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Abstract
Covid-19 has disrupted normal working conditions as people were not allowed to assemble in one place. There is a limit 
that is placed on the number of people congregating in public areas, and these measures also affect the education system 
worldwide. The purpose of the study was to explore nursing students’ experiences in a historically disadvantaged rural-based 
university on the impact of Covid-19 on teaching and learning. The study employed an exploratory-descriptive qualitative 
design among nursing students who were purposively sampled to participate in the study. A qualitative self-administered 
open-ended online google form was used to collect data. Thematic analysis was employed for this study. All ethical measures 
were respected during this study. Interviews were conducted with 68 participants, including 12 undergraduate second-year 
students, 7 third-year students, and 49 fourth-year students. A total of 51 females and 17 males participated in this study. The 
study yielded several themes, including participants’ expression of their experiences related to teaching and learning during 
the national lockdown, participants' views on the impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning/research, and Participants 
suggested sustainable strategies to promote teaching and learning during the national lockdown. In conclusion, the role of 
preceptors in all clinical areas should be strengthened to improve clinical teaching and learning. The researchers recommend 
strengthening collaboration among university lecturers for sharing ideas and finding innovative solutions appropriate for 
handling any pandemic that threatens teaching and learning processes.
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What do we already know about this topic?
•• Covid-19 disrupted the normal educational processes.
•• The national COVID-19 lockdown negatively impacted access to teaching and learning, affordability, and reliability 

of the internet data for nursing education in specific areas

How does your research contribute to the field?
•• This paper provides the teaching and learning experiences for nursing students at a historically disadvantaged 

University.

What are your research’s implications toward theory, practice, or policy?
•• The University needs to put more resources and innovative strategies to facilitate effective online teaching and 

learning.
•• The introduction of a new learning modality should be accompanied by a thorough orientation of both learners and 

lecturers to facilitate effective learning.
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Introduction

Covid-19 has disrupted normal working conditions as people 
were not allowed to assemble in 1 place. There is a limit that 
is placed on the number of people congregating in public 
areas, and these measures also affect the education system 
worldwide.1 Regular class attendance was disrupted, and 
educational systems had to come up with innovative alterna-
tive methods of teaching and learning in a bid to rescue the 
academic activities and calendar.1-6 In response to the  
Covid-19 restriction, the South African Department of 
Higher Education had to implement policies and guidelines 
for the higher education institutions. This saw the Education 
system moving to online teaching and learning to free up 
institution capacities and access learners, teachers, and par-
ents.7-10 However, not all learners have equal access to digital 
devices and the internet, affecting how this interaction is 
achieved.7-9,11-14 The move to online learning tested the insti-
tution of higher learning readiness to advance the use of 
technology in teaching and learning, which was impera-
tive.1,2 The move to online teaching and learning platforms 
introduced various perceptions, advantages and disadvan-
tages and some difficulties among all stakeholders.

Online learning help to facilitate communication between 
academics, especially when contact is impossible; however, 
this view received differing receptions from all stakehold-
ers.15-19 As others portrayed negative attitudes toward online 
learning, others fully supported it.16 These online learning 
features include whiteboards, chat rooms, quizzes, and dis-
cussion forums.20,21 These features allow discussions 
between academics and students in pursuit of achieving their 
teaching and learning goals.20 However, within the nursing 
sphere, nursing education was heavily impacted by the 
Pandemic and reduced contact between nursing students and 
facilitators.22-24 Some of the issues found in other contexts 
outside South Africa were reduced mobility to the healthcare 
facilities for practice purposes, reduced number of nursing 
staff within the unit, electricity supply, reception and con-
nectivity issues, and the ability to use the online learning 
platforms effectively.22-24 The COVID-19 lockdown nega-
tively impacts access to, affordability, and reliability of the 
internet for nursing education in certain areas. Furthermore, 
the national lockdown affected nursing education, which was 
characterized by intense contact learning classes and practi-
cal sessions requiring hands-on activities.

