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Abstract
This paper intends to share empirical challenges of Postgraduate 

Certificate in Education (PGCE) History students faced during COVID-19. 
COVID-19 was characterised by, amongst other things, social distancing, 
which put lectures on hold in favour of online learning. A group of 32 
students participated in the study. Data were collected through narrative 
inquiry, and a thematic data analysis method was used. The study 
revealed that PGCE history students faced challenges of adapting to and 
accessing online learning and library materials, an expectation to do a 
lot of academic work, individual instead of classroom or library learning, 
unconducive home learning space, lack of parental support, and financial 
constraints. Therefore, this study concludes that students struggled to cope 
with online learning and recommends that institutions of higher learning 
should consider the above challenges when undertaking online learning 
under COVID-19 conditions in future. 

Keywords: Online learning; Challenges; PGCE History students; 
COVID-19; Lectures; Teaching. 

Introduction 

The outbreak of the corona virus pandemic in 2019 (COVID-19) came 
with numerous consequences. Amongst these was the prohibition of 
lectures, which meant that students could not have face-to-face interactions 
with lecturers and fellow students. The banning of lectures was in line 
with social distancing, which was one of the means to curb the spread 
of COVID-19 as a global pandemic (Clerkin Fried, Raikhelkar, Sayer, 
Griffin, Masoumi & Schwartz, 2020). The prohibition of lectures resulted 
in the forced introduction of online learning to help students continue 
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with their education. Scholars have presented different definitions of the 
concept “online learning”. For example, Benson (2002) and Carliner 
(2004) describe online learning as access to learning experiences via the 
use of some technology devices, whereas Anshari, Alas, Sabtu and Hamid 
(2016) refer to online learning as electronic learning (e-learning) or mobile 
learning (m-learning). Thus, online learning can simply be referred to as 
education that takes place over the internet, and may be called e-learning. 
Indeed, the United States Department of Education (2010) defines online 
learning as learning that takes place partially or entirely over the internet. 
All these definitions consist of three elements: technology, electronics and 
the internet. This suggests that online learning depends on these elements. 
This may suggest that students should have electronic devices like laptops, 
computers, desktops and smartphones for them to access online learning. In 
addition, students should have access to network and data for connectivity. 
So, without technological devices, network and data, students may struggle 
with online learning. 

Online learning can be used to manage the processes of teaching and 
learning through information and communication technology (ICT) 
(Anshari, Alas, Sabtu & Hamid, 2016). It can be handy in managing 
teaching and learning processes if all parties involved are well informed 
about it. Anshari and Alas (2015) argue that the adoption of online learning 
programmes in education generally provides a new experience for students. 
The demand for online learning is derived from a push “to provide quality 
education to all students, regardless of location and time” (Chaney, 
2010: 21). Being away from the university campus should, therefore not 
necessarily be a conundrum for students. Hence Gilbert (2015) contends 
that online learning has the potential to create educational opportunities 
for individuals who may have faced unsurpassable barriers. Without the 
introduction of online learning after the outbreak of COVID-19, students 
may not have received education owing to social distancing. 

The Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) History students 
who participated in this study registered for full-time face-to-face classes 
and were affected by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. They 
were forced to promptly adapt to online teaching and learning for them 
to qualify as teachers. They had to, at short notice, acquire technological 
devices and data in order to cope with online learning. PGCE History 
students already hold BA degrees with history as a major (DHET, 2011). 
Students with a BA degree are expected to have acquired sufficient content 
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knowledge in history for them to be admitted into the PGCE programme 
(Nomlomo & Sosibo, 2016). However, they still need to develop their 
pedagogical and practical knowledge (DHET, 2011, 2015). The PGCE 
is therefore a generalist qualification that is intended to cap a subject 
specialist undergraduate degree qualification (Lange & Singh, 2010). The 
general purpose of the PGCE in this regard is established through national 
policy (Mukeredzi & Sibanda, 2016). The aim of the PGCE professional 
qualification is further to equip students with the competencies, knowledge 
and skills needed to teach disciplinary knowledge to learners (Bertram, 
Mthiyane, & Mukeredzi, 2013). Hence, the PGCE curriculum constitutes 
three key parts: core education and professional studies modules, teaching 
specialisation modules, and teaching practice (University of KwaZulu-
Natal, 2006). 

