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COVID-19 has exposed the inequalities and polarisation of South African communities and institutions 

of higher learning on the continuum of privilege. As nine social work educators, we share our reflections 

on how we traversed the higher education space during the beginning of the pandemic, using an 

autoethnography lens, with the pedagogy of discomfort and critical social work theory as the threads in 

the complex tapestry of our stories. We describe our orientations as social work educators, the successes, 

challenges, and recommendations on reimagining and reframing learning and teaching in relation to 

student-institutional relationships, boundaries and support. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Collaboration, support and the development of a community of practice are essential and meaningful in 

finding hope during a period of disaster such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In this autoethnographic 

article, nine educators employed at various higher education institutions in South Africa, from 

historically advantaged to disadvantaged, give reflective accounts of how we dealt with emotions ranging 

from anger and outrage, to a sense of helplessness, at the injustice of the roll-out of emergency remote 

online learning and teaching (EROLT). The very notion of differential segregation and stratification of 

institutions of higher learning along various dimensions that existed before COVID-19 also compounded 

the situation – for instance, the divide between rural and urban-based universities in terms of access to 

resources, as well as the structural and focal differences between research-intensive, comprehensive 

universities and universities of technology. In the main, online learning was viewed as a solution, despite 

the related concerns. 

In our professional roles as social work academics, we are guided by the following definition of social 

work, as propounded by the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and International 

Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) in 2014 (IFSW, 2021): 

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social 

change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. 

Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities 

are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humanities 

and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to address life 

challenges and enhance wellbeing.  

Because the definition of social work becomes a part of a social worker’s DNA, we could not spectate 

and suffocate while injustices were perpetuated against students and colleagues. Hence, we assumed 

collective responsibility as a community of social work academics to speak out in the social work 

academic arena and then put on paper the meaning we made of EROLT as the pandemic in South Africa 

began. We exposed our vulnerabilities and beliefs in the hope that, as we worked within a digitally 

divided society, we could strive to uphold a sense of care for the wellbeing of students and colleagues. 

The use of EROLT made us revisit where we came from, why we teach social work and the roles that 

we play in the spaces that we occupy. Social injustice, human rights violations, inequity and poverty are 

some of the aspects that disturbed and discomforted us during this process. 
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COVID-19 is not just a health concern; it affects social, psychological and financial wellbeing. While 

life came to a halt in China early in 2020, where the first case and the rapid spread of the coronavirus 

were identified, countries worldwide followed with varying lockdown measures (Mashitoa, 2020; Peters, 

Wang, Ogunniran, Huang, Green, Hunga, Quainooi, Ren, Hollings, Mou, Khomera,  Zhang, Zhou, 

Laimeche, Zheng, Xu, Jackson & Hayes, 2020). COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic in March 

2020 (World Health Organization, 2020) and governments globally took drastic steps to impose a 

lockdown in order to save lives, which led to the disruption of all systems, including higher education 

and training (Ali, 2020; Dispatchlive, 2020; Faraj, 2020; United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization, 2020). South Africa’s first COVID-19 case was reported in March 2020, and on 

15 March 2020 a national state of disaster was declared, followed by a national lockdown on 26 March 

2020 (Dispatchlive, 2020; Mhlanga & Moloi, 2020). These actions resulted in a shutdown of all higher 

education institutions and a complete disruption of the academic programme, with a move to EROLT.  

Against the backdrop of an unequal society, where there are huge disparities in South Africa between 

rich and poor post-democracy (Soudien, Reddy & Woolard, 2019), the pivot to EROLT accentuated 

social injustice and inequity (Czerniewicz, 2018; 2020). Moreover, the move to EROLT occurred within 

a context that was both complex and arduous because of existing issues of poor living conditions, high 

data costs, limited bandwidth and psychosocial factors that adversely affect students from lower socio-

economic groups (Motala & Menon, 2020; Wangenge-Ouma & Kupe, 2020). 

While scientists raced to find a vaccine and to understand the pandemic, there was a spread of literature 

on COVID-19 and how it negatively affected various facets of society, and specifically students (Behari-

Leak & Behari, 2020; Motala & Menon, 2020; Mpungose, 2020; Wilson, Tan, Knox, Ong, Crawford & 

Rudolph, 2020). The focus of studies on the impact of adopting EROLT has predominantly been on 

capturing students’ voices and reporting on how these changes affected them (Armstrong-Mensah, 

Ramsey-White, Yankey & Self-Brown, 2020; Mashitoa, 2020; Peters et al., 2020). However, the voices 

of South African social work educators have been silent, which is the gap that this article intends to fill. 