The nursing qualification is mainly based on the integra-
tion between theory and practice. This integration has been 
seen to suffer the blow of the COVID-19 Pandemic as rapid 
changes were effected to promote continuity and progression 
of studies. In response to the Covid-19 restrictions, the 
University of Venda also introduced online teaching and 
learning to save the academic year and achieve educational 
goals. Online teaching and learning platforms were strength-
ened, and more were introduced. These platforms included 
blackboard, Microsoft teams, Moodle, zoom, WhatsApp, to 
name a few. Given the speed and magnitude of change that 
COVID-19 Pandemic, many challenges had been verbalized 
concerning COVID-19 restrictions and the nationwide lock-
down. Nursing students are also affected by these changes. 
Given the practical nature of their qualification, it was deemed 
necessary to explore their experiences and perceptions of the 
recent new normal. It is against this background that research-
ers conducted a study to explore the experiences of online 
teaching and learning by nursing undergraduate students.

Methods

Design

The study employed an exploratory-descriptive qualitative 
design. This design offered the researchers a platform to 
understand nursing students' experiences during the national 
COVID-19 lockdown. In addition, this design uses partici-
pants' narratives to best articulate and understand the phe-
nomenon of interest, especially when the issue is poorly 
understood.25,26 Accordingly, this descriptive qualitative 
design was proper to understand students' experiences 
regarding teaching and learning during the national lock-
down. Furthermore, qualitative descriptive research “is 
designed to provide a picture of a situation as it naturally 
happens,”27 which this study sought out.

Setting

The study was conducted among nursing students at the 
University of Venda. The University of Venda is one of the 26 
public universities in South Africa. It is mainly a historically 
disadvantaged institution (HDI) with 1 main campus based in 
Thohoyandou town and has 4 faculties schools, including 
Faculty of Health Sciences; Humanities, Social Science and 
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Education; Management, Commerce and Law; and Science, 
Engineering and Agriculture. It has approximately 15 500 
registered undergraduate and postgraduate students. The 
University of Venda is populated with mostly students from 
Limpopo and Mpumalanga. The majority of these students 
come from low to middle-class family backgrounds. In addi-
tion to this, there are geographical complexities as most come 
from remote and underdeveloped communities. Furthermore, 
the academic, administrative, and support staff of approxi-
mately 800 is employed at the University of Venda.28 The 
map showing the study area is presented in Figure 1.

Sampling and Participants

Purposive sampling was employed to select nursing students 
meeting inclusion criteria of (i) being a registered nursing stu-
dent at the University of Venda, (ii) undergraduate students, 
(iii) both male and female nursing students participating in 
online learning, and (iv) willing to participate in the study 
voluntarily. About 68 undergraduate nursing students partici-
pated in the study. The participants were from the Department 
of Advanced Nursing Sciences, under the Faculty of Health 
Sciences. The sample size was determined by data saturation 
described by Mason,29 attained at student number 23; how-
ever, further submissions were analyzed for the surety of satu-
ration and trustworthiness of the study. Hence the total sample 
size was 68 undergraduate nursing students.

Data Collection

Data were collected from 25 March to 30 August 2020 
through a qualitative open-ended online google form that was 

self-administered and sent via email, SMS, and WhatsApp 
media. Google form is a cost-effective method that can reach 
many respondents who are in different areas.30,31 The online 
form was developed based on literature and was validated by 
experts (i.e., professional Nurses and Researchers). This 
method was chosen as an effective way of collecting in-depth 
information from a wide range of participants who cannot 
attend face-to-face semi-structured interviews,31 given the 
COVID-19 restrictions. Furthermore, anonymity and confi-
dentiality were ensured as the data collection method discour-
ages potential biases associated with face-to-face interaction. 
The open-ended questions encourage students to open up and 
provide in-depth details about their experiences, views, and 
perceptions without interruptions.32

The interview guide was composed of study details, 
demographic details, and 4 open-ended questions. The study 
focused on answering the following open-ended questions, 
What are your experiences regarding undergraduate learn-
ing (theoretical and practical) during the national lock-
down? What are the prospects and challenges regarding 
measures put in place to promote learning in undergraduate 
nursing? What is the impact of COVID-19 on your under-
graduate nursing learning and research? And What are the 
possible applicable/favourable and sustainable strategies 
that can be utilized as a way forward to promote uninter-
rupted undergraduate nursing teaching and learning within 
the University? The study data collection tool was pretested 
and validated before data collection.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was done through thematic analysis, following 
familiarization, code generation, theme development, 

Figure 1. Study setting.
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reviewing and defining the themes, and finally writing the 
study.33 Thematic analysis was chosen for its systematic 
approach and procedures that are clearly described with yield 
rich descriptive analysis from raw data. Therefore, this 
inductive approach was followed, the research team (ML, 
MOP, MT, LM, LRT, and MMT) identified themes indepen-
dently from the data obtained from open-ended questions. In 
addition, the data from open-ended questions ranged from a 
few texts to long paragraphs.