At the University of Zululand, a rural higher education institution in 
northern KwaZulu-Natal build under apartheid for Africans, the PGCE 
History students were hit hard by the outbreak of COVID-19 since they 
did not have pedagogical background knowledge, unlike Bachelor of 
Education (B.Ed.) students who are exposed to pedagogy and its dynamics. 
For this reason, since PGCE History students are exposed to pedagogical 
knowledge for the first and last time in a one-year duration certificate, 
they then to rely heavily on their lecturers for guidance and support to 
complete. With online learning and teaching the PGCE History students 
had to learn on their own, without face-to-face contact with their lecturers. 
In their endeavours to complete their certificates in one year, coupled with 
the dearth of background knowledge of online learning, they experienced 
some challenges. By “challenges” the researcher means difficulties in 
undertaking online learning successfully. The inability to cope with these 
challenges meant that the students might not complete their qualification 
and secure jobs. The aim of this article was, therefore, to explore the 
challenges that PGCE History students faced during COVID-19, and 
determine how these challenges impacted on their studies. 

Literature review

A literature review constitutes the body of knowledge on the topic of 
research interest, and helps the researcher to acquire an understanding of 
what has already been done around it – how it has been researched, and 
what the key issues are (Hart, 2018). For these reasons, this study reviewed 
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the literature relating to online learning and its challenges. 

Since online learning looks different to traditional face-to-face learning, 
there are issues to consider for it to succeed. For example, replication of 
collaborative learning within an online environment (Tan & Chen, 2020) 
could be a drawback for students. There were more chances that students 
could not work together collaboratively as it would have been the case 
with traditional learning, and this could affect students’ performance. 
Also, accessibility issues, like internet connectivity, and the availability of 
technological devices like, laptops and smartphones, (Aboagye, Yawson, 
& Appiah, 2020; Farooq, Rathore, & Mansoor, 2020) could have an impact. 

Other issues that can be questionable with online learning are academic 
rigour and the quality of instruction (Gilbert, 2015). There is no assurance 
at all academics/online instructors apply the same rigour as they do with 
face-to-face learning. If online learning does not maintain academic 
rigour, it might hinder teaching and learning. Besides academic rigour, the 
quality of instruction is another issue that needs consideration when one 
talks about online learning. It is the responsibility of online instructors to 
ensure the quality of online teaching. If online instructors do not ensure 
the quality of their teaching, online learning may not be effective. In this 
regard a lack of proper training (Farooq et al., 2020) in online teaching and 
learning may result in poor teaching, thus affecting academic rigour and 
the quality of instruction. 

Gilbert (2015) argues that the development of community and peer 
interaction, that is prevalent and significant in traditional learning, may 
be doubtful in online learning. He goes on to argue that active community 
and peer interaction may lead to high persistence and learning satisfaction, 
which may not be the case with online learning, which may be characterised 
by lower persistence rates informed by lack of community and social 
connectedness in the online environment. Online socialisation entails a 
learning process of enculturation into a discourse community in which 
students must develop the ability to engage with content according to 
set norms and conventions (Starfield, 2001). This thinking is echoed by 
Arasaratnam-Smith and Northcote (2017), who argue that online learning 
falls short of the richness and complexity of face-to-face learning, and 
nonverbal communication suffers greatly.  

With reference to the above, Salmon (2013) presents a five-stage 
framework of online learning. The first stage is access and motivation, 
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which encompass setting up and accessing the system, as well as 
welcoming students, and encouraging them to do online learning. The 
second stage is online socialisation, whereby students can send and receive 
messages, thus familiarising themselves with online learning. The third 
stage is information exchange and searching, which entail facilitating 
tasks and supporting use of online learning materials. The fourth stage is 
conferencing and facilitating the process by which students are developed 
to conference amongst themselves and with their lecturers so that lecturers 
can facilitate online lessons. The fifth and final stage is development, and 
it is about providing links outside closed conferences by supporting and 
responding to questions that students may have. These stages suggest that 
for online learning to be successful, participants need to be supported 
through a structured developmental process (Salmon, 2013), something 
that was lacking under COVID-19 emergency remote teaching. 

