective blended learning.
The teachers' desire for ongoing professional development in educational technology and blended
learning reflects their commitment to enhancing their pedagogical practices. Thus, the Department of
Basic Education and schools must invest in providing teachers with opportunities for growth and skill
development that align with the evolving needs of educators in the digital age.

In conclusion, this research has illuminated the multifaceted nature of teachers' experiences with
blended teaching and learning in South Africa post-COVID-19. While challenges exist, teachers have
shown resilience, adaptability and dedication in improving the educational experience for their students.
These findings emphasise the critical role of ongoing professional development, equitable access to
technology and pedagogical support in ensuring the success of blended education initiatives. Addressing
these issues is pivotal to advancing the quality and inclusivity of education in South Africa and beyond.
The concerns raised by teachers regarding the exacerbation of educational inequalities resulting from
the digital divide serve as a poignant reminder of the collective responsibility to bridge this gap and
provide equal opportunities for all learners.
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