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Abstract 

The Covid-19 pandemic provoked a paradigm shift never imagined by higher 

education institutions in the world, but especially in developing countries. 

Drawing on findings from a PhD study, this article aims to highlight the way in 
which Covid-19 accelerated professional development and training and 

technology adoption by academics in higher education institutions and large-

scale open and distance learning institutions in Africa. A total of 20 academics 
and relevant stakeholders from two of Africa’s largest open and distance 

learning institutions were interviewed, and their views are reported. The data 

were analysed using thematic analysis. The findings show an increase in training 

and professional development of academics during the pandemic. The study 
also reveals the way in which Covid-19 fostered the speed and ease with which 

technology was adopted and used by academics for teaching and learning. The 

results of this research study may contribute to research of various topics on 
technology adoption and academics’ professional development and training and 

future approaches post-Covid-19. 

Keywords: academic professional development, training, digital skills, Covid-19, e-

learning, ODL, technology adoption, technology acceptance 

Introduction and Background 

Academic professional development (APD) and technology adoption have been some 

of the most researched topics in higher education (HE) and distance education (DE). 

The everchanging technological developments and innovations, such as e-learning and 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) (Mhlanga and Moloi 2020), within the teaching 

and learning spaces require that both learners and instructors continuously equip 

themselves with relevant digital skills and knowledge. 

E-learning has brought about an unprecedented and disruptive revolution in HE 

(Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 2003), with the promise to widen access to quality HE. 

In order to redress the educational imperatives such as improving the capacity of the 

education and training systems to meet the pressing needs in Africa and other 
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developing economies, countries such as South Africa, Nigeria, Botswana, Kenya, 

Namibia and Tanzania have embarked on digital transformation policies and 

educational innovations such as e-learning. The United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) Millennium Development Goals for education 

for all for the twenty-first century of expanding access to education (Pandor 2009) have 

driven the adoption and use of information communications technologies (ICTs) in 

education to implement and fast-track the much-needed radical transformation of the 

education systems in Africa. 

Most higher education institutions (HEIs) in Africa have started embarking on e-

learning and blended learning approaches; however, much-needed training of the 

lecturers to be equipped and prepared to teach using new systems and tools of education 

delivery has been a major challenge. Technology adoption has also been negatively 

impacted by resistance to change by faculty (Masalela 2011), limited financial resources 

for training (Mtebe and Raphael 2013), the lack of incentives, and the fact that faculty 

is “severely uninformed about e-learning in general” (Price et al. 2011, vii). 

The Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns revealed that many HEIs and 

lecturers were not fully prepared for the sudden move from face-to-face or blended 

approaches to full online education (Dwivedi et al. 2020). The Covid-19 pandemic has 

affected all aspects of life, from business, education, to social activities, shifting the 

paradigm and accelerating lecturers’ training and technology adoption, all dependent on 

technology (Manzanedo and Manning 2020). This include HEIs needing to continue 

providing educational services by migrating to digital environments (Deslandes and 

Coutinho 2020). Technology, which has been central to teaching and learning in DE for 

decades (Aoki 2012), has once again proven to be the most effective vehicle through 

which education can be disseminated. 

This research focused on the University of South Africa (Unisa) and the National Open 

University of Nigeria (NOUN), and reports on the way in which Covid-19 accelerated 

the training, adoption and use of technology for teaching and learning of their 

academics. The question guiding the study is: “How did the Covid-19 pandemic impact 

on training and technology adoption of academics in large-scale open and distance 

learning institutions in Africa?” 

Literature Review 

DE is framed within larger socio-economic and political contexts both in developing 

and developed countries. Evans and Haughey (2014) believe that DE is susceptible to 

the sequence of global crises, such as the emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic which 

broke out in late 2019 (Chan et al. 2020) and led to world lockdown early in 2020. 

Institutions worldwide suspended contact teaching with the provision of online DE 

being the only solution, highlighting the urgent need for digital competencies in HE and 

DE. 
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Digitisation of education in Africa has not only been happening among DE institutions, 

but also among other traditional HEIs, which have gradually been operating in blended 

learning modes (Gachago et al. 2007). However, the pandemic has forced many 

educational institutions that would have otherwise not embarked on digital educational 

technologies to implement DE and e-learning strategies (Sahu 2020; Schleicher 2020). 