A further challenge to online learning is the “one size fits all” approach, 
which does not seem do cater for individual differences (Gillett-Swan, 
2017). Students are unique, hence even their learning capabilities differ. If 
online instructors or lecturers use the same approach, that can influence the 
effectiveness of online learning. Different approaches should be employed 
for different students to achieve maximum learning. Additionally, Orlando 
and Attard (2015) argue that online learning depends on the types of 
technology in use at the time, and the curriculum content being taught. 
The incorporation of technology in learning provides additional factors for 
consideration in terms of teaching pedagogy and construction of learning 
experiences. In this regard Jacobs (2013) suggests that it is important to 
identify the type of student enrolled in the course in order to design an 
appropriate interaction system that will allow the students not only to learn 
but also to enjoy the experience. For example, students with low reading 
abilities may find the heavy text and writing curriculum of online teaching 
and learning to be a challenge (Donlevy, 2003), since online learning 
requires students to read and write intensively. Also, according to Boling, 
Hough, Krinsky, Saleem and Stevens (2012), online learning should 
encompass higher-order cognitive skills as opposed to simply transferring 
content to students. This may be a challenge for those students who are not 
well versed in higher-order cognitive skills. 

Jaques and Salmon (2007), as well as Davidson (2015) argue that anxiety 
associated with using technology, be it being out of a comfort zone, 
perception of inequity and the perceived inability to have or difficulty 
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in having peer interaction may be another challenge for online learning. 
Anxiety amongst students owing to online learning may be a common 
issue for online learning beginners since they are unfamiliar with it, and 
it can impede the success of online learning. To counter anxiety issues, 
Parker (2003) asserts that students should become comfortable as active 
learners. If students are anxious they may continue to be passive learners.

Online learning can also leave students in an isolated place when they have 
varying levels of competence and proficiency (Gillet-Swan, 2017) when 
using technology. These varying levels can also affect their confidence 
in online learning (Anshari et al., 2016; Gillet-Swan, 2017). Taking into 
cognisance that with online learning there is a lack of community and 
social connectedness in the learning environment (Rovai, Wighting, & Liu, 
2005), students may find online learning challenging. With their differing 
proficiency in technology, working in silos may make students even more 
uncomfortable. To support their argument, Rovai et al. (2005: 04) contend 
that “online students feel a weaker sense of connectedness and belonging 
than on-campus students who attend face-to-face classes”. Donlevy (2003) 
strongly argues that the absence of peer interaction can harm some aspects 
of the learning process. 

Some students rely on collaborative learning for their educational success. 
With the advent of online learning group discussions do not appear to be a 
common practice (Jaques & Salmon, 2007). In this regard Savenye (2005) 
argues that students’ lack of independence with online learning made for 
lower success rates. Students who encounter some challenges with online 
learning may not get assistance from fellow students as they usually did 
in face-to-face interactions. In other words, platforms where students 
can share their learning difficulties may be limited, or not feasible at all, 
and that can cripple their effort. However, online learning can succeed if 
students do not lack self-motivation and self-direction, as Gilbert (2015), 
Parker (2003) and Savenye (2005). In contrast, Chaney (2001) contends 
that students who lack motivation, whether intrinsic or extrinsic, can easily 
lose sight of their original goal. In this regard You and Kand (2014) affirm 
that students with a lack of self-regulation tend not to assign enough time 
to complete given activities. In short, online learning requires students 
to be self-motivated, self-directed and self-regulated. If they lack these 
attributes, online learning may be a fiasco. 
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Online learning can succeed if those involved undergo continuous training 
and support. This suggests that online instructors and students should be 
familiar and comfortable with the latest technological developments and 
related software (Fish & Wickersham, 2010). The effectiveness of online 
learning therefore depends not only on students, but, also on lecturers. 
If lecturers are abreast of technology they may undertake the online 
teaching and learning process efficiently. Fish and Wickersham (2010) 
go on to affirm that online instructors networking with others who teach 
such courses universities can improve the effectiveness of online learning. 
If online instructors’ network with others, they can bolster their own 
technological knowledge and skills, thus improving online learning. 

