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Abstract. Digital technologies are revolutionising higher education and reshaping
institutional operations, including teaching and learning in South Africa and across
the globe. In South Africa, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the process, forcing
most Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to adopt hybrid learning models as an
alternative to traditional face-to-face approaches. Using a qualitative research
paradigm, this contextual study examines the position of digital technologies as
change-agents for the South African higher education system. The study utilizes
content analysis to explore the benefits and limitations of employing digital
technologies. Findings reveal that digital technologies have contributed immensely to
teaching and learning by streamlining things, offering better access to educational
materials, lowering the cost of operation, and improving education quality in general.
Despite having such advantages, there are several unresolved issues, i.e., inadequate
digital infrastructure, uneven deployment of dependable internet and devices,
variation in digital competency among students and staff, and concerns about honesty
in virtual exams. These issues are significant hurdles to realizing the benefits of
digitalization in higher studies. In order to address these issues, the study recommends
that HEIs emphasize digital inclusion through the growth of infrastructure, improved
access to the internet, and ongoing digital literacy skills for students and employees.
It also emphasizes the importance of developing efficient online examination
strategies and policies for academic integrity. The study concludes that effective
digital transformation in South African tertiary education calls for action from all the
stakeholders involved in developing a digitally empowered ecosystem that enables all
stakeholders with the necessary skills, tools, and support needed to thrive in the 21st
century.

Keywords: Digital technologies, higher education, transformative, South Africa,
digitalisation.

1. Introduction

Quality education is a crucial element of the United Nations' 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, aimed at providing equitable and inclusive educational experiences for all
students. Digital technologies have emerged as essential tools to achieve this goal.
According to Kumar et al (2022), information technology (IT) has become a key driver of
educational reforms, facilitating the dissemination of shared knowledge. In an era
dominated by technology, especially with the advent of Industry 4.0, it is vital to harness
the full potential of IT (Makazhe & Maramura, 2024). Digital technologies can
revolutionise higher education by offering new possibilities for enhancing teaching,
learning and administrative processes (Parveen & Ramzan, 2024). The growing demand
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for education and the systemic problems experienced by schools in South Africa
necessitate the incorporation of widespread innovative technologies into everyday
teaching methodologies (Mouton et al., 2013).

The essence of digital tools spans beyond increasing access to education but also
promoting geographical, socioeconomic and resource equity. Technologies such as
Learning Management Systems (LMS), virtual classrooms and artificial intelligence (Al)
driven tools have redefined education by changing how students engage with content,
instructors and peers. Like many other countries, South Africa is seeing and exploring the
transformative impact of digital technologies on higher education. This impact presents
significant opportunities to meet the country's developmental obligations and to build a
dynamic and creative economy and society (Landa, Zhou & Marongwe 2021). In recent
years, South Africa’s higher education sector has undergone considerable transformation,
with the COVID-19 epidemic accelerating the digitisation of education, leading to a
widespread and revolutionary shift towards online learning (Sharlovych, Vilchynska,
Danylyuk, Huba & Zadilska , 2023). This paper explores the ongoing application of digital
technologies, their opportunities and challenges and the possible future direction of a
digitally transformed higher education sector in South Africa. While a growing number of
studies explore the uses of digital technologies in South African higher education,
relatively few studies focus on the theoretical implications derived from empirical research
or critically examine the relationship between technology, teaching and learning in higher
education (Zongozzi, 2021). Integrating multimedia systems into the learning process is
an essential aspect of the digital transformation happening in higher education, utilising
digital technology to enhance the learning experience, making it more interactive,
accessible and efficient (Haleem, Javaida, Qadri & Sumanc, 2022; Klave & Cane, 2024;
Ghavifekr & Rosdy, 2015).