As a consequence, the eminent requirement for the training of educators in the use of 

digital technologies became necessary. 

Digital literacy is believed to be key in digitalised education systems (Falloon 2020). At 

the centre of any successful learning activity is well-trained and adequately supported 

academic teaching staff. Ferrari, Punie and Redecker (2012, 79) believe that digital 

competence is a “multi-faceted moving target” that constantly evolves as new 

technologies appear, and thus training and development of academics need to be 

strategically placed within this uncertainty. Although all educational services had to 

take place digitally overnight, Dwivedi et al. (2020) argue that the key lessons of the 

pandemic for decision makers are to ensure that they have the ability to harness the 

power of technology to learn and to be better prepared for future waves and viruses. 

Theoretical Framework 

Technology adoption and acceptance gained popularity over the last decades 

(Gunasinghe et al. 2019), and thus attracted a flood of models and theories. The unified 

theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) which was chosen as the 

theoretical framework for this study, is one of the products and a response to the influx 

of technology acceptance models (TAMs). 

The UTAUT is a combination of a spectrum of theories that have been used and 

empirically tested in various diverse contexts to understand and predict behaviour in 

respect to technology adoption and use. It was developed by Venkatesh et al. (2003) and 

comprises four key elements, namely, performance expectancy (individuals believe the 

system helps attain the desired job performance), effort expectancy (degree of ease 

associated with the use of the system), social influence (an individual’s perception of 

the importance others have in the new system) and facilitating conditions (an individual 

belief that there is enough support in place to use the new system). There are four 

moderating variables, namely, age, gender, experience, and voluntariness of use 

(Venkatesh et al. 2003). 

When an institution decides to adopt and implement new technology to ultimately 

improve processes and performance, one assumes that management will ensure that the 

facilitating conditions are conducive to such an innovation to be easily accepted by the 

ultimate users, especially the lecturers and students in HE and DE environments. The 

voluntariness of use in the context of HEIs is important because of its ability to facilitate 

and accelerate the intentionality and effort needed by lecturers to voluntarily learn how 

to use new and emerging technologies to teach and support students. Research supports 
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the notion of staff development as an important consideration when implementing any 

innovation, including the implementation of technology initiatives such as e-learning 

(Cresswell, Bates, and Sheikh 2013; Ncube, Dube, and Ngulube 2014). 

The facilitating conditions and behavioural intention that were identified in UTAUT are 

seen by Venkatesh et al. (2003) as determinant factors of actual use. Afonso et al. (2012) 

also found that moderating factors played an important role in the users’ use of 

technology. With the recent debate on gender participation in HEI, it is also important 

to see what role gender plays in the use of technology for teaching and learning in open 

and distance higher education. 

Methodology 

For this study, a qualitative multiple case study design was used to guide the data 

collection and analysis. The use of this case study design was grounded within the 

interpretivist epistemology to understand the perceptions of the academic and non-

academic staff members regarding the training and adoption of e-learning technologies 

(Maree 2010), in large-scale HEIs in DE. The interpretivist paradigm was deemed 

suitable for qualitative research and data collection methods such as the interviews used 

in this study (Creswell and Creswell 2017). 

Sampling 

Purposive sampling was relevant for this study because of its flexibility in allowing 

researchers to invite candidates “according to their availability and accessibility” (Elfil 

and Negida 2017, 2), and its unique characteristics relevant for this study. Snowballing 

was also used to refine and further identify more relevant participants (Cohen, Manion, 

and Morrison 2011), especially with the participants from Nigeria, where there was no 

direct access to the population (Elfil and Negida 2017). The aim was to target candidates 

with relevant knowledge and experience on the topic of APD, e-learning 

implementation, readiness and technology adoption in HE and open and distance 

learning (ODL) environments. A sample of 20 participants from the two universities 

was chosen; eight from NOUN and twelve from Unisa. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, because these interviews allowed 

unrestricted exploration of issues under investigation and an opportunity for follow-up 

questions (Iyamu 2018). Owing to the pandemic regulations, the interviews were 

conducted and recorded online via Microsoft Teams and Zoom. The interviews 

conducted on Microsoft Teams were recorded in video file format, and these were 

converted to audio files to protect the identity of the participants, whereas the Zoom 

video recordings were automatically converted into audio files. The interviews were 

transcribed by a professional transcriber and verified by the researchers. Although the 

interview questions were informed by literature and the research questions, this study 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cresswell%20KM%5Bauth%5D
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also involved a pilot study to further test the quality and viability of the interview 

schedule (Morin 2013). The questions were adjusted based on the feedback. 