 Another challenge is the issue of the “haves’’ versus the “have nots’’, 
which is due to the lack of funds to gain access to the technology and what 
it entails (Gilbert, 2015). In order to address this challenge, Gilbert (2015) 
argues that increasing the ratio of computers and other electronic devices 
to students may ultimately lead to the disadvantaged gaining access to the 
global knowledge that is available on the internet. In a nutshell, in order 
to bridge the gap between the “haves’’ and “have nots’’, and for online 
learning to be effective, students should be furnished with computers and 
other electronic devices. In addition to these, understanding learning styles 
and self-behaviour is pertinent to determining success in undertaking 
online learning (Gilbert, 2015). Even if a student is in possession of an 
electronic device, if he or she does not understand learning styles and does 
not behave well, online learning becomes pointless.

When Adedoyin and Soykan (2020) conducted a study on the COVID-19 
pandemic and online learning, they found that human distractions were 
a challenge for students. This study reported that family members and 
friends interrupted students when they, for example, undertook assessment 
activities at home. These interruptions are more common with female 
students, who, in addition to their academic work, are expected to undertake 
household duties (Farooq et al., 2020). Additionally, online instructors 
lamented the heavy workload that emanate from online teaching. This was 
heavy for online instructors because they were used to meeting students 
face-to-face. In this regard Jacobs (2013) asserts that online instruction 
takes more time to design and implement than traditional learning.  

Jacobs (2013), also reported on the challenges of online courses in 
developing appropriate methods for online learning. Considering the fact 
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that lecturers who suddenly became online instructors were used to the 
traditional learning process, undertaking online learning meant they had 
to change their teaching methods. This became a challenge for them since 
they were not properly and gradually orientated to online learning but were 
just parachuted into it. 

 Theoretical base: Schlossberg’s transition theory
The degree to which students transit from one educational format to 

another has a bearing on how they can address challenges they encounter 
in the process. Their transition from high school to higher education may 
be, for example, be coupled with challenges caused by unfamiliar teaching 
and learning styles, and a new environment and workload, amongst other 
things. To counter and meet these new learning challenges from a new 
environment, Nancy Schlossberg introduced “transition theory” in 1981. 
This theory alludes to issues that relate to transition, the individual student, 
and the environment in order to show the degree of impact such a transition 
has had on a student at a particular time and place (Carroll & Creamer, 
2004). Surely, in relation to transition from face-to-face to online learning, 
PGCE History students come across challenges. 

 Goodman, Schlossberg and Anderson (2006) argue that unanticipated 
transitions, which encapsulate unpredictable transitions, may be challenging 
since the people involved are forced to adapt to a new situation they never 
predicted or prepared themselves for. In other words, with this kind of 
transition those involved have no option but (compelled by circumstance) 
to adapt. This is the situation PGCE History students found themselves 
in when face-to-face classes were suspended due to COVID-19 AT THE 
University of Zululand. 

Since transition theory alludes to issues related to this article, it was 
deemed an appropriate theoretical lens to explore the kind of challenges 
the transition from face-to-face to online learning had on PGCE History 
students, who lacked proper knowledge and skills of how to cope with 
online learning. It was therefore crucial to explore the dynamics of 
transiting from face-to-face to online learning in order to understand its 
challenges. 