1.1 Background

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is underway and is driven by technological
advancements in artificial intelligence, robotics, the Internet of Things, 3D printing,
biotechnology and nanotechnology (Nyagadza, Pashapa, Chare, Mazuruse & Hove, 2022).
These innovations hold the potential to address some of the most compelling socio-
economic challenges and offer countries exceptional opportunities to progress. Recent
advancements in computer technologies have significantly transformed how education is
delivered worldwide and how institutions adapt to these changes for students. In the
academic context, digital technologies encompass e-learning tools and systems such as
Learning Management Systems (LMS), virtual classrooms, digital libraries and mobile
learning applications (Mhlanga, 2020). These innovations have shifted education from a
static, in-person format to dynamic and diverse learning modalities, enabling individuals
to acquire knowledge anytime and anywhere. Veldhoven and Vanthienen (2022) note that
digital technologies change how people work, create, share information, and socialise. In
the 4IR era, the nature and speed of this transformation are particularly pronounced.
According to Parveen and Ramzan (2024), digital technologies have become integral to
daily life and offer different ways of transforming all sectors, including higher education.
The use of technology in education worldwide has been influenced by progress in
information and communication technologies (ICT), the expansion of the internet reach,
and the increasing need for student-focused teaching and learning methods (Haleem et al.,
2022; Kalyani, 2015). Beyond delivering content, digital tools enhance learning
opportunities, provide personalised feedback, and help students develop the essential
digital skills required in today's job market (Chanda, Sain, Shogbesan, Phiri & Akpan,
2024).

Institutions of higher learning must address infrastructure gaps, improve digital skills, and
create a welcoming environment that nurtures students and educators to maximise digital
technologies (Kanyane, 2023). While digital technologies offer tremendous opportunities
for higher education, their adoption is largely mettlesome and fragmented. In South Africa,
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the higher education system is included in the discussion of the 4R, focusing on the impact
of building digital technologies on the learning environment (Carrim, 2022). However, the
potential for change in these digital technologies has not yet been utilized to tackle the
associated challenges effectively. A comprehensive approach incorporating digital and
non-digital strategies is essential to address these complex issues (Mhlanga, 2020).
According to Christie (2020)South Africa has one of the most underperforming education
systems in the world, with persistent inequalities based on race, gender, language, and
class that continue to fragment society and impair the country's full social and economic
development. Research indicates that while the 4IR has been adopted by South Africa's
top higher education institutions, this progress is limited to a small fraction of the nation's
26 public universities (Lubinga, Maramura & Masiyaa, 2023). The higher education sector
is key in preparing individuals for a meaningful and constructive life while driving
research and innovation to advance the country. However, the higher education system
faces significant challenges such as decreasing levels of public funding, rising enrolments,
high drop-out rates, low throughput rates, and poor performance in terms of equity and
quality (Schalkwyk, 2021). In addition, the emerging digital era opens new opportunities
and pressures the higher education sector to adapt and transform. Therefore, this study
aimed to explore the transformative impact of digital technologies on South African higher
education, offering a unique and important contribution to the existing body of knowledge
on digital technology transformation in higher education in this sector.

1.2. Digital technologies in higher education

Digital technologies are reformulating higher education worldwide, creating the
opportunity to amend many facets, such as teaching, research, and administration
(McCarthy, McConney, Maor & Cavanaugh, 2023). As technological advancements
quicken, institutions increasingly adopt innovative solutions and frameworks to meet
changing educational demands, enhance access to quality education, and equip students
with the skills needed in a digital-first economy (Moloi & Salawu, 2020). The term “digital
technologies" can be defined in several ways. Tulinayo, Ssentume, and Najjuma (2018)
define digital technologies as a broad spectrum of tools, services, applications, and
hardware/software combinations that enable the electronic creation, storage, processing,
transmission, and display of information services or activities. Aldhafeeri and Male (2020)
define it as multipurpose equipment or gadgets connected to the internet, especially to
portable, hand-held devices like smartphones and tablets. This concept includes various
digital tools and resources, such as online, virtual, and e-learning platforms (Haleema et
al., 2022). It also encompasses digital devices, programs, and tools that radically change
how higher education institutions facilitate teaching and learning. Activities that
institutions undertake to provide learning opportunities, such as curriculum design, student
admissions, support services, teaching, assessment, student experience, governance, and
administration, are integral to higher education teaching and learning (Tien, Ngoc, Trang,
Duc & Mai , 2022). Nikou and Aavakare (2021) suggest that while digital technologies
can potentially transform higher education radically, the exact form of this new
educational paradigm is unclear. Undeniably, foreseeing the future form of higher
education is intricate. It is increasingly evident that higher education will not only change
but will likely be disruptive in nature and will impact the structure and operations of
existing institutions. HEIs face increasing social, political, and economic pressure to
change (Chaka, 2022). Digital technologies offer a means to innovate and provide a new
direction for changing higher education for the public good. As such, digital technologies
are increasingly being seen as enablers of change for higher education (Alenezi, 2023).
This paper focuses on digital technology-enabled change or innovation in higher
education.