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis, which helps with identifying patterns (themes) within data (Braun 

and Clark 2019) and making sense of them, was conducted to answer the research 

question, (Tarsila et al. 2014) using Atlas.ti software. Deductive coding (with a pre-set 

coding schemes derived from interview questions and preliminary scanned text) and 

inductive coding (codes derived from the data) (Azungah 2018) were used in the 

analysis to reap the maximum benefits of both approaches and also to balance the 

limitations that each approach presents (Ligurgo et al. 2017). 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research refers to “quality, authenticity, and truthfulness 

of findings of qualitative research, and it relates to the degree of trust, or confidence, 

readers have in results” (Schmidt and Brown 2015, 548). Trustworthiness is measured 

through credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability (Amankwaa 2016; 

Lincoln and Guba 1985). Some of the strategies employed in qualitative research to 

ensure rigour and trustworthiness include “member checking, triangulation, detailed 

transcription, systematic plan and coding” (Gunawan 2015, 11). The processes 

undertaken in this research are clearly and thoroughly documented, and relevant 

methods and tools were also explained in the preceding sections. The advantage of 

research digital tools is that a trail is automatically created, such as coding and data 

analysis with computer programs, and audios and videos are recorded; therefore, one 

can show proof of accounts. All recorded interviews, email invitations and 

communication with participants and other relevant stakeholders are securely kept by 

the researchers, and can be made available within reasonable ethical boundaries, should 

the request be made. This research is thus confirmable. 

Transparency, which is one of the key ingredients of credibility (Yin 2011) was ensured 

by reiterative consultation process between the researchers. Transferability, which is the 

generalisability of research results (Houghton et al. 2013), was ensured by thoroughly 

describing critical processes and procedures that helped to construct, shape, connect and 

relate the meanings associated with the issues under investigation (Cohen, Manion, and 

Morrison 2011). Although pilot studies do not always guarantee the success of the main 

study (Van Teijlingen and Hundley 2010), they can strengthen the quality and rigour of 

a research project, if well executed and the feedback appropriately implemented. The 

feedback from the pilot study in this research was used to refine the research questions 

and sampling methods. 

Ethical Considerations 

Internet-mediated and online technologies have affected the way in which research is 

done. Steffen (2016) and Webster, Lewis and Brown (2013) mention the necessity of 
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issues such as gaining consent from the participants when conducting research through 

online platforms. The ethical considerations such as confidentiality, anonymity and 

informed consent were observed throughout the research (McMillan and Schumacher 

2010). Ethical clearance was granted by both universities, and then the participants were 

invited via email with all the relevant information about the research and informing 

them of their rights and the consent forms. The data were analysed truthfully without 

manipulating the participants’ views and are presented in this report in a way that their 

comments cannot be traced to identify them (Steffen 2016). 

The issue of gatekeepers in research remains relevant and is “an integral part of an 

ethical process of seeking authorisation for research” (Kay 2019, 37). Gatekeeping can 

be a big issue when research is done outside the researcher’s organisation, country or 

any external setting that require involving gatekeepers or decision makers who hold the 

keys to certain elements of the research. Fortunately, there was no negative gatekeeping 

with the two universities in this study. Following purposive and snowballing techniques 

as already discussed, the participants from Nigeria were identified by the university’s 

Directorate of Research Administration and Advancement, based on the specific 

inclusion and exclusion criteria provided by the researchers, and email invitations were 

sent to the identified participants. All the participants were informed of their rights, that 

their participation is voluntary, and that they were free to withdraw from the study at 

any time. 