EROLT was unevenly delivered because of the divergent speeds at which universities were able to 

respond to the disruption caused by the pandemic (Kajiita, Nomngcoyiya & Kang’ethe, 2020; Motala & 

Menon, 2020; Wangenge-Ouma & Kupe, 2020). The injustice was magnified by the hastily developed 

measures taken to save the 2020 academic year. While this paper speaks about our experiences from the 

start of lockdown in 2020, our reflections include an awareness of how past injustices and inequality 

continue to affect the current situation. Our discomfort, with roots going back to before the pandemic, 

persists. Therefore, voicing our stories in this article is not only a way of showing our frustrations at how 

EROLT unfolded, but is also an opportunity for us to articulate our tacit knowledge as social work 

educators based on our lived experiences during the pandemic. 

APPROACH AND METHOD 
This article employs the methodological approach of autoethnographic research. We are not 

anthropologists; we are social workers teaching social work in higher education and training. 

Autoethnography enables first-person narratives, self-observation and self-reflection on the author’s 

experiences (Adams,  Holman Jones & Ellis, 2015). Zawadzki and Jensen (2020) argue that 

autoethnography is a relatively new design fuelled by the postmodern period (1990–1995). “The essence 

of postmodernism is that many ways of knowing and inquiring are legitimate and that no one way should 

be privileged” (Wall, 2006:2). It is a design, involving personal autoethnographic narratives, which 

facilitates an understanding of the activities in which one participates. We chose this approach because 

autoethnography is considered to be a design with emancipatory drives, and is pursued by researchers 

expressing critical feelings regarding particular issues of power (Jones & Pruyn, 2018; Zawadzki & 

Jensen, 2020). 

In this study, we analyse self-observational empirical material through the lens of the pedagogy of 

discomfort and critical social work theory. Anderson (2006) argues that autoethnographic inquiry follows 
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several rules that legitimise an analytical autoethnographic inquiry. Firstly, complete member researcher 

(CMR) status: auto-ethnographers must orient themselves (at least for significant periods of time) to 

documenting and analysing action as well as purposively engaging in it. Secondly, analytical reflexivity: 

autoethnographers-as-authors frame their accounts with personal reflexive views of the self. Their 

ethnographic data are situated within their personal experience and sense-making, and researchers should 

attempt to scrutinise the interaction between them, the environment and other social factors. Thirdly, 

narrative visibility of the researcher’s self is paramount: to be visible and active in the text is attained by 

providing a plot and the opportunity for the reader to understand the story empathically (Zawadzki & 

Jensen, 2020). Finally, commitment to theoretical analysis, the defining characteristic of analytical social 

science, involves the use of empirical data to gain insight into a broader set of social phenomena than 

those provided by the data themselves. Zawadzki and Jensen (2020) add that the analysis of empirical 

data should apply to a wider set of social phenomena. 

In retrospect, and following the steps suggested by Anderson (2006) regarding an autoethnographic 

inquiry, we initially collaborated as concerned colleagues to formulate a statement on the implications of 

EROLT for social work education. As social work educators from seven South African universities, we 

came together in solidarity, acutely aware of our privileges or lack thereof in our work spaces. We 

composed a statement for onward submission to our professional body to give expression to the injustices 

perpetrated against students and educators during this pandemic. Through our collaborative efforts, we 

observed a common thread in our experiences, consistent with the IFSW definition of social work, 

namely a concern with social justice, our wellbeing and the wellbeing of students. Therefore, nine of us 

share our reflections on how we traversed the higher education space during the initial stages of the 

pandemic. We construct our narrative from personal experiences of how COVID-19 impacted on our 

personal as well as professional lives. Central to these personal experiences is the influence of our 

underlying values and beliefs. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

As concerned social work educators representing diverse educational contexts, we explored a variety of 

theories and pedagogical approaches to guide our reflections. We identified the pedagogy of discomfort 

(Zembylas & McGlynn, 2012) and critical social work theory (Hurley & Taiwo, 2019) as most suitable 

to guide the interpretation of our reflections. The pedagogy of discomfort is a social justice education 

approach arguing that discomforting feelings are important when challenging dominant discourses that 

sustain inequalities (Boler & Zembylas, 2003). Transformation towards social justice is the aim of this 

pedagogy. Berlak (2004, as cited in Zembylas, 2015:164), asserts that, if a major purpose of social justice 

education is to unsettle cherished beliefs about the world, then some discomfort is not only unavoidable 

but also necessary. Zembylas (2015) further postulates that when teaching engenders some sort of crisis 

in the student, and when this is done with care regarding students’ wellbeing, then there is potential for 

transformation. 

Dutta, Shroll, Engelsen, Prickett, Hajjar and Green, (2016) concur that one can support the transformation 

to address inequalities and injustices through the discomfort of moving outside of one’s comfort zone. In 

South Africa the inequalities that remain between students at institutions of higher education are 

underpinned by socio-economic factors, stemming from the apartheid era. This requires a movement 

away from mere acknowledgment in policy documents to a discussion of how transformation can take 

place, and what is needed for it to take place, resulting in practical projects (Costandius & Alexander, 

2019). It was therefore necessary to give expression to our personal experiences as centred in our 

differing academic contexts. In this article, we acknowledge that such inequalities still exist among higher 

education institutions, and that epistemological transformation is needed to address these inequalities. 