1.3 Statement of the problem

Despite the recognised potential of digital technologies to transform higher education,
South African universities face significant challenges in fully integrating these
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technologies into their educational systems (Manda & Dhaou, 2019). Lufungulo,
Mulubale, Mambwe, and Mwila (2023) state that these challenges range from
infrastructure limitations and digital skills gaps among educators and students to issues of
equitable access and effective pedagogical integration. There is an urgent need to
understand how technology can be strategically used to improve learning outcomes,
enhance access, and meet the diverse needs of students in South Africa. This requires an
inclusive examination of the current situation, impacts, and potential strategies for digital
transformation in the higher education sector (Mtshali, Maistry, & Govender, 2020).
Moreover, the rapid pace of technological advancement necessitates incessant adaptation
and innovation in educational practices, presenting challenges for universities aiming to
remain relevant and competitive in the global education landscape (Rodriguez-Abitia &
Bribiesca-Correa, 2021). This study examines the current state, transformative effects, and
implementation strategies of digital technologies in South African higher education,
eventually seeking to inform more inclusive and sustainable efforts for digital
transformation.

1.4 Objectives

e To examine how digital technologies have transformed teaching, learning, and
institutional operations in South African Higher Education Institutions (HEISs).

e To identify the key challenges associated with adopting digital technologies in
South African HEIs, focusing on digital access, digital literacy, and assessment
integrity.

e To explore the opportunities and benefits brought about by the integration of
digital technologies in higher education, including improvements in accessibility,
efficiency, and educational quality.

2. Theoretical keystones: Connectivism theory

Theories have influenced educators' perspectives on the learning process, shaping their
teaching approaches. These learning theories reflect diverse views on the nature of
knowledge and the learning processes. Prominent learning theories, such as behaviourism,
cognitivism, constructivism, constructionism, and connectivism, influence contemporary
discussions about technology integration. This study adopts connectivism as its guiding
framework due to its relevance to digital technologies. George Siemens introduced
connectivism in 2004, characterising it as a new theory of learning significantly impacted
by technology (Mhlanga, Denhere & Moloi, 2022). According to Abad-Segura, Gonzalez-
Zamar, Infante-Moro, and Garcia (2020), connectivism theory offers a novel perspective
on supporting online learning in an ever-changing digital environment. The theory
highlights how internet technologies open new avenues for teaching and learning and
facilitate information exchange on the global web.

The connectivism theory posits that learning happens through networking as people in
online or virtual learning environments share their interests, knowledge, viewpoints,
expertise, and opinions (Kropf, 2013). This thinking underscores the role of technology in
modern education, illustrating how digital platforms enable students to access, exchange,
and co-create knowledge in unprecedented ways. The theory emphasizes the
interconnectedness of information and the role of digital networks in learning. The theory
was explicitly wusedto determine the mostkey challenges of applying digital
technologies in South African HEIs across digital access, digital literacy,
and examination integrity. In addition, the theory was used to analyze the potential and
benefits generated by the convergence of digital technologies in higher education,
including improvements in accessibility, efficiency, and quality of education. This,
therefore, makes it an ideal framework for examining the transformative impact of digital
technologies on higher education in South Africa. Specifically, this theory is used to
determine the key challenges associated with adopting digital technologies in South
African HEISs.
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3. Methodology

This study adopted an interpretive approach and employed a qualitative methodology. As
noted by Pathak, Jena & Kalra, (2013), qualitative research involves collecting and
analysing non-numerical data such as text, audio, or video, to gain insights into various
ideas, perspectives, and experiences. The study relied on documentary and conceptual
analyses of credible sources as secondary evidence to explain and contextualise the impact
of digital technologies in HEIs.