Further, these coded items were grouped into 4 main 
themes and 8 subthemes through consensus by the research 
team. To ensure credibility, the researchers coded the data 
independently before reaching a consensus.34 Furthermore, 
dependability and confirmability were facilitated by providing 
detailed research methods and a clear audit trail. We enhanced 
credibility, dependability, reflexibility, confirmability, and 
applicability by encouraging interdisciplinary discussions 
between nursing, psychology, and public health. This prompted 
the research team members to analyze data through a wide 
range of disciplinary and professional lenses. Thus, this pro-
cess allowed for triangulation of perspectives, enabling 
research team members from different cultural, academic, age 
and gender backgrounds to input meaningfully into the pro-
cess and build empirical and conceptual generalizability.

Results

This study was conducted in 2020 from July to September 
after the national lockdown in South Africa. The education 
system moved from face-to-face contact learning to online 
learning, a new experience for both academics and students. 
The study data was collected online, where participants 
responded to the semi-structured interview. A total of 68  
participants were interviewed with the following categories: 
undergraduate second year 12; undergraduate third year 7; 
and undergraduate fourth year/honors 49. Among these par-
ticipants, 51 were females, and 17 were males. The following 
Table 1 shows the demographic distribution of participants.

Emerging Themes, Subthemes, and 
Categories

The data from all participants yielded 3 main themes, which 
are participants' expression of their experiences related to 
teaching and learning during the national lockdown; partici-
pant’s views on the impact of COVID-19 on teaching; and 
learning/research, and participants suggested sustainable 
strategies to promote teaching and learning during the 
national lockdown. From the 3 main themes, 5 subthemes 
emerged, which were positive experiences of teaching and 
learning during lockdown; negative experiences of teaching 
and learning during lockdown; the negative impact of 
COVID-19 on teaching and learning, the negative impact of 
COVID-19 on teaching and learning; and participants sug-
gested strategies to promote teaching and learning during the 

national lockdown. Table 2 shows the themes, sub-themes, 
and categories that had emerged from the data.

Theme 1: Participant’s Expression of their 
Experiences Related to Teaching and Learning 
During National Lockdown

Participants described their experiences related to teaching 
and learning during the lockdown and being negative and 
positive. However, from these descriptions, it has been iden-
tified that most of their experiences were negative with few 
positive experiences. Two sub-themes emerged from the 
central theme: Positive experiences of teaching and learning 
during the lockdown and Negative experiences of teaching 
and learning during the lockdown.

From this central theme, 1 participant said:

“lockdown affected us a lot like the idea of studying from home 
was new to us. We had to teach ourselves how to use the different 
software and system. The Pandemic did not give us time. It was 
difficult to use our cell phones as we did not have computers, 
and data was also a problem. Sometimes we lost connection 
during the lessons. This wasn’t easy. However, we have become 
more computer literate, and it now feels good” P34, F, 17 years.

Sub-theme 1.1: Negative Experiences of 
Teaching and Learning During Lockdown

Almost all the participants related negative teaching and 
learning experiences of being on national lockdown. These 
adverse experiences are attributed to the lack of preparation, 
as the COVID-19 restriction caught them off guard without 
prior arrangements. One of the participants said:

“It is challenging to study from home. The parents and siblings 
expect you to participate in the household chores fully, and they 
don’t understand if you spend your day watching the cell phone 
the think that you are chatting to your friends. There is also 
noise within the household and from the neighbours. Connectivity 
is also a problem, and data is expensive . . ." P5, F, 17 years.