Critical social work theory evolves from critical reflections. It questions past and current ways of 

perceiving and stimulates a discourse on what would be relevant in a specific context at a specific point 

in time. This theory is compatible with the pedagogy of discomfort as it aims to address those structural 

barriers that sustain injustices (Hurley & Taiwo, 2019). Both the pedagogy of discomfort and critical 
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social work theory are thus appropriate for the analysis we present in this paper. Together they provided 

a lens through which we reflected on our experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. We challenged 

the assertion that universities must continue to operate according to ‘business as usual’ practices, while 

most students from disadvantaged backgrounds fell behind in their curricula. We placed the spotlight on 

the layered injustices at disadvantaged universities which struggle to support students because of their 

limited resources and an inadequate infrastructure to deliver EROLT. We questioned how the wellbeing 

of students and staff was taken into account during the pandemic, and how the failure to acknowledge 

the inequalities between students and universities was perpetuating instead of addressing inequalities. 

We also questioned how the needs of students and the requirements of emergency online learning and 

teaching impacted on educators. Through our reflections, we attempted to create a space of discomfort 

to critically reflect on what is needed for the transformation towards a socially just system where students 

and staff experience equity and where universities strive for social justice. 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC REFLECTIONS  

Our reflections encapsulate the description of self, our reasons for teaching social work, the roles we play 

in the spaces that we occupy, and our solidarity in efforts to promote social justice while maintaining 

ethical care during our engagements with students, colleagues, friends and families. To uphold the 

principles of honesty and authenticity that are congruent with autoethnography, the authors use their real 

names as identification. 

The paradox of ‘saving the academic year’ amid the COVID-19 pandemic  

Following the COVID-19 outbreak, the academic sector came up with strategies to address the pandemic-

related challenges. In pursuit of ‘saving the academic year’, the system accelerated the shift to online 

learning in a ‘quick fix’ manner, without regard for long-term impact. While the conversation regarding 

EROLT became critical for educators like myself, drastically shifting to the level of readiness for the 

implementation of EROLT, it was concerning that this conversation appeared to overlook the plight of 

students caught amidst this situation. From the outset, it became apparent that the socio-economic 

background of the majority of students was going to be the main determinant of how quickly the 

institutions of higher learning responded to pandemic-related challenges. 

I regard myself as a social work educator who is concerned about critical reflection and student and staff 

wellbeing. I also teach because I wish to contribute to the change in students’ socio-economic 

circumstances. In advancing their circumstances, students started sending messages pleading their socio-

economic circumstances, which boiled down to their further marginalisation. These concerns could not 

be overlooked, at least when it comes to social work educators, as they motivated the need to collaborate 

with other like-minded peers with a view to making the silent voices of students and educators heard. 

The very notion of differential segregation and stratification of institutions of higher learning along 

various dimensions, which existed before COVID-19, also compounded the situation. For instance, some 

are separated along a geographical dimension (rural-based against urban-based), some are categorised as 

research-intensive against comprehensive universities and universities of technology. In the main, online 

learning was viewed as a solution, despite the related concerns. In the process, practical support, 

contextual realities and how previous marginalisation and injustices impacted on students were ignored. 

The plight of students appeared to be reduced to the mere access to devices, data and connectivity or lack 

thereof. 

The learning and teaching reality, in particular, not only for students but for some lecturers as well, tended 

to involve the need to juxtapose different related challenges, namely the existence of the pandemic, lack 

of resources and lack of expertise to undertake online learning. Overriding all three challenges has been 

the issue of the socio-economic circumstances characterising the majority of the students. While the 

academic year may appear to have been saved, I am concerned about the long-term impact. Perhaps, 

going forward, there is a need to centralise critical reflection as well as student and staff wellbeing when 

measures of EROLT are devised. (Mbongeni Sithole) 
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From thinking and saying, to reflecting and sharing, to doing and changing  

Our discussions started with one comment by a colleague who raised a concern about our ability to 

engage with the rapid change to emergency online learning and teaching, while also being affected by 

the pandemic on a personal level. Random comments followed, and then the shift came when a group 

decided to further explore what this would mean for social work education in South Africa going forward. 

I experienced this first comment as a perfect example of raising discomfort, people responding and 

subsequent critical reflection.  