3.1 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)

This study adopted an interpretive paradigm and used a qualitative research methodology,
focusing on conducting a systematic literature review guided by the PRISMA framework.
According to Trifu, Smidu, Badea, Bulboaci, & Haralambie (2021), PRISMA facilitates
the reporting of techniques and results in systematic reviews with adequate detail, enabling
users to evaluate the reliability and relevance of the findings (Figure 1). The interpretivist
approach was appropriate for exploring the complex, context-specific experiences and
meanings associated with digital transformation in South African HEIs. Peer-reviewed
journal articles, government and institutional reports, policy briefs, and academic books
published between 2015 and 2024 were used. The inclusion criteria were keywords:
relevance to digital transformation in HEIs, focus on the South African context (or
comparable African/global contexts where appropriate) and publication in reputable
academic or institutional platforms. Databases such as Google Scholar, Scopus,
EBSCOhost and ScienceDirect were used to retrieve relevant materials. Search terms
included: ‘digital transformation in higher education’, ‘South Africa’, ‘online learning’,
‘hybrid learning’, ‘digital inclusion’, ‘e-learning’ and ‘educational technology’. The study
was contextual, aiming to synthesise existing literature findings to understand better the
transformative role of digital technologies in teaching, learning and institutional
management. The PRISMA flow diagram was used to document the literature
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion processes to ensure transparency and
methodological rigour. The final set of sources, 20 journals, was subjected to thematic
analysis, focusing on recurring concepts, challenges, and strategies related to digital
transformation. This approach consolidated diverse perspectives and provided a
comprehensive overview of the state and impact of digital technology in South African
HEIs.
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Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews
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4. Findings
4.1 Transformation of Higher Education Institutions by Digital Technologies

The integration of digital technologies has started a profound transformation within South
African Higher Education Institutions, affecting pedagogical approaches, learning
methodologies, and the very operational fabric of these institutions (Mhlanga et al., 2022).
Adopting online learning platforms signifies a remarkable shift, enabling institutions to
extend their reach to students beyond geographical constraints (Blaschke, 2015).
According to Alenezi (2023), the digital revolution in higher education has initiated a
wealth of resources beyond traditional textbooks, as students can now access interactive
simulations, multimedia content, and international databases at their fingertips. Learning
management systems (LMS), data analytics, and artificial intelligence reshape pedagogy,
student experience, educator roles, and institutional learning (Qolamani & Mohammed,
2023). The shift towards digital technologies has altered teaching and learning and greatly
impacted the operational aspects of South African HEIs. Administrative tasks such as
admissions, registration, and financial aid are now streamlined through online portals,
reducing paperwork and improving productivity. Data analytics tools provide valuable
insights into student performance, enabling institutions to identify at-risk students and
provide targeted support (Ngcamu, 2019). These transformations provide significant
benefits in access, efficiency, and educational quality. However, they also emphasise the
need for ongoing investment in digital infrastructure, capacity building for staff and
students, and inclusive policies to ensure equitable access across various institutional
contexts.

4.2. Challenges of implementing digital technologies in South Africa

Educators face significant pressure to implement e-learning strategies, yet these efforts are
usually insufficiently supported. Many institutions have inadequate structures to provide
the necessary support for staff and students integrating digital technologies into teaching
and learning (Johnson, Jacovina, Russell, & Soto, 2016). According to Gaigher, le Roux,
and Bothma (2016), some entrenched traditional practices in academia, like expensive
commercial textbook publishing services, mitigate against the practical implementation of
meaningful digital technologies. These hindrances underscore the need to transform South
African higher education institutions for the digital age in what has been termed
knowledge leadership (Lumadi, 2024). Research within South African higher education
institutions has identified a few challenges that institutions are currently experiencing
when implementing digital technologies in learning and teaching approaches (Preez &
Grange, 2020).