The following are the different categories that emerged 
from data: Difficult to concentrate when at home; Lack of 
materials to be used as reference; Poor functioning connec-
tivity; Poor communication from lecturers and Uncertainty 
related to time to resume contact lessons.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants.

Level of Education
Number of 
Participants

Gender

Male Female

Undergraduate 2nd year 12  8  4
Undergraduate 3rd year  7  4  3
Undergraduate 4th year/honors 49 39 10
TOTAL 68 51 17
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Difficult to concentrate when at home. Most of the participants 
expressed having had trouble when attending classes from 
home. They related how their parents and siblings did not 
understand when they sometimes could not perform chores 
because they were attending class or reading. The family 
members felt that they were hiding behind the fact that 
classes were in session most of the time. Another factor that 
made attending classes from home was a noise within the 
household as younger children wanted to play, and the noise 
was uncontrollable; this also included irregular visitors. This 
is what participants said:

“It is challenging to attend classes from home. Some chores are 
done every day, and my siblings, including my mother, [who] 
want me to join and assist. This is not possible as in someday I 
have long classes from different academics” P40, F, 20 years.

“My neighbourhood is very noisy as my home is next to the 
tavern. If I want to have a successful class, I will go to my 
grandparents' house, which is far. Besides the tavern, I also have 
little brothers and sisters who always want to play, and they 
can’t be quiet for a long time” P44, M, 20 years.

Lack of materials to be used as reference. The lack of materials 
to be used as reference was a problem as participants could 
not refer their work to different sources because they could 
not access the library. Searching the internet was almost 
impossible because of unavailable data. This is compounded 

by the fact that most students are from low-income families 
who cannot afford basic living requirements.

One participant said:
“my parents are not working, and their source of income 

is from my grandparents, it is impossible to buy data for me 
every time, and this data gets finished so quickly, one cannot 
manage, there were times that I would go and sit outside 
KFC to access their free Wi-Fi, which is also difficult as I 
need to pay for the taxi” P47, M, 19 years.

Poor functioning connectivity

Most of the participants expressed how internet connectivity 
consistently disrupted teaching and learning. This was said 
to be worse because there was always load shading. It was 
said that sometimes other people would connect who are in a 
different area and others could not connect. This was said to 
interfere with teaching and learning and make another group 
ahead of other groups. Some academics also echoed this 
problem and indicated that load shading inhibited their 
scheduled time because they resided in different places. Load 
shedding was not occurring simultaneously in different 
areas, making it difficult for them to have an entire class, and 
repeating classes was time-consuming and tiresome. One 
participant verbalized this:

“load shading of electricity by Eskom is a major problem. 
The lecturer will set up a class for a specific time, and the 

Table 2. Themes, Sub-Themes, and Categories.

Themes Sub-Themes Categories

1. Participant’s expression of their 
experiences related to teaching and 
learning during national lock down

1.2 Negative experiences of teaching and 
learning during lockdown

1.1.1 Difficult to concentrate when at home
1.1.2 Lack of materials to be used as reference
1.1.3 Poor functioning connectivity
1.1.4 Poor communication from lecturers
1.1.5 Uncertainty related to time to resume 

contact lessons
1.1 Positive experiences of teaching and 

learning during lockdown
1.2.1 Ability to adapt to new ways of learning
1.2.2 Able to receive prepared notes via 

e-mail
1.2.3 Learning going very well

2. Participant’s views on the impact of 
COVID-19 on teaching and learning/
research

2.1 Negative impact of COVID-19 on 
teaching and learning

2.1.1 Academic work lagging
2.1.2 Difficult to collect information due to 

restrictions
2.1.3 Missed practical hours
2.1.4 No contact with lecturers

2.2 Positive impact of COVID-19 on 
teaching and learning

2.2.1 Change in the way learning takes place

3. Participants suggested sustainable 
strategies to promote teaching and 
learning during the national lockdown.

3.1 suggested strategies 3.1.1 Establishment of better user friendly 
software and systems

3.1.2 Conduction of regular workshops
3.1.3 provide students with equipment’s to 

use timeously
3.1.4 Allow student to access the campus
3.1.5 Help struggling students
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class will never take place in other areas as the load shed-
ding schedule is different for different areas. You will find 
that the class did take place for students in other areas and 
not take place in some areas which makes us not to be on the 
same level and catch up very difficult” P14, F, 18 years.