Findings and Discussion 

This section presents the findings focusing on the trajectory of the Covid-19 through 

two major emerging themes with subthemes (Table 1). The 20 selected participants 

were between the ages of 35 and 67, of which 7 were males and 13 were females, and 

had between 3 and 40 years’ experience in HE. The participants included academics, 

staff from the departments that play an important role in the continuous professional 

development of staff, staff from ICT departments, and staff from various levels of 

management of the universities. 

The purpose of the study was not to compare findings, but to get a collective result of 

the Covid-19 pandemic impact on training and technology adoption of academics in 

large-scale ODL institutions in Africa. For this reason, the names and reference to the 

specific institutions have been removed, as indicated in Table 2. 

Table 1: Emerging themes from the study 

Emerging themes from the study 

Theme 1 Professional development and training of academics in 

higher education and distance education 

Theme 2 Technology adoption and use 
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Table 2: Participants (n = 20) 

Types of participant Symbol 

Academics A1 to A13 

Other participants P14 to P20 

 

Theme 1: Professional Development and Training of Academics in Higher 

Education and Distance Education 

The participants from both universities initially showed enthusiasm about the 

opportunities and future of e-learning in Africa, yet with a concern about the much-

needed training for teaching and learning, which was highlighted by the need to continue 

teaching using technology during the lockdown. Most participants believed the teaching 

staff from both universities were not equipped and well-prepared for e-learning in terms 

of digital skills. 

It appeared that some academics in both universities did not know how to use their 

computers to find materials or files and were challenged in finding information. Backing 

up files was a major effort for some or navigating the universities’ learning management 

system (LMS). One would assume that ODL lecturers should have been the most ready 

and capable of delivering education online, however, teaching and assessing in online 

environments were also found to be a major struggle for academics from both 

institutions. This led to an increase in requests from colleagues for training and refresher 

training on using the universities’ LMS platforms, as indicated by one participant from 

the training and development unit in one of the universities: 

During lockdown in March 2020, that’s where we got so much training requests for 

Microsoft teams. Microsoft Teams at [university name] was introduced in 2018, we used 

to train two, three, less than 10 people, but came March 2020 during lock down, we 

were overwhelmed with training requests, especially academics. (P18) 

Most lecturers believed that working online or using the universities’ LMS was time-

consuming, hence the LMS was not regularly used. It also appears that both institutions 

do not have e-learning policies that regulated and/or enforced transition to LMS 

teaching pre-pandemic. Nevertheless, the pandemic forced many to interact with online 

teaching tools, including administering examinations online. One of the major 

challenges identified during the Covid-19 pandemic for one university was migrating 

all examinations online, as indicated by this participant: 

. . . from an assessment point of view, we are still struggling with a lack of knowledge 

of the available tools in administering the exam, due to Covid-19; we had to interact 

with those tools in ensuring that we deliver online exams . . . the administration of the 

online examination was difficult for some to adapt to that change, so there’s a need for 

adequate training. (A4) 
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However, a participant from another university reported that the online examinations 

was not a problem for them because they have been doing online exams before the 

Covid-19: 

And when this issue of Covid-19 started, it was very easy for [university name] to go 

online and migrate, easy, no stoppage in the calendar, no stoppage in the institution . . . 

and the learning. (A6) 

The pandemic exposed everyone who did not previously try to refine or to develop skills 

and knowledge in using technology to perform their duties. This was highlighted by one 

of the participants who pointed out that 

there are a lot of professors who do not know how to share the screen and do a 

presentation [on Microsoft Teams]. (P16) 

The overwhelming increase in training requests was not only directed to those 

responsible for providing training and development services, but also to the ICT 

departments that were inundated with requests for basic functions that people should 

have ideally mastered to do by themselves, especially in ODL institutions, as indicated 

by one participant: 

That’s when you hear people needing constant support of ICT for the things which really 

do not need ICT, such as ‘my computer is not working’. Not necessarily that their 

computers are not working, it’s just that they don’t know where [or how] to find their 

information. (A3) 

Changing computer passwords, backing up files and using the university’s soft phones 

via Microsoft Teams during the pandemic were some of the things that many could not 

do, as mentioned by two participants. The lack of commitment and compulsory training 

policies were mentioned by some participants, pointing out the fact that although the 

university provided training for basic computer skills and skills to use available tools 

provided by the institution, many of these training sessions were ignored by lecturers. 