Further focused discussions were based on a collaborative approach to search for meaning based on our 

experiences. We were able to draw a link between our wellbeing and the wellbeing of our students. We 

could share what we were doing to manage, and also what our institutions were doing to support our 

efforts. Much was said in the media about how the pandemic highlighted the ongoing inequalities in 

South African society, including inequalities in higher education. Representing the different institutions, 

we could openly engage in discussions regarding what it means, and critically reflect on how we, as 

social work educators, respond to social injustices experienced in our context of higher education. For 

me, the commitment to verbalise not only our concerns, but also sharing lessons learned, gave value to 

my participation. Through our initial exploration of our own diverse experiences, and our commitment 

to sharing this to stimulate ongoing discussion, I believe we contribute by asking ourselves: What is 

needed from us to operationalise social justice? For me, transformation starts through such discussions, 

but it has to go further. Our discussions identified structural changes in higher education to ensure equal 

and socially just sharing of resources, transformative supportive education frameworks for disadvantaged 

students, and ongoing discourses to include the voices of social work educators and students in 

institutional planning as aspects that need attention for transformation to take place. (Marichen van der 

Westhuizen) 

There is power in my voice, I shall not mute!  

Ten years as an academic, in the Eastern Cape, I was shaken by the inequalities, inequities, poverty and 

desperation, especially of the student and academic communities. Higher education is unequal in so many 

ways, with students travelling from all parts of the country and Africa, not enough student 

accommodation available, resulting in an array of associated social dynamics, sharing rooms, notes, food, 

devices, dense course content in an unfamiliar language, and the list continues. Basically, every other 

student is assisting another student so that they can reach the graduation finishing line. Therefore, when 

we were mandated to move learning and teaching online due to COVID-19, it was unjust to shift students 

from campuses and leave them to learn on their own. 

In addition to having no peer support, they shoulder the burden to give hope to their families back home 

by getting a university degree. As a first-generation graduate, this resonated deeply with me. For me to 

keep quiet in an environment where I teach social justice would be gravely unjust. I was not prepared to 

begin teaching online without letting the powers that be know that remote online teaching was not fair to 

students, or to academics. Having utilised all available spaces to raise my voice, I still had to run the 

academic programme online. 

This was very difficult as I had not actively used online methods before. I struggled to record narrations 

on slides. One lecture had to be cut into at least seven pieces to fit the space that was allowed, taking five 

hours of preparation. Students then accessed that ‘dumped’ content only when assessments were due. 

This use of the learning management system was counterproductive to lifelong learning. I was frustrated 

because students were suffering and my hands were tied! My colleagues were also suffering the 

consequences of this mode of teaching. They were sharing devices at home, often with their children who 

were learning online; they are living in areas that have network and connectivity challenges; they are 

caring for ageing parents as well as living with comorbidities themselves. How can this mode of teaching 

be fair and just? I do not doubt that the opportunities inherent in the remote online platform are vast, if 

we are able to better coordinate nationally, to stop what we are doing and to deliberate on how to make 

this work, with the student voices reigning supreme. After all, the students are the ones being assessed 
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on their learning; shouldn’t they tell us how to teach them? I fear that we are losing great opportunities 

to harness indigenous ways of learning and teaching by restricting ourselves to online, unequal methods 

only. (Nevashnee Perumal) 

Conflicted emotions and questions about principles of social justice, human rights and 

collective responsibility  

I recall with a great sense of clarity the first moments when the first positive case of coronavirus hit the 

headlines in South Africa. A few days later the President of the Republic spoke and we were heading for 

total lockdown. Most universities ordered students to vacate residences and return home for the lockdown 

to ensure their safety. It was not clear what would happen to academic activities. There was an immediate 

sense of urgency from universities to come up with a plan on business continuity under lockdown. My 

university was swift to act. Monitoring the fluidity of the ever-evolving situation, my university made 

the decision to move to online learning and closed its university buildings. I’ll not deny that this 

concerned me. My concerns were, firstly, I had no knowledge and experience of comprehensive online 

teaching and learning, and secondly, the technological and connectivity challenges my students were 

likely to encounter; and lastly, the high levels of socio-economic issues that would hamper students’ 

participation during the process of online teaching and learning. 

My reflection is based on these three concerns. As we continued with online teaching and learning, it 

was difficult to learn about online learning as I had limited knowledge and experience of this 

methodology. Daily, students were sending emails informing me that they could not respond to online 

activities because of a lack of technological devices and poor connectivity. Some students would inform 

me that their parents, or someone who provides support, had lost their job and their family could not 

function normally. During this experience I had conflicting emotions and questions about principles of 

social justice and human rights. I became a social worker to fight for social justice. Yet during the 

COVID-19 pandemic universities have been slow to respond to the abnormalities and injustices 

perpetuated by the pandemic. Being a social work educator, I had to ask myself what it means in action 

to fight for social justice, human rights, taking collective responsibility, and respect for the diversity 

central to social work, and approved by the IFSW General Meeting and the IASSW General Assembly 

in July 2014. (Zibonele Zimba) 

Striving for social justice during the COVID-19 pandemic  

I teach social work because I would like to influence the calibre of social workers who practise in South 

Africa and internationally, so that they can effect positive change in people’s lives. Given that the key 

function of social work is to promote social justice and social change whilst enhancing human capabilities 

and wellbeing, in my teaching I strive to ensure that students are equipped with relevant social work 

knowledge, skills and competencies. Moreover, in my teaching, I strive to create a learning environment 

where students can form connections and engage critically with social issues facing South Africa. My 

teaching philosophy is based on the principles of adult learning in which I see students as collaborative 

partners in their learning. However, this was difficult to achieve at the beginning of the pandemic and 

the imposed lockdown. Although my workload mainly focused on supervising Masters’ students who 

were learning remotely prior to the pandemic, it was challenging to maintain contact with all students, 

because everyone had to adapt to working from home while managing various other roles. 