There seems to be a disregard for the inequality and unfairness existing in our country
regarding the digital divide, as evidenced by the sluggish attempts of educational
institutions to deploy computer systems aimed at addressing low levels of computer
literacy among students (Mercade & Gairin, 2020). Johnson et. al. (2016) state that the
progress of integrating digital technologies in teaching and learning is thwarted by limited
access to fundamental resources. In South Africa, access to technology and reliable
internet connectivity remains unbalanced, with many communities, particularly schools in
remote areas, struggling with limited internet access and occasional electricity shortages.
As a result, these groups are at risk of being barred from the educational sector’s digital
revolution (Mkhonto & Mubangizi, 2024). According to Ndebele, Muhuro & Nkonki
(2016), the effects of apartheid are still evident decades after the attainment of democracy,
as students at historically black universities, which are primarily found in rural areas,
experience isolation, neglect and inadequate resource allocation. Many educators and
students struggle to acquire the fundamental digital literacy skills needed to use digital
tools efficiently (Parveen & Ramzan, 2024). South African universities located in rural
areas, particularly those designated as historically disadvantaged institutions, face
significant challenges due to their high enrolment of students from low-income families.
These institutions, including the University of Venda, University of Fort Hare, University
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of Limpopo, Walter Sisulu University, and North-West University, are often reluctant to
embrace technology because it is too expensive to enhance teaching and learning
(Kanyane, 2023).

Educators must close the digital skills gap to optimise the advantages of digital tools in
the classroom. A significant obstacle to the digital revolution of education is the inadequate
application of digital policies. Although prioritising students is essential for success in this
rapidly changing environment, progress is hampered by the ineffective application and
enforcement of university regulations regarding digital platforms (Budiyanto, Latifah,
Saputro & Prananto, 2024). This shows that the promise of improved compatibility and
smooth integration of digital technology remains elusive without strong plans and
regulations to remove obstacles and guarantee compliance. One of the challenges with
digital technologies at South African universities is their limited capacity to safeguard
student data, raising concerns about information security.

Parveen and Ramzan (2024) state that as technology becomes increasingly integrated into
education, safeguarding student privacy and securing data takes precedence. Educational
institutions must implement strong security measures to protect private student
information and maintain moral principles for gathering, storing and using data. It is
important to balance technology's advantages and privacy issues to build trust and preserve
a safe learning environment. Despite the global embrace of digital technologies in the
education sector, many academic staff members in South Africa still struggle to engage
effectively with online teaching and learning platforms (Kanyane, 2023). They often lack
the necessary skills, knowledge, and competencies, and unfortunately, there is no specific
curriculum or program to help them improve their proficiency with these digital tools. This
discourages them from eagerly using digital tools for teaching and learning. A study by
Kanyane (2023) highlighted that most academic staff members at a historically
disadvantaged higher education institution in Limpopo province were graduates from rural
institutions. These staff members are often stereotyped as resistant to change, leading to a
reluctance to adopt digital technologies.

4.3. Linking the challenges to connectivism theory.

The challenges encountered in implementing digital technologies in higher education can
be linked to connectivism theory. Introduced by George Siemens in 2004, connectivism
posits that knowledge is distributed across networks and that meaningful learning
connections are formed by individuals who engage with diverse types of information
(Hendricks, 2019). In South Africa, many students rely on phones to study due to limited
access to other resources, which contradicts the foundational principles of connectivism.
The unequal distribution of digital tools hinders the development of learning networks for
students to connect with various sources of information and knowledge (Woldegiorgis,
2022).