Research methodology

A case study design was employed to explore the challenges that PGCE 
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History students faced during the COVID-19 pandemic. Since the interest 
in this study was not on quantifying but providing in-depth experiences 
and understanding of the respondents from their own point of view (Dube, 
2019), a small-scale study was approached qualitatively. It generated data 
using narrative enquiry, which is about people narrating stories about their 
challenges. Narrative inquiry helps to understand and present real-life 
experiences through the stories of research participants (Wang & Geale, 
2015), thus allowing a rich description of these challenges, and an exploration 
of the meanings that the participants derive from their challenges (Wang 
& Geale, 2015). Since interpretivists view the world through a “series of 
individual eyes”, and choose participants who “have their own interpretations 
of reality” to “encompass the worldview” (Thanh & Thanh, 2015:26), using 
the interpretive paradigm was apposite for this study. 

There were 75 PGCE History students, and they were all requested to 
participate in the study by writing, in a digital format, about “My online 
learning challenges during the COVID-9 pandemic”. However, only 32 
students chose to participate. All these students were black Africans, most 
of whom were women. The racial demographics of the participants is a 
legacy from the past when the University of Zululand were created. Most 
of the participants were older than 30. 

Data generated were analysed using thematic coding. In doing so, the 
researcher went through the responses repeatedly for more understanding, 
and categorised data into themes, thereafter analysing them with the 
intention to develop an understanding of the challenges PGCE History 
students faced in transition to online teaching and learning.  

Ethical considerations

The researcher sought ethics clearance before conducting research, and 
issued informed consent letters through emails and the learner management 
system to students, all of whom signed and returned them to the researcher. 
The document explained the purpose of the study, and how it would be 
conducted. Students were referred to as participants in order to protect their 
identity. Yip, Han and Sng (2016) argue that researchers should ‘protect 
the life, health, dignity, integrity, right to self-determination, privacy and 
the confidentiality of personal information of the participants in research. 
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Research findings

The data for this empirical qualitative study revealed six major online 
learning challenges that PGCE History students at the University of 
Zululand faced during COVID-19. 

Accessibility

The analsyis of the online narrative accounts revealed that some of the 
participating PGCE History students had difficulties in adapting to and 
accessing online learning and study material from the university. The 
lockdown also meant that PGCE History students, like other students, 
could not access university facilities. As a result, they could not access 
study material from the library, and this worsened their stress since they 
were already struggling with internet connections for online learning. Since 
most of them lived in rural areas, connection to the internet was a serious 
challenge owing to low or no network at all. Hence, some were forced to 
walk long distances to, for example, the top of a hill so as to connect to a 
network. Due to network issues some students failed to submit activities 
given to them by their lecturers because they could not connect to the 
internet, and some submitted after the due date. In some rural areas from 
which the participating students came from, there was no electricity at all. 
Online learning depends on internet connection and electricity, so if both 
are not functional, students will surely face a challenge, and this was the 
case for many of the participants in this study. 

Heavy workload

Online learning compelled PGCE History students to remain at home and 
continue with their studies. In the process, as gleaned from the data, they 
ended up being bombarded with a mountain of academic work. This many 
a time had to be done within a short space of time. Some students even 
lamented that online instructors were not considerate of their situation. 
Some students explained in the narratives they submitted that they were 
frustrated by the excessive workload, and some almost gave up. 

Individual learning

Online learning gave way to individual learning, which most PGCE 
History students were pedagogically and culturally unfamiliar with. Some 
students explained that they were expected to read and gather information 
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on their own. This became a challenge as they claimed that they struggled 
with self-regulation and connectivity and support from their peers. Some 
struggled with individual learning because they had no study material. 
Hence, a trend that seemingly emerged is of students that were confused 
and demotivated by online learning. 

Home distractions

Another challenge to online learning was the home distractions which 
made home a learning space unconducive to work. For most students, 
staying at home had many challenges. Some lamented that they stayed 
with their unemployed siblings, who were always home, so they could not 
use rooms for academic work. Other students, especially female students, 
mentioned that they were expected to look after children, and were 
repeatedly disturbed by family members, which denied them a chance to 
engage with their academic work. Some lived in homes where there was 
a lot of noise they could not control, so it was a challenge to focus and do 
academic work freely. Some students did not have enough space at home 
to undertake academic work. 