As a social work educator, I strive for social justice. Hence, I was open and willing to engage with fellow 

academics who are not only interested in teaching and research, but are also concerned about the 

wellbeing of students. This is particularly vital during the COVID-19 pandemic which has exposed the 

already existing inequalities within the South African higher education sector. Higher education 

institutions, by their very nature, are highly stressful environments, focused on knowledge creation and 

the production of holistic and well-balanced graduates for social and economic development. With 

COVID-19, most black and poor students, who have historically been the victims of social inequalities 

on campuses, have become socially disconnected by the move to remote learning, unable to connect with 
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lecturers and classmates, which further widens the existing social, economic and technological divisions 

and disparities. Historically disadvantaged universities are worse off given that they are dealing with 

several challenges, where a significant number of students who come from marginalised communities 

are exposed to poor information technology (IT) infrastructure and experience electricity constraints, 

especially those students located in rural areas. This, in turn, has led to some of the historically 

disadvantaged institutions lagging in delivering emergency online learning, compared to the situation in 

historically advantaged institutions. This is the reality of the South African higher education landscape 

which is influenced by social, political and economic inequalities based on class, race, gender, and the 

location of institutions. (Priscalia Khosa) 

COVID-19 and EROLT exposed the existing inequalities and social injustices in higher 

education  

I teach social work because it is a profession that is strongly rooted in the tenets of human rights, social 

justice, equity and equality, and promotes the recognition of the value, worth and dignity of all people. 

We acknowledge that much has been achieved in the 27 years of the democratic dispensation in terms of 

trying to level the playing field socially, economically and politically, among other aspects of people’s 

lives. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has once more exposed the huge inequalities, the social 

injustices and the human rights violations that exist, not only socially and economically, but also in our 

higher education system. This exposure occurred when our government enforced EROLT on the entire 

education system, thus creating a two-tier education system. As usual, this gave an unfair advantage to 

already privileged institutions to continue with their teaching and learning, leaving many students from 

the historically disadvantaged institutions and communities behind and confused, as they were not ready 

and/or did not have the requisite resources to continue with their education. 

While we live in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, or we have become a society that lives in a 

technologically oriented epoch, I have never thought that our current government would allow any 

undertaking to continue without considering fundamental values of human rights, equality, equity and 

social justice in the higher education system. This is rather unfortunate as the creation of a two-tier higher 

education system between the historically advantaged and disadvantaged institutions runs counter to the 

country’s gains since the advent of the democratic dispensation in 1994. This, in my view, perpetuates 

the social injustices and inequalities that students from disadvantaged communities have had to endure 

over many decades of the apartheid system. I believe it will take more than just the provision of 

emergency online teaching and learning devices and data by the state to bridge the huge gaps that exist 

between these two-tiers of the higher education system in this country. The decision to opt for EROLT 

only served the interests of the few at the expense of the majority of poor people in this country and it is 

a decision that will go down in history as one of the moments when, once again, history has repeated 

itself. In my capacity as a black radical social worker and educator, I feel justified to at least raise my 

voice rather than keeping quiet, so continuing to be part of the society and system that condones the 

social injustices and inequalities our people are subjected to in the name of keeping the ball rolling in the 

higher education system of our country. (Thando Nomngcoyiya) 

Trying to breathe during EROLT  

I teach to make a small difference in South Africa. The pivot to EROLT in May 2020 was experienced 

by me as shallow breathing, similar to the way that the COVID-19 virus attacks your respiratory system 

and compromises the life force in the body – the breath. I had to understand the type of access my students 

had, because online teaching would be useless without access to data, Wi-Fi and hardware. Fortunately, 

the university was able to loan students devices and offer them some data. It was sad to note that these 

measures were not consistently applied in all higher education institutions. More shallow breaths were 

taken as a result of the unevenness of the roll-out process. 

While I acknowledge the affordances of blended learning, EROLT exists in a context of a broken learning 

ecosystem. From the onset of EROLT, educators scurried to make sense of the process and learnt from 

various sources while they were teaching. Course design and content were altered to ensure that 
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synchronous and asynchronous methods were used. The work days blurred into the evenings and the 

weekends. I was cloistered within my home. Work-life balance was non-existent. 