Poor communication from lecturers. Poor communication was 
said to be one major problem experienced by students. The 
students expressed their frustrations related to poor commu-
nication from academics. They noted that communication 
was often late, which prevented good planning from their 
side. The activities were also not to be well-coordinated as 
there would often be clashes in class attendance or writing of 
tests. One academic confirmed this by saying that conflicts 
were often experienced as academics did not follow a well-
structured timetable.

One second-year student said:

“the academics communicate at the last minute, making it 
difficult to plan our work. There were clashes which show that 
there was also no communication between the academics. You 
end up not knowing which class you need to attend. Some 
academics would schedule classes in the evening, leaving us 
with no time to read” P15, M, 17 years.

Uncertainty related to time to resume contact lessons. Partici-
pants expressed how they felt when they could not tell when 
they were going to resume contact lessons. This was mainly 
expressed by students who experienced connectivity prob-
lems. They explained how they would often wait for the Uni-
versity’s announcement about the resumption of normal 
academic activities. The student felt that the extended lock-
down interfered with their educational activities leading to a 
high failure rate.

This is what 1 participant said:

“we would patiently follow the news about the resumption of 
normal academic activities, and this could not come. You know 
sometimes you need somebody to hold your hand and explain 
things that are not well understood” P40, F, 20 years

Sub-theme 1.2 Positive Impact of COVID-19 on 
Teaching and Learning

Data revealed that a few participants viewed online teaching 
and learning as having a positive impact. They explained 
how the new mode of teaching and learning is exciting as 
they learn at their own pace and learn new things every day. 
The category that emerged from this sub-theme is the follow-
ing: Change in the way learning occurs.

Change in the way that learning takes place. Participants 
expressed their positive views on how learning is taking 
place. It was explained that the best thing was that the les-
sons were recorded, and they could replay to enhance under-
standing. It was exciting because they were continuously 

exposed to something they were not expecting. Hands-on the 
digital world was said to be the most exciting part. One of the 
participants said:

“We learn new ways of getting information and manoeuvring 
the exciting software. Remember we are in the 4th industrial 
revolution, and now we are learning the same way as students 
from the well-resourced institution” P14, F, 17 years.

Theme 2: Participants’ Views on the Impact of 
COVID-19 on Teaching and Learning/Research

The impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning was said 
to be both negative and positive. The negative implications 
ranged from lagging work, especially in courses where the 
student is expected to complete specified hours of clinical 
work by accreditation bodies. There were also concerns from 
the students who were conducting research, and the concerns 
were mainly about their inability to collect data and conse-
quently extension of the academic year.

One participant verbalized this:

“I planned to finish my studies this year so that I can start 
working and help my parents financially next year, but I don’t 
see this happening as I’m behind with my practical hours as 
required by the South African Nursing Council. I’m very worried 
about the thought of extending my academic year, and this year 
was a disaster . . .” P12, F, 19 years.

From this central theme, the following sub-categories 
emerged: Negative impact of COVID-19 on teaching and 
learning and Positive impact of COVID-19 on teaching and 
learning.

Subtheme 2.1: Negative Impact of COVID-19 on 
Teaching and Learning

Most of the nursing students described the negative impact 
as detrimental to their mental health. They felt that they were 
always scared of contracting the disease while on practicals 
and feared losing the academic work. Their theoretical work 
progress is plodding, which is also compounded by poor 
connectivity. This is what the 19-year-old female 4th-year 
student said:

“I think most of us are frustrated because we are unsure 
of the future. The infection rates are going up every day, 
which means that we will not go to campus very soon. The 
pace at which we are being taught is also very slow, and we 
rarely go for practicals which are also an important compo-
nent of our learning” P12, F, 19 years.

Academic work lagging. The students’ academic work was 
described as lagging. This is said to be related to poor con-
nectivity and clashes in the scheduling of classes as the aca-
demics are no longer following the regular timetable like 
when we are on campus. The students also said that the lack 
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of laptops was also a problem as they always use their cell 
phones to connect, and always difficult to read the fine print 
from the cell phone. Some students expressed how difficult it 
is to understand what they are being taught when the lecturer 
is not there to explain the problem further. This is what  
1 participant said:

“With theory, it’s tough for me to understand everything as  
I prefer being taught in class and being able to ask questions 
. . .” P31, F, 22 years.