Lack of parental support

Another finding suggests that some parents did not offer support for their 
children who were PGCE History students. According to some students, 
some parents did not allow them time to do and complete academic work; 
instead they expected them to perform all the daily home chores, although 
they were supposed to write tests and academic activities. Some parents 
could not even ensure that no one disturbed them when busy with academic 
work. For example, some students said that they had to do academic work 
while cooking because parents did not understand them reserving time for 
academic work. The lack of support from parents made online learning 
difficult for learners.

Economic conditions 

What also emerged from the data was that the participating PGCE History 
students’ economic conditions were a challenge for online learning. Some 
students complained that they struggled to buy data in order to connect 
to the internet for online learning. Other students mentioned that they did 
not have laptops they could use for online learning. With their inability to 
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buy data, some students could not communicate with other students and 
lecturers about teaching and learning activities. They complained that they 
could not share information, ask for clarity, raise concerns and discuss 
academic issues.

Discussion of findings

Being forced by circumstance to promptly switch to online learning 
without being prepared for it, precipitated difficulties for PGCE History 
students to access and adapt to online learning. Salmon (2013) argues that 
before students can engage with online learning they need to undergo a 
structured developmental process in different stages, and access to online 
learning is the first stage. The assertion by one of the participants that “the 
movement of classes online caused anxiety to me since I never got training 
about it” justified Salmon’s argument. The PGCE History students never 
received training in online learning so as to orientate them accordingly. As 
Farooq et al. (2020) claims, the lack of proper training can affect online 
learning negatively. The anxiety about online learning was not peculiar, 
since PGCE History students needed to move out of their comfort zone 
(Jaques & Salmon, 2007; Davidson, 2015), that of face-to-face interaction 
with lecturers and peers in an on-campus setting. 

Another participant affirmed that “it was difficult to get used to online 
learning within a short space of time, and be expected to write and submit 
activities”. Online learning needs different approaches since students may 
be at different levels. Hence Orlando and Attard (2015) argue that online 
learning does not need a “one size fits all” approach. Online instructors 
need to bear in mind that their students’ level of abilities and means to 
work in such an environment may vary, so they need to employ various 
approaches to accommodate students at all levels of knowledge. 

 One other issue that made online learning challenging was the network 
connectivity, which was either weak or non-existent at all. This was 
affirmed by a participant who said: “I had a problem with online learning 
since I am from a deep rural area where there is low network coverage, 
and sometimes there is no network at all”. Thus, the rural location of some 
students at times denied them access to online learning so that they could 
not even submit academic work in time, and failed assessment activities. 
This was vividly expressed by a PGCE History student who stated:
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I started answering quiz questions, but before reached question 10 the 
network dropped off. It came back after a while, so I continued writing, 
but before I finished all questions the time was up, and I could not finish 
writing. The results came back, and I had got 20%. I locked myself in my 
room and cried.

One can imagine the student being fully prepared for the test, but due 
to network failure, failing it. Another participant explained: “The greatest 
challenge of them all was network glitches, and I could not submit my 
work on time”. Network connectivity issues stood in the way of some 
PGCE History students’ intention to create and exchange content for 
learning, as argued by Salmon (2013), and Chung and Paredes (2015). 
The network problem in online learning is also emphasised by Aboagye 
et al. (2020) and Farooq et al. (2020), who argue that accessibility to the 
network determines the possibility and success of online learning. PGCE 
History students could not progressively acquire content knowledge, and 
interact with other students who could contribute new ideas, opinions and 
experiences (Rosen, 2010) because of poor or no connection at all.

Access to on campus resources and specially the library, be it the physical 
structure or an online equivalent, also became a problem for some PGCE 
History students. One participant complained that “in terms of studying, it 
was hectic because one could not access most required sources like books 
from the library”. Salmon (2013) argues that without good access to study 
material, online learning can be a fiasco. If the library was accessible, 
PGCE History students would have used it to supplement difficulties of 
online learning. One participant reiterated that “libraries as sources of 
information were closed, so it became hard for me to do my academic 
work”. Even if students were self-motivated and self-directed (Parker, 
2003; Gilbert, 2015) without access to libraries they could not do anything 
to bridge the gap between online and face-to-face learning. Access to 
libraries would have helped those students who had network connectivity 
problems because they would have used libraries to supplement online 
learning, but the closure brought more dilemmas. This was explained by 
one of the students: “It is hard to do academic work in rural areas because 
there is no Wi-Fi and network, and we are not allowed to go to libraries to 
do research”. 