Roles merged and transformed. My roles included: teacher, wife, colleague, mother, 1st-year theory 

coordinator, sister, Chair of Teaching and Learning in the School of Human and Community 

Development, friend, grieving friend, research supervisor, neighbour, member of a group of concerned 

social work educators, aunt and member of an online support group for educators teaching group work. 

These roles offered me multiple perspectives on life during the pandemic. These roles taught me that care 

and empathy were important considerations. I realised that life is precious and we need to breathe while 

meeting various demands. COVID-19 has changed how teaching and learning occurs. The inequality of 

teaching using EROLT was socially unjust. This group of educators offered me support during the 

pandemic. (Roshini Pillay) 

Teaching and learning in the midst of COVID-19: inequality exacerbated  

Graduating with a Bachelor of Arts in Social Work and an Honours degree from a historically 

disadvantaged university, and using these qualifications as a stepping stone to acquiring a Master’s 

degree from a university abroad, taught me that your background and where you study do not determine 

where you land in life. My experiences motivated me to dedicate the past 33 years of my life to 

contributing towards addressing the inequalities in our society through training social workers who are 

willing to challenge injustice. The majority of our students come from predominantly poor families and 

under-resourced communities, but they graduate and excel in the field of social work and various 

occupations they pursue. I have always been committed to contributing to training social workers who 

not only understand global issues, but are rooted in the critical application of indigenous knowledge 

systems as well as understanding the dynamics in communities and are committed to fighting for social 

justice. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, and the drastic regulations that were promulgated to deal with it, exposed the 

inequalities in the institutions of higher learning in South Africa, despite 26 years of democracy. When 

the state of disaster was declared, universities had to shut down, with serious ramifications for all. They 

were thrust into the world of remote online teaching and learning. This new way of teaching and learning 

created serious challenges for staff and students at historically disadvantaged universities which, unlike 

the historically advantaged universities, had to speedily adapt to using technology for teaching. Most 

academics underwent training in the use of Blackboard while catching up on teaching. Some staff 

members and the majority of students did not have laptops, which compounded their problems. 

Furthermore, students had to adapt from contact to remote online teaching and learning, while contending 

with challenges associated with a lack of resources, including data or internet connectivity, coupled with 

challenging home circumstances. Both staff and students experienced personal and academic challenges 

such as blurring of work and personal space, and coping with health and financial challenges which 

negatively impacted on teaching and learning. As social work educators, we noted that management of 

institutions of higher learning and the Department of Higher Education, Science and Technology pushed 

to save the academic year despite the experiences of staff and students. This encouraged me to join 

colleagues in voicing our discomfort by raising awareness, so that the Department of Higher Education, 

Science and Technology should support institutions to develop intervention strategies and deadlines 

which are informed by their realities so that no student is left behind. (Malebo Mokone) 

The impact of COVID-19 on my teaching and learning as a social work educator  

In the turmoil of COVID-19, lecturers are experiencing extraordinary challenges, including the 

interruption of established educational programmes and routines, the quick shift from face-to-face 

teaching to online teaching, the emotional toll of isolation because of social distancing requirements, and 

uncertainty about one’s personal safety and health. 
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The unexpectedness of lockdown left very little time for me as a lecturer to lay the groundwork to teach 

students online and for students to learn online. The conversion of modules from face-to-face teaching 

to online teaching revealed a new level of under-preparedness in lecturing. As an academic, I had to 

acquire new skills and reflect on the changes required. I also continued with my research studies, and 

constantly engaged with other lecturers on teaching and learning issues. Having to multitask in addition 

to managing my personal life and my work took its toll on me, as important decisions had to be made, 

and online teaching was taking a lot of time. Being adaptive and flexible during this immense disruption 

of teaching and learning was very important and required me as a lecturer to be open-minded and creative 

in my teaching. Lessons can become routine very quickly, especially when students are left to learn in 

an open method. In a short space, I had to think innovatively and redesign an online teaching schedule. 

Making sure that learning never stopped, I also needed to make sure that the quality of learning did not 

deteriorate. The constant reminder during COVID-19 is that online teaching needs to remain student-

centred. 

Caring and support had to be normalised, given that the emotional impact of the pandemic was 

inescapable. Personal and social challenges arose and needed to be addressed in my own family 

environment, and the constant need for psychosocial support of students remained. I had to spend time 

giving such psychosocial support and alleviating the fears of students arising from the online teaching 

and learning approach, as well as the socio-economic circumstances. Communication was also critical 

for many reasons. There was no method that one could work from for online teaching and not being able 

to make use of the well-established processes and procedures of the university required constant 

communication with all students. An essential step was also listening and responding. Communication 

had to be educational, repeated and, at the same time, calm. I experienced feelings of anxiety because of 

the lack of being in contact with people, technological difficulties and ineffective communication. 