Difficult to collect information due to restrictions. During the 
national lockdown, a participant described how complex col-
lecting data for their research projects was. The lockdown 
regulation prohibited meetings and movement, which made 
them suspend data collection for their fourth-year research 
projects. Participants’ description of problems related to data 
collection was also compounded by their fear of contracting 
the disease during data collection.

This is what some participants said.

“Anxiety has become my friend. I always think of the possibility 
of being infected when collecting data as such. I felt 
uncomfortable being around other people” P10, F, 23 years.

“It is hard and depressing. Especially because I am disadvantaged 
financially and on the issue of network.” P50, F, 22 years.

Missed practical hours. All participants were nursing students 
whose teaching and learning involve the integration of the-
ory and practice. The practical component forms an integral 
part of their training, and to qualify as a nurse, they are 
required to achieve a certain number of clinical hours. This 
was said to be impossible to achieve because of restrictions. 
Sometimes they could not go to the clinical areas because the 
students were not provided with protective clothing, includ-
ing the restrictions on the movement of people. The approved 
clinical sites were also said to be away from their homes, 
which made access to the clinical sites impossible. These are 
some of the quotes from the participants.

“It is difficult to cover practical work more than theoretical 
work online” P19, F, 23 years.

“I had been frustrated, scared and hopeless as the degree is 
mainly practical” P1, M, 24 years.

“We lost many hours on practicals due to Covid-19, our research 
is behind because we haven’t done data collection due to social 
distancing, on the theory we were unable to learn more from the 
lectures due to Covid-19.” P44, F, 20 years

“It was difficult to meet our learning outcomes theoretically and 
practically.” P61, M, 22 years.

“Practically, we face the challenge of not having enough 
personal protective equipment (PPEs).” P21, M, 24 years.

No contact with lecturers. Participants explained the diffi-
culty they encountered when they could not have physical 

contact with their lecturers. Some of the participants describe 
how uncomfortable they were to discuss specific issues in 
the presence of other students during online learning. They 
felt that this exposed them to their poor grasp of the content. 
Meanwhile, they booked an appointment during the normal 
learning period and discussed their problems alone with their 
teachers.

This is what 1 student said,

“It is challenging to ask the question when being taught online. 
The other students always complain that you are wasting time as 
the lesson then move very slow when the lecturer explains, their 
grumbling makes you uncomfortable and becomes hesitant 
when one wants to ask a question” P32, F, 19 years.

Subtheme 2.2: Positive Impact of COVID-19 on 
Teaching and Learning

Besides the negative impact described by the participant, 
positive responses have also described the impact of  
COVID-19 national lockdown on teaching and learning. The 
subtheme that came out of the data was changed in the way 
of learning.

Change in the way learning takes place. Participants expressed 
excitement concerning the new way of learning, which was in 
line with the fourth industrial revolution. They said that using 
technology puts them in a good position for the future. They 
said that the future would be digitalized, and this form of learn-
ing does prepare them for the future. One participant said:

“Is that, with technology, nothing can stop us from securing our 
future.” P23, F, 21 years.

Theme 3: Participants Suggested Sustainable 
Strategies to Promote Teaching and Learning 
During the National Lockdown

Participants suggested different strategies to solve the prob-
lems they are experiencing about teaching and learning dur-
ing the national lockdown. Few of the participants felt that 
there is a need to establish a user-friendly software or system 
that is less costly. Almost all the participants also suggested 
the supply of necessary tools. The participants also felt that 
access to the campus could allow students in areas without 
connectivity and those struggling. From this central theme, 
the following sub-themes emerged: Suggested strategies.