Two participants stated: 

Workshops took place and training opportunities were provided, but they were not 

compulsory. If training is not compulsory, then how do we as an institution make sure 

that people are prepared [for e-leaning]? (A1) 

The university’s LMS has always been here, but it wasn’t compulsory for lecturers to 

use it, therefore the training to use it was also not compulsory for lecturers. (P19) 

Heavy workloads and the lack of time are often given as the reasons by academics for 

not being able to attend training (Mokhtar et al. 2019). A participant said: 

The first reason is there is just too much work in our department at the moment. We are 

six academics and we have got nineteen modules. (A2) 
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However, some authors argue that unless training programmes are mandatory (and 

aligned with key performance areas), their attendance will remain skeleton (see Ödalen 

et al. 2019; Trowler and Bamber 2005). This aspect was echoed by the participants, as 

one stated: 

Well, there needs to be compulsory training, in providing support to lecturers, the issue 

is there are these many nice workshops from CPD, but they struggle with attendance to 

those workshops, but [name of institution] need to start doing what Google and 

Microsoft have started, providing certificates for basic online skills that the lecturers 

have acquired. (A4) 

However, the Covid-19 pandemic seems to have changed the perceptions towards 

training and the necessity to use the university LMS and other teaching and support 

tools. The issue of “retraining” and compulsory training were echoed by the participants 

from both institutions as a strategic support needed by lecturers with regular and training 

vital for teaching staff. One participant stated: 

. . . regular orientation and capacity building programs, training and retraining of skills, 

as you know almost every day you have new ways of doing things and technology trends 

are changing. (A8) 

Professional technology development seems to have been positively impacted and 

accelerated by the emergence of the pandemic. In this regard, Zawacki-Richter 

(2020, 218) reported that the pressure of the Covid-19 crisis “will have a positive effect 

on digital innovations in university teaching”. The participants who are involved in the 

training and development departments at both institutions reported an overwhelming 

increase in training requests by lecturers for online teaching and learning: 

We were overwhelmed with training requests . . . people are supposed to use the tools 

that the university provide, especially academics, but clearly most were not using them. 

(P18) 

. . . the big thing right now is that many of the academics, since the Covid-19 pandemic, 

have resorted to using Microsoft Teams, where before people never bothered with 

Teams. (P20) 

From the findings it became clear that academics were unable to transfer knowledge to 

students without proper digital skills., as Modise (2020, 49) confirmed, “academics 

cannot impart and transfer to learners skills they themselves do not possess.” However, 

those who were effectively using the universities’ LMS and available tools pre-Covid-

19 became leaders in training and development: 

We had champions and flowers that were flourishing that suddenly came out and helped 

through training, through mentoring and helping other colleagues how to do certain 

things. (P20) 
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Whenever I got stuck, I called her and then I stopped doing it, because I felt guilty and 

I stopped. (A2) 

This emergence of champions (academics who had experience in using technologies 

such as LMS to teach) during the pandemic proves that users’ experience has an impact 

on effort expectancy of behavioural intention (Al-Qeisi, Dennis, and Abbad 2015). 

However, the challenge with champions is that they might eventually feel overstretched 

as training other lecturers does not form part of their tasks at the university. Although 

this form of skills transfer may be instant, effective and practical, if it is not creatively 

aligned with an incentive system, the “champions” may not feel inspired and motivated 

to continue with their services. 

The reality that LMS, social media, online support for students, and the use of other 

digital media are essential motivated lecturers to seek relevant assistance and training. 

With all educational services migrating to online spaces during the lockdown, specific 

training on teaching in ODL spaces became a reality for all institutions, including the 

DE institutions (Deslandes and Coutinho 2020). One participant put it bluntly: 

Covid-19 was a good accelerator and we are starting to see interest developing within 

colleges, where academics are upskilling themselves or trying different things that they 

wouldn’t have tried to before. (A4) 

The raised expectations by HEIs and students have motivated many lecturers to 

incorporate technology use in their teaching and consequently need relevant training. 