A significant challenge lies in the lack of digital infrastructure, especially in rural areas.
Universities serving underprivileged populations face intermittent internet access,
insufficient digital devices, and a shortage of tech support. Universities in remote regions,
like Walter Sisulu University (WSU), struggle with poor internet connectivity and low
bandwidth (Songca, Ndebele & Mbodila 2021). These disparities make it difficult for
students to relate, which is a fundamental aspect of connectivism, emphasising the
importance of connecting people, ideas, and resources in networked learning
environments. Lack of regular access to technology can lead to lost opportunities related
to collaborative learning, discovery, and connecting with global knowledge networks.
Digital technology usage in higher education in South Africa requires addressing structural
and attitudinal barriers (Naidoo & Singh-Pillay, 2024). Addressing these challenges could
move institutions of higher learning closer to a connectivism model of collaborative and
networked learning. Such a teaching method could also be the key to reducing educational
inequity in an all-connected and information-rich world and making one realise his or her
full potential.
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Connectivism theory emphasises the importance of developing skills to explore and utilise
networks effectively to enhance one's understanding and knowledge (Kropf, 2013). This
is particularly important in the South African educational system, where many students
and teachers struggle with basic digital literacy skills. These deficiencies hinder
meaningful engagement with online resources, negatively impacting personal learning
journeys and knowledge sharing within educational communities and ultimately affecting
overall productivity. Connectivism suggests that learners interact with networks to gain
diverse perspectives and access knowledge sources, where individuals interact with
diverse perspectives and sources by sharing interests, knowledge, viewpoints, ideas, and
expertise in online or virtual learning environments. This suggests that learning today
occurs through network connections (Dunaway, 2011). However, educational institutions
in South Africa, particularly those in rural areas, face significant challenges, such as costly
technology and strict regulations. These barriers limit their participation in learning
networks, resulting in fewer opportunities for collaboration, innovation, and access to
information.

4.4. Opportunities of digital technologies in teaching and learning

The implementation of digital technologies and the evolving conceptual approaches are
expanding the scope and accessibility of university education. Currently, university study
is no longer limited to young individuals with the time, resources, and academic ability to
undertake a full-time campus-based study (Khoza & Mpungose, 2020). Lourens,
Newaskar, Sathyamurthy, and Timijerselwan (2022) posit that e-learning enables part-
time learning, flexible learning times and repurposed study spaces, an important
consideration in South Africa with its mediocre pass rates, extended periods of study, and
limited economic opportunities post-matric. It also encourages remedial instruction, access
to resources, enhancing access to cutting-edge developments outside the university, and
transition or second-chance outreach programs on university campuses. One can provide
educational resources through various methods, including digital learning. Digital
platforms like Google Classroom increase student access to education and learning
engagement. By using these tools, students become active learners and offer insightful
feedback based on the knowledge and abilities they acquire (Nurtayeva et al., 2024).
According to Lubinga et al. (2023) Dr Maths’ project by the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research provides South African students with personalised, real-time human
teaching support in mathematics, automated topic recognition, and language clarification.
This initiative is one of the key benefits of digitalisation.

Several higher education institutions in South Africa have embraced automation to
enhance the' quality, speed, and agility of their services. For example, at the University of
Pretoria, customers can now apply for data services, update passwords, and order services
across different portfolios, including business systems (UP, 2019). Furthermore, the
university offers systems for collaboration and communication through email and mobile
devices, as well as support infrastructure systems, such as off-site laptop assistance.
Additionally, they provide teaching and learning management systems that facilitate
automated marking and classroom technology (UP, 2019). Moreover, institutions actively
promote and integrate activities related to the 4IR. For example, in 2021, the University
of Johannesburg acquired an intelligent and agile mobile robot called SPOT. This
groundbreaking acquisition marked a significant milestone as it was the first for academic
institutions in South Africa and Africa. SPOT is capable of navigating challenging terrain
at impressive speeds, even when carrying heavy loads (UJ, 2021).