Subtheme 3.1: Suggested Strategies

Participants suggested different which are the following: 
Establishment of better user-friendly software and systems; 
Conduction of regular workshops; Provide students with 
equipment to use timeously; Allow student to access the 
campus and Help struggling students.
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Establishment of better user-friendly software and systems. Par-
ticipants suggested that the University could benchmark the 
different user-friendly software available. This was said to 
help all the students, especially those who are not computer 
literate. The University was also advised to use the informa-
tion system department on campus to check if they cannot 
develop a much cheaper product that can be easily accessible 
on the university website without demanding data. These are 
some of the quotations from the participants:

“You know it is so difficult to use some of the programs they are 
using. With the zoom, you are often timed out before you can 
even ask questions . . . . .” P43, M, 21 years.

“We have a department doing programming at this University. 
Why can’t these people develop some systems built in to reduce 
costs? You know most of us are from poor backgrounds . . .” 
P30, F, 19 years.

Conduction of regular workshops. It was further suggested that 
the students need a regular workshop on using these pro-
grams. This was prompted by the fact that there is much 
information on these programs if teaching and learning are 
expected to be helpful. One participant said:

“We need a lot of orientation and follow-up workshops because 
these programs have a lot of features that one needs to be 
conversant with to use it successfully. Like how to get notices, 
upload, notes and many more” P13, M, 20 years.

Provide students with equipment to use timeously. Participants 
explained how difficult it was for them to get the necessary 
equipment for online learning. Before receiving their lap-
tops, they relied on their cell phones for connection. This was 
said to be even worse for students who did not have smart-
phones and living in areas with bad connectivity. This is 
what some of the participants said:

“It took us a long time to get the laptops and data to assist us 
with our learning. It was so difficult because I don’t have a 
smartphone, and I relied on my friend who could send me a 
message about what had been done. [it is] so difficult.” P44, F, 
20 years.

“The laptops arrived very late when we had gone back to 
campus. Only God knows if we will make it this year . . .” P2, F, 
18 years.

Allow students to access the campus. Data revealed that some 
participants felt that the University could have arranged for 
some needy students to remain on campus. This was said 
because some live in very remote areas without connection, 
and they could not connect. It was also expensive to travel to 
their friend’s home to attend lessons. One of the participants 
indicated:

“I think they should have made some arrangements for a few 
students who could not connect completely because they really 
suffered and were anxious . . .” P5, F, 20 years.

Help struggling students. Data revealed that participants felt 
that online learning did not provide an excellent platform for 
struggling students as immediate follow-up after a lesson is 
often impossible. This was frustrating as the lecturer some-
times is in a hurry against time and an element of not being 
free to discuss issues that affect individuals. One of the par-
ticipants said.

“during contact lessons ill often go back with the lecturer to the 
office and discuss issues that I’m not satisfied with along the 
way, and the discussions always helped me catch up with the 
other learners.” P47, F, 21 years.

Discussion

The study results indicate that most of the student nurses' 
experience was negative toward online learning. They were 
not prepared and were not given orientation that could enable 
them to work independently. These negative attitudes were 
also identified in different studies where both educators and 
students had negative attitudes toward online learning, which 
was related to access to the internet and their poorly equipped 
knowledge related to the use of technology.35-37 These nega-
tive attitudes were also affirmed by Abbasi et al.38 in a cross-
sectional study among medical students. More than half of the 
respondents indicated that they preferred face-to-face teach-
ing. Adapting to new teaching pedagogy of online learning is 
experienced differently by different age groups and subjects, 
with older people being slow to adapt than the younger gen-
eration. This could also influence their attitudes toward the 
new type of teaching and learning.39 However, online learn-
ing was identified as a vehicle through which learners are 
empowered to participate at their own time and reinforce self-
directed. Educators’ collaboration is also enhanced as a coali-
tion contributes to the larger product.39-41 A couple of studies 
revealed positive reports related to online learning among 
medical students who felt that online learning improved their 
access as it is flexible with less administration.5,40-44

Besides the negative attitude related to online learning, the 
nursing students verbalized the frustrations they face when 
studying from home. The family does not understand when 
they do not join in performing household chores. Similar 
findings were identified in the study among students from the 
rural villages of Bhutan, where their illiterate farming parents 
wanted them to help in the fields and tend cattle. Some of the 
students were made to care for ailing relative to postponing 
examination.39 The different family backgrounds and literacy 
levels impact the effectiveness of online learning as the 
unconducive home environment could cause psychological 
and emotional stress to students and hamper learning.