Theme 2: Technology Adoption and Use 

Dwivedi et al. (2020) point out that the pandemic has forced many organisations to 

undergo significant transformation in a short period, particularly impacting education, 

work and life. The Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns forced many HEIs to 

migrate teaching and learning activities to online spaces, changed attitudes, and forced 

academics and learners to earnestly seek training and quickly adopt the necessary 

technology to teach and learn. Institutions learned during this pandemic that those who 

had some level of knowledge and skill in teaching with educational technology were 

much more prepared (Ferrel and Ryan 2020). However, the Covid-19 pandemic has 

generated the much-needed e-learning awareness for developing countries. The 

overnight move to online spaces facilitated the adoption and use of technologies for 

teaching and learning, as pointed out by one of the participants: 

You have to engage people when introducing change, with this Covid-19, no one 

prepared anyone for the change. We were all forced to change, whereas before Covid-

19, we needed to explain to academics why they needed to change to this new way of 

work. (P18) 

One participant alluded to the complicated nature of e-learning innovations 

implementation processes, indicating that this may ideally be a five-to-ten-year project. 
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However, institutions had to migrate teaching and learning activities online overnight. 

The pandemic acted as an accelerator and a motivator for many academics in distance 

learning institutions using e-leaning and blended systems. One participant remarked: 

To digitise three-and-a-half thousand courses, put them all online in the learning 

management system . . . You’re not going to do that overnight. (P18) 

Ferri, Grifoni and Tiziana (2020) argue that the pandemic acted as an accelerator and a 

motivator for many academics in distance learning institutions using e-leaning and 

blended systems. Many academics reportedly avoided using institutional technological 

teaching tools such as university LMS in the past. However, suddenly, the technological 

tools were needed as a vehicle to teach and support their students. 

Interestingly, age was identified by a few participants as one of the major problems why 

academics were not adopting technology as they should. One participant stated: 

. . . it is very difficult for people to try something new and to learn something new and 

then I think nowadays we are appointing more younger people in the college. But old 

people like me and some of my colleagues, you know it is hard to teach an old dog 

new . . . tricks and I have heard already they are talking of our department as the SASSA 

department, because most of us are quite old [laugh]. (A2) 

The South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) is an Agency that provides 

comprehensive social security services in South Africa (SASSA n.d.). One of the 

services is providing an older persons grant (pension) for persons not younger than 60 

years, and so SASSA is symbolically used in this department for old age. In various 

contexts age has been attributed to influencing behavioural intention to adopt and use 

technology. Research investigating technology adoption among older adults has mostly 

focused on participants who are older than 46 years (Wang, Chen, and Chen 2017), 

although Zhao, Ni and Zhou (2018), and Berkowsky, Sharit and Czaja (2017) conducted 

studies on older persons over the age of 65 years. In various contexts, however, “older 

adults’ willingness to adopt technology is associated with a variety of factors including 

the perceived value of the technology, confidence in learning the technology, and the 

perceived impact on quality of life” (Berkowsky, Sharit, and Czaja 2017, 1). Although 

purposive sampling was used, it is interesting to note that the youngest participant in 

this study was 35 years old and the overall average was 53 years. Two participants had 

this to say about age: 

I think we underestimate the age factor because if you look at the age of some senior 

lecturers and professors in other colleges, they struggle to do the required technological 

jump. So, they still feel comfortable utilising paper-based material. (A4) 

Our university’s lecturers are very old. They’re not that motivated to start something 

new. I think the younger generation is much more eager to start it, you know, and we 

can focus on them. (P19) 
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Factors such as perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, perceived impact on quality 

of life, perceived value of the technology, and the confidence in learning the technology 

have been attributed to having an impact on the final decision of older users whether to 

adopt technology or not. However, these decisions vary from context to context. There 

seems to be much hope from most participants in this study that the sudden change 

brought by the Covid-19 pandemic ignited an awakening to adopt and use technology 

for teaching duties. One participant stated: 

People are getting there, they realise that they can’t be techno-dinosaurs, and that they 

need to get up to speed. (P14) 

Theories that explain the way in which technologies are accepted and adopted by 

academics in HE and DE abound. However, a different dimension emerged and caused 

a paradigm shift in the adoption and use of technology by academics. The urgent need 

to continue providing education became the determining factor for facilitating adoption 

and use of technology. Venkatesh et al. (2003, 467) identified variables from eight 

TAMs which were “confirmed as integral features of UTAUT” (age, gender, experience 

and voluntariness) as having a significant influence on technology adoption and 

behavioural intention. From this study, it seems as if age was an inhibitory factor for 

technology adoption at these institutions. Despite this factor, the urgency to continue 

teaching and learning, and to interact with others forced academics at HEIs to 

immediately adopt and use available technology. 