Digitalisation offers more flexible learning schedules, making accommodating family,
work, and social commitments easier. Additionally, the need for punctual arrival and
departure for exams, commitment to in-person lectures, and reliance on often hectic public
transportation are some drawbacks of traditional face-to-face education that are also
diminishing (Pillay et al., 2021). HEIs in South Africa are grappling with challenges,
complicating their core teaching and learning functions, research, and community
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engagement (Valverde-Berrocoso, Ferna'ndez-Sa'nchez, Dominguez & Sosa-Di'az ,
2021). Integrating digital technologies into teaching and learning is widely viewed as a
potential solution in our increasingly digital society. According to (Valverde-Berrocoso et
al., 2021), despite the expansion of e-learning and various innovations, the extent to which
digital technology has transformed teaching and learning in higher education remains
limited.

5. Discussion

South African higher education lags behind in the incorporation of digital technologies.
Most HEIs experience erratic and poor internet connectivity, especially in rural areas,
undermining effective online learning (Makoe & Olcott, 2021). In addition, the cost of
digital devices and data is unaffordable to most students, reinforcing social inequalities
(Lusigi, 2019). Student and teacher digital literacy remains an urgent concern, since
mastery of technology is more than mere access; it is a profound knowledge of digital tools
and resources (Wet, 2015). Additionally, entrenched teaching methods are inherently
conservative, making it challenging to integrate new technologies into the curriculum.
Recognizing the need to teach many students who are not necessarily near campuses,
higher education institutions are beginning to incorporate online learning, which is making
significant strides in South African higher education (Blaschke, 2012). Most institutions
are using digital tools to offer online courses, but internet connectivity, digital literacy, and
the best ways to teach online remain challenging (Lembani, Gunter, Breines, & Dalu,
2019). First-year disadvantaged students often find it challenging because they have had
less experience with technology-enhanced learning during their secondary education
years. This suggests intervention in offering an even playing ground (Serathi & Zogli,
2021). When universities implement digital transformation, consideration of ethical
challenges such as data privacy and security is needed to ensure accountability and
equitable utilization of technology for educational purposes.

6. Conclusion

The South African higher education sector's digital revolution creates tremendous
opportunities and presents immediate challenges. While digital technologies reshape the
pedagogic approaches, the administrative tasks, and the broader student experience, they
also guarantee greater access, enhanced efficiency, and more responsive, flexible learning
environments (Kalyani, 2024). Tools such as e-learning platforms, learning management
systems, and data analytics software promise to revolutionize the educational landscape
(Rafiqg, Igbal & Afzal, 2024).. However, this transformation is occurring in a climate of
harsh imbalances. Past injustices, infrastructural deficits, and illiteracy about digital
intelligence persist to limit advancement, particularly among rural and historically
disadvantaged institutions. These structural limitations, policy vulnerabilities, and
resistance to change hinder the full integration of digital technologies in pedagogy and
pedagogic practices (Mabidi, 2024). Also, data protection problems, access imbalances,
and staff preparedness are grounds to give precedence to more targeted and participatory
interventions. In the framework of connectivism, it becomes clear that accessing digital
networks and communicating effectively within them is critical to learning in the modern
era. Nevertheless, educators and learners cannot fully engage with these active networks
of knowledge without routine access to digital technology and the skill to effectively
utilize it (Haleem et al., 2022).

In the years to come, the successful digitalisation of higher education in South Africa will
be a complex challenge: one that will invest in infrastructure, develop digital capacities,
construct inclusive policies, and create equity-based innovation. By dismantling the
systemic obstacles and unlocking the power of digitalisation, institutions can open a road
towards a more networked, resilient, and inclusive higher education system.
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7. Recommendations

Based on the challenges and opportunities within, as well as the information in the
literature reviewed, the following are suggested to guide the digitalisation of South African
higher education in a practical, inclusive, and sustainable way:
e Access and inclusion through digital, particularly for township and rural students.
e Explicit guidelines on online assessment conduct, academic integrity, and
moderation.
e Enhance Support Systems for Students and Staff
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