This study was conducted among rural base university 
nursing students. Most of them come from rural areas with 
poor or no internet connectivity, compounded by the low 
socio-economic status to enable them to buy enough data to 
connect. The problem related to connectivity to the internet 
and access to digital gadgets was also highlighted by other 
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studies as an impediment to effective online learning.39,40 
data revealed that the nursing students expressed that they 
preferred being given laptops, making it easier to connect 
and learn. This is disputed by different studies, which show 
that some students, especially medical students, prefer using 
their mobile gadgets rather than their laptops.38,45,46,47

Failure to use information and communication technol-
ogy is also regarded as 1 factor that prevents effective online 
learning. The nursing students involved in the study indi-
cated the need for orientation and continuous workshops for 
both the students and educators. This was emphasized by 
Pokhrel and Chhetri,39 who indicated that online teaching 
and learning also depend on information and communication 
technology expertise for both educators and learners. Poor 
technical skills could be a factor that contributes to a drop in 
pass rate during lack of contact learning and consultation. 
Assessments are carried out by trial and error online, and 
expertise is poor among the learners and educators.38

Despite the failure to connect and inability to use technol-
ogy, online learning was said to interfere with attendance of 
clinical practice due to restrictions and social distancing reg-
ulations. Mukhtar et al.40 also identified online learning as 
ineffective teaching psychomotor skills. However, the same 
study highlighted that some mastery could be facilitated 
through online learning like history taking. A study con-
ducted by Ross41 among medical and nursing students identi-
fied that supervision of clinical learning was affected due to 
Covid-19 restrictions, and this had an impact on the develop-
ment of psychomotor skills.

Delivery of dental practical was adversely affected by 
COVID-19 non-contact policies until they developed a por-
table teaching platform to facilitate whole remote and physi-
cal distance teaching and learning. The platform offers 
procedural synchronized practical learning with the instruc-
tor and student using real-time video, audio, and posture and 
gives the instructor and students feedback.48 Online teaching 
and learning call for a more innovative mechanism of teach-
ing practice for students. This can be possible with good 
funding and software.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Covid-19 brought many challenges in all sectors, and the 
education system is also affected by its related policies and 
regulation. Policies and regulations related to lockdown and 
social distance compelled all teaching and learning institu-
tions to adjust their mode of delivery. A move to online learn-
ing was adopted and unfamiliar to all, especially in the rural 
areas of South Africa, given the scarcity of resources. 
Nursing undergraduate students also had to adapt to the new 
teaching and learning where clinical learning was a signifi-
cant challenge. To facilitate clinical learning, the institutions 
should have a dedicated preceptor at all the clinical sites to 
supervise the clinical learning of the nursing student and 
attend to their learning and social needs.

Lack of gadgets, poor or no connectivity, lack of data 
related to poor socio-economic background, and unfamiliar 
programs are some of the conditions they had to deal with. 
Most of these challenges were found to be universal world-
wide. It can be concluded that the University needs to put 
more resources and innovative strategies to facilitate effec-
tive online teaching and learning.

The introduction of a new learning modality should be 
accompanied by a thorough orientation of both learners and 
lecturers to facilitate effective learning. There should be a 
mechanism of addressing the developing problems related 
to online teaching and learning on time so that these prob-
lems are resolved as the people involved in the program are 
not in the same place. Information regarding the experi-
enced problems should also be communicated to all parties 
involved.

Clinical teaching and learning have proved to be very dif-
ficult to accomplish. Lecturers must develop innovative teach-
ing methods and expose nursing students to clinical learning to 
acquire their psychomotor skills and enhance their profes-
sional conduct. Collaboration within the faculty and outside 
the faculty should be explored to share ideas to improve clini-
cal learning. The University should try to assist students in 
acquiring the necessary gadgets to participate in online learn-
ing effectively. This could be achieved by always having 
emergency funds used in a crisis, especially for needy 
students.

The home environment also contributes to effective learn-
ing. Students reporting unconducive home environments 
could be referred to social workers for assistance or given 
temporary shelter within university premises. More research 
needs to be undertaken related to online teaching and learn-
ing, especially in poorly resourced universities, to implement 
the best strategies to make it more effective.
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