Another concern was worrying that online teaching could have an impact on the effectiveness of my own 

studies. 

COVID-19 has given rise to exceptional challenges as well as opportunities. In my experience, adapting 

theoretical lessons by making them more practical and the use of online tools served to maximise online 

engagement with students. Even though not perfect yet, this is a practical strategy for interacting and 

communicating with students. From this experience, I realised that there is still much more to be done 

before classroom face-to-face lessons can be entirely replaced with online teaching and learning. 

(Uwarren September) 

DISCUSSION  

As socially conscious social work educators representing diverse educational contexts, and with a strong 

will to uphold social justice, we coupled autoethnography with the pedagogy of discomfort and critical 

social work theory as the most suitable methodology to frame our reflections of teaching, learning and 

living during COVID-19. Acknowledging that we need to make our voices heard, we intentionally 

pursued autoethnography because it is emancipatory and provides room for expressing critical feelings 

on particular issues of power (Jones & Pruyn, 2018;  Zawadzki & Jensen, 2020). A restless tension, 

brought on by the glaring injustices of EROLT at the onset of the pandemic, descended upon us. In our 

conversations as EROLT was unfolding, we could not keep quiet and remain complicit while observing 

the social injustices against disadvantaged students and fatigued academic staff. 

We recognise our privilege of occupying academic positions, which are inherently powerful, yet our own 

disadvantages within this position of power are also very real. We confronted issues such as not being 

able to readily deliver EROLT because we lacked the skill set, the devices and sufficient connectivity at 

resource-scarce institutions. In addition, our own living conditions, reduced work-life boundaries and 

mental health were strained during this period. Feelings of discomfort and agitation began suffocating 

us, so we used the pedagogy of discomfort to frame our reflections. We concur that a social justice 

educational approach acknowledges that discomforting feelings are important when challenging 

dominant discourses that sustain inequalities (Boler & Zembylas, 2003). We recognise the progress made 
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by South Africa’s transition to democracy and the many gains to redress the structural imbalances, but 

we would be remiss not to also register our discomfort and feelings of betrayal in structures, as evidenced 

in our reflections. 

The chasm of inequalities that still exists between students at institutions of higher education is rooted in 

socio-economic factors prevailing since the apartheid era (Spaull, 2013). The two-tier education system 

of advantaged and disadvantaged institutions was given renewed life during the COVID-19 period, and 

politicians irresponsibly touted the Fourth Industrial Revolution as an opportunity for education, when 

in our country the digital divide between privilege and poverty widened. Berlak (2004, as cited in 

Zembylas, 2015:164) asserts that if a major purpose of social justice education is to unsettle cherished 

beliefs about the world, then some discomfort is not only unavoidable but also necessary. Dutta et al. 

(2016) concur that one can support the transformation process to address inequalities and injustices 

through the discomfort of moving outside of one’s comfort zone. As a collective, committed to 

transformative socially just education, we intentionally decided not to dilute our voices with those of 

several authors from other publications as reference points. Here, we share our experiences in our own 

voices, asserting the power of voice. 

As Mbongeni Sithole says: 

While this conversation about EROLT became critical for educators like me, it was even more 

concerning that it appeared to be the overlooking of the plight of students amid this situation 

and that the conversation drastically shifted from the level of readiness of how EROLT had to 

be done. From that very onset, it became apparent that the socio-economic background of the 

majority of students was going to be the main determinant on how quickly the institutions of 

higher learning responded to pandemic-related challenges. 

Sithole’s words echo the shock and dismay we felt when confronted by the inequalities, inequities, 

poverty, and desperation of the communities at large, but more especially the student and academic 

communities. We also express our displeasure about the move of higher education to EROLT in response 

to COVID-19 without due regard for the socio-economic circumstances of the majority of students. We 

see this as history repeating itself because poor students now seem to be experiencing the same challenges 

we experienced during apartheid. In addition, EROLT distanced students from each other, yet we know 

that during contact teaching and learning, students do support each other in the spirit of ubuntu, so that 

they can reach the finish line. 

Similarly, other reflections reveal their concerns with COVID-19, as most black and poor students, who 

have historically been the victims of social inequalities on campuses, have become socially disconnected 

by the move to EROLT, unable to connect with lecturers and peers, which widens the existing social, 

economic and technological divisions and disparities further. We register our deep concerns about the 

desperate situation of disadvantaged universities who are worse off given that they are dealing with 

several challenges, where a significant number of students from marginalised communities are exposed 

to poor IT infrastructure, and experience electricity constraints, especially those located in rural areas. 

Furthermore, an extension of the ethic of care underpinned our practice where our role extended beyond 

just being educators. We became counsellors who spent time giving psychosocial support and alleviating 

the fears of students stemming from EROLT, aggravated by COVID-19. As human beings, we too had 

to deal with feelings of anxiety, being distanced from our collegial and family support, facing 

technological difficulties, and having to deal with ineffective communication.  