An analysis of the data also revealed that some PGCE History students 
were burdened by having a heavy workload to cope with amid COVID-19. 
Not only was this caused by the introduction of online learning, but it was 
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also due to academics who wanted to finish their work programmes on 
time and who did so by dumping material online. One of the PGCE History 
students explained: “The amount of work, assignments given and slides to 
study was overwhelmingly large”. This overwhelming amount of work 
frustrated some students, and they were left with not knowing what to do. 
In this regard a participant explained: “I was frustrated with the volume of 
work given by our lecturers”. With a bulk of work to be done, and lack of 
community and social connectedness in the learning environment (Rovai 
et al., 2005), the PGCE History students suffered since they did not have 
someone to help them with academic work. It is for this reason that Gilbert 
(2015) argues that the lack of online community may be a deficit in the 
online learning environment. Owing to the amount of work given to PGCE 
History students, one of them even felt betrayed, and blamed lecturers: 
“There was a lot of work to do. I sometimes even say lecturers don’t think 
for us, they want us to fail because they give us work, yet they know 
exactly the problems we are facing now”. Maybe this outcry was informed 
by the students’ lack of familiarity with and autonomy in online learning 
that Savenye (2005) talks about. 

The researcher indicated earlier that online learning gave way to 
individual learning, which meant that students had to rely on themselves for 
knowledge acquisition and development, with little or no assistance. Some 
students were unhappy with individual learning since they were unfamiliar 
with it. The challenge being that chances of replicating collaborative 
learning within an online environment (Tan & Chen, 2020) are too scanty. 
For one participant, “being alone as a university student at home is hard, 
because if you face some difficulties, there’s no one to help, unlike on 
campus; with everyone around you, you will always get help”. Another 
PGCE History student explained: “I’m familiar with attending lectures, 
so at first it was so difficult to study by myself without a lecturer in front 
of me”. These two comments proved that some PGCE History students 
experienced difficulties in coping with individual learning. Students value 
the help they get from their peers, but individual learning robbed them 
of that. The data also revealed that the PGCE History students depended 
greatly on lecturers in acquiring pedagogical knowledge and skills. Some 
students felt that individual learning hindered their academic performance. 
One participant explained: “The pandemic forced us to learn alone, and 
that threatened my academic performance since I had to do work on my 
own”. In this regard You and Kand (2014) argue that students who lack 
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self-regulation do not assign enough time to complete given activities. 
There is a great likelihood that PGCE History students had a problem with 
individual learning because they have not learnt how to self-regulate. This 
tallies with the views of Rovai et al. (2005), who suggest that without a 
sense of connectedness online students may vulnerable, especially since 
individual learning may be in contrast to peer interaction (Donlevy, 2003). 

Another online learning challenge was home disruptions, which made 
learning unconducive for PGCE History students. Undertaking learning 
at home proved not to be working for most PGCE History students who 
participated in this study. The data revealed numerous reasons why 
studying at home had negative effects on most of the students. One 
participant complained: “Well, my point is that at home I don’t have as 
much time to focus on my academic work as when I’m on campus. Too 
much time is wasted on home duties”. Another pointed out that: “At home 
I got disturbed repeatedly while trying to concentrate and do academic 
work”. For another student: “Staying at home has not been a conducive 
place for online learning because I come from a big family where there is 
a lot of noise which can’t be controlled, and there is no way of learning”. 
Another participant lamented: “The other challenge we have since we are 
at home is that our parents do not understand if you spend too much time 
on your cellphone”. Space was also an issue as one participant explained: 
“I share a room with my unemployed siblings, so I have to stay up till 
late so that they fall asleep, and I can start studying”. Farooq et al. (2020) 
argue that in addition to academic work, female students are expected to 
undertake household duties, and this is stressful for them. Parents do not 
understand if students spend a lot of time on a cell phone, because they do 
not know anything about online learning. Even if PGCE History students 
could regulate themselves to complete the given activities (You & Kand, 
2014), if the home situation is beyond their control, there is little they can 
do. Chaney (2001) talks about students who may lack so much motivation 
that they can easily lose sight of their original goal. However, these PGCE 
History students did not lose sight of their goal, but the domestic situation 
they found themselves in was beyond their control. In other words, these 
students were fully prepared to undergo the knowledge construction which 
Salmon (2013) regards as the fourth stage of technological development; 
but the obligation to do home duties stood in their way. 