Even though the lack of resources from the institutions was reported by the participants, 

many lecturers reported using their own resources to continue with their work and 

support students, which is in contrast to the UTAUT’s facilitating conditions believed 

to predict technology use. Venkatesh et al. (2003) posited that voluntariness moderates 

the relationship between social influence and behavioural intention; however, Chiu and 

Ku (2015) argued that studies that are conducted in highly volunteer-driven 

environments have shown different relationships. Although only participants aged 34 

upwards were available to participate in this study, as previously reported, lecturers, 

both male and female, of different age groups requested the training, while others were 

trying to work independently. Tan (2013, 4) defined voluntariness of use as the “degree 

to which use of the innovation is perceived as being voluntary or through one’s free 

will”. The situation thus did not give lecturers any option but to urgently and 

immediately learn to use available technology to teach and support students. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study reported on the way in which the Covid-19 pandemic accelerated training and 

technology adoption by academics in two large-scale ODL universities in Africa. 

Lecturers were overwhelmed with tasks and responsibilities when forced to migrate all 

teaching, assessment, and student support activities to their universities’ LMS, and 

reportedly requested training and support. Looking at the UTAUT’s key elements and 
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moderating variables, this study highlighted Covid-19 as one of the facilitating factors 

in adopting technology. The systematic approach that has always been recommended 

was overtaken by chaotic and spur-of-the-moment approaches that led to an increased 

adoption of technology, challenging theories of technology adoption and use as we 

know them. Both formal and informal approaches to training and development for 

digital skills were adopted, with the goal of gaining the relevant technological skills, 

evidenced by increased requests made to the training and ICT departments and the trend 

where colleagues were asking fellow colleagues for help with ICT-related issues. 

This research therefore contributes to HE and DE knowledge and research, and the 

results will enrich future practices and research on academic technology adoption and 

APD. The main contribution of this paper is that, using the UTAUT which is a 

combination of eight tested TAMs, our empirical study identified age, voluntariness of 

use and gender as unimportant moderating factors for technology adoption by 

academics during the pandemic. The findings in this study suggest that pandemics can 

be major influential moderating factors in adoption of technology in HE and DE 

contexts. 

The Covid-19 crisis might stimulate the design and development of new theories for 

future technology adoption and acceptance in HE and DE. We believe therefore that 

more research on future approaches to technology adoption of academics will be useful. 

Age-specific research may also bring insights on the way in which various age groups 

of academics within HE and DE adopt and use technology. Training of academics also 

needs to be timely, specific, relevant and appropriate for the technology being 

implemented. If not, it leaves lecturers confused and unable to use the tools to work, 

teach, learn and support their students. This is equally important for the institutions’ 

internal training programmes, and thus this study recommends that the staff in training 

and development departments also receive continued training to keep themselves 

relevant and effective when supporting the ODL academics and to design training 

programmes based on the real needs of the university’s teaching staff. To avoid any 

resistance and misunderstanding that may lead to failure, any e-learning implementation 

project should begin with an awareness and education for all of the university’s 

stakeholders, not just the academics. 

There is a need for HEIs institutions to design evaluation and monitoring strategies to 

continuously audit and assess the digital skills of their teaching staff. Training and 

development for both lecturers and students need to be relevant and timely, and 

especially aligned with the ever-changing technology. The aim of this study was to 

investigate the way in which the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdown 

accelerated training and technology adoption by academics and to document lessons 

learned for others to learn from these experiences. The research may be limited to the 

two African large-scale ODL institutions. However, the researchers believe that the 

lessons may be relevant and applicable to HEIs in similar contexts. Covid-19 forced 
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many HEIs to do things differently, however, there are opportunities and positives that 

other researchers and HEIs may gain from this research. 
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