As we provide these significant and unique voices of reason on the rollout of EROLT in South Africa, 

we cannot help but appreciate the strong influence of the pedagogy of discomfort and critical social work 

theory as the combined guiding theoretical lens for conveying our thoughts and experiences in this article. 

Together they provided a lens through which we, as social work educators, reflected on our experiences 

during the COVID-19 pandemic and challenged the assertion that universities must continue to operate 

from a standpoint of ‘business as usual’, while most students from disadvantaged backgrounds continued 
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to be left behind, and previously disadvantaged universities struggled to support disadvantaged students 

despite the limited resources available for the rollout of EROLT. 

Conclusion and recommendations 
Inherent in the definition of social work is the notion that social justice, human rights, collective 

responsibility and respect for diversities are key principles central to social work (IFSW, 2021). As 

educators within a community of practice, we took a collective responsibility to offer our views on 

EROLT (Lave, 1991). We found it befitting to advocate and uphold these principles enshrined in the 

definition of social work to ensure that every author’s voice is given equal status. In contrast to the 

acquisition of knowledge and a teacher-learner dyad, reflections in this article developed as part of a 

relational participation in social communities, which is about learning together and from each other 

(Pyrko, Dörfler & Eden, 2017). 

Participation in a community of practice with other academic voices on the impact of EROLT during 

COVID-19 served to develop insight into the impact of this pandemic in higher education.  Our 

reflections revealed an increased workload and poor recognition of wellbeing for educators and students. 

With EROLT, work-life balance became a myth. We cannot stop learning and teaching, but we ought to 

be responsible, just, ethical and aware of how we deliver learning in a South African context, keeping in 

mind the current realities of inequalities. 

In the words of Marichen van der Westhuizen:  

There is a need for rapid structural changes; equitable sharing of resources; ongoing 

discourses in transformative education frameworks; and amplifying social work educator and 

student voices in institutional planning. 

Our conclusions led to the following recommendations, which we will present together with our 

motivations: 

Social justice has to do with principles of fairness, equity, inclusion and equality.  Future trends require 

educators to be vigilant to guard against income and gender inequality and widening of the digital divide 

amongst students and between the different HEI’s in South Africa. These principles support the 

operationalising of social justice and placing human rights at the centre.  Therefore we recommend that:  

• Research is undertaken in terms of student access and student success to warrant different ways to 

disrupt the structural inequalities; 

• There is a national collaborative advocacy network of all universities and their students which enable 

fair and equitable distribution of resources as a long-term outcome;  

• All academics, support staff and students collaborate in developing EROLT pedagogical tools and 

skills that support learning for student success. Because many students and staff are struggling alone 

and feel isolated through EROTL, this will assist in building critical thinking skills amongst students 

and create a community practice beyond online teaching and learning; 

• The lack of resources at historically disadvantaged institutions is addressed immediately to close the 

inequalities gap between South African universities. COVID-19 has demonstrated that adopting a 

long-term approach to addressing inequalities is no longer an option; 

• There is fair discrimination in respect of resource allocation to historically disadvantaged South 

African universities. This allocation of resources should also include students from lower socio-

economic backgrounds who are studying in advantaged institutions. Doing this will realise the 

principle of equity. 

The lessons learned during the pandemic must be used to guide transformation processes in higher 

education and in institutions generally. With a specific focus on social work education and training, we 

share a commitment not only to teach the principles of social justice, human rights, collective 
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responsibility and respect for diversity, but also to actively promote them in practice. In this regard, we 

recommend that: 

• Authentic inclusive national conversations are initiated with student populations on the EROLT 

rollout to address their concerns and hear their voices; 

• Transformational processes should centre the voices of academic, administrative staff and students 

in institutional planning to ensure that changes are made to learning and teaching;  

• Education and training includes a deep reflection by social work departments regarding their position 

and roles in higher education institutions on the implementation of institutional transformation 

agendas. This will require active and continued critical reflection, embedded in the pedagogy of 

discomfort and the ethic of care which is intended to result in epistemological transformation; 

• Further research be conducted on managing in higher education during crises and pandemics. 

Diversity must be foregrounded and valued, and collective decision making should be actively practised, 

so that: 

• The historical influences on the wellbeing on the South African peoples, as well as the socioeconomic 

injustices that continue to exist, are challenged and addressed. In this way, a fair and just society can 

be built within the higher education context; 

• There is a disruptive reconceptualisation of geographical boundaries that separate students. This will 

ensure greater access to resources and facilities. 

To recognise the wellbeing of educators, students and support staff as critical to academic success, we 

recommend that: 

• The biopsychosocial wellbeing of educators, students and support staff be placed on the agenda of 

all higher education institutions to ensure that students and staff will flourish; 

• There should be better understanding of increased workload for educators when using EROLT 

approaches which impact on work-life balance negatively.  
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