One other issue that made online learning challenging for PGCE History 
students was the lack of support from parents. Parents did, generally 
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speaking, not bother allowing the students who participated in this study 
time to do academic work; the only thing they cared about was their 
undertaking and completing home chores. This was explained by two 
female participants:

I had to study while cooking at the same time; while I’m busy studying, 
my parents call me several times, asking me to do certain things for them. 
And: At home I have to clean the house, cook, fetch water, do washing and 
take care of children, and I can’t study at night because I need time to rest 
because I’m exhausted.

These comments illustrate that certain parents did not support students 
by allowing them time to do academic work, possibly because of not 
understanding what online learning entails which was mixed with tradition, 
culture and patriarchy. According to Vasquez, Patall, Fong, Corrigan and 
Pine (2016), parents should play an important role in shaping a student’s 
academic functioning. Jelas, Azman, Zulnaidi and Ahmad (2016) argue 
that the academic achievement of students depends on internal and external 
support. They classify family as one of the external support structures 
needed by students to achieve better. 

The last issue that made online learning challenging was the economic 
situation of many PGCE History students. Most of them struggled to obtain 
data for network connectivity or laptops because they could not afford it. 
Some of them missed certain assessment activities, and others submitted 
work late because they did not have data to connect to the network. In 
relation to this one student explained: “The other challenge was that one of 
data. Online learning needs too many data bundles that I could not afford as 
a student, hence I missed some important information from my lecturers”. 
A similar sentiment was shared by another participant: “The need for data 
bundles left me frustrated because I couldn’t go a day without them so as 
to stay updated about module issues. So I ended up borrowing money to 
buy data. Sometimes if I failed to buy data I ended up not submitting an 
assignment on time, and was penalised”. Gilbert (2015) argues that being 
a “have not” owing to lack of funds to gain access to the internet is a 
challenge for online students. Unfortunately for the students in this study, 
their economic situation prevented them from engaging with content 
according to set norms and conventions (Starfield, 2001). According to 
Gilbert (2015), the ratio of computers and other electronic devices should 
be increased for the disadvantaged to gain access. This means that giving 
PGCE History students laptops and data could have helped them with their 
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outcry about online learning and its accessibility.

Conclusion 

The transition, due to COVID-19, compelled PGCE History students at 
the University of Zululand, to alter their life and learning styles, but they 
did not find it easy to cope with the new way of online learning. This study 
concludes that the failure to slowly and smoothly orientate PGCE History 
students in their transition to online learning resulted in some serious 
drawbacks. The inaccessibility of online learning robbed most of the 
students of the pedagogical and content knowledge, and the inaccessibility 
of study material made online learning a challenge. PGCE History 
students could not cope with academic work from online instructors, 
while homebased, individualised learning did not work for some students 
since they were used to collaborative learning. Home disruptions were a 
big challenge for students in their detrimental impact on online learning. 
Some parents did not understand their role in online learning. Students’ 
financial difficulties were a big impediment to such learning. No easy 
solution can be recommended to the challenges faced by the History 
PGCE students in this study. However, what this study has done was to lay 
bare the challenges faced by students at a previously disadvantaged higher 
education institution in the transition from face-to-face to online learning 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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