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Introduction 

Distance learning, in the form of online or mobile learning is widely accepted as an 

effective alternative to traditional classroom settings for many reasons. Specifically, online 

modalities might provide educational opportunities where previously there may not have been 

facilities or teaching resources. For some learners, self-direction and autonomy may also be more 

stimulating than traditionally didactic settings. In any region, there are many factors which 

contribute to the success of online or mobile learning related to the resources available and to the 

characteristics of learners.  

Despite rapid growth in the mobile technology market, in remote areas of developing 

countries there is still a significant deficit in connectivity. As well, those who could best be 

assisted by mobile learning opportunities may lack the foundational skills and knowledge to 

benefit even when resources are provided. It is my opinion that these factors must be considered 

in the development and implementation of web-based learning. 

This paper will consider a key factor which must be considered in the development and 

implementation of online learning modules for a post-secondary vocational school in Lyantonde, 

Uganda, East Africa; learner preparedness due to the constraints of the current educational 

system and technology deficit through published literature, including scholarly writing from 

academic journals as well as recent developments documented on web-based Edublogs. 

Anecdotal insight from my own experience designing the structures and supporting the 

implementation of a vocational curriculum shall inform this discussion relevant to technology 

and learning.  
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Learner characteristics - Prior learning in the Uganda universal education system and its 
relationship to student engagement and success 

 

Salama Vocational Education Centre opened in February 2013 with its first small cohort 

of students. There was an equal amount of praise and criticism for the small class sizes, high 

equipment to student ratio and lofty goal of learner centered activities.  

Government officials felt the well outfitted workshops and classrooms including 

computer labs might suit classes of 200, where we had designed them to suit maximum size of 

32 students in a theory class and only 16 in a practical workshop activity. 

From a large pool of vulnerable youth, students were selected on academic qualifications, 

financial need and also using an assessment tool which attempted to measure potential for 

leadership. All but one did not have the means to pay even a nominal amount for tuition. While a 

certificate of national examinations at a level equivalent to Canadian grade 12 was required for 

entry, learner preparedness on those grounds is questionable. This arises from an education 

system challenged by many obstacles in a developing country, most notably a teacher-centered 

pedagogy. 

I was successful in recruiting teachers for the practical courses such as agriculture, 

carpentry and joinery, concrete practice and bricklaying. However, recruiting teachers for a 

stream of courses termed Foundation Studies presents a challenge that online modules might 

resolve and also create meaningful cross-cultural partnerships.  
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In 2001, The World Bank commissioned a report on distance learning related to their 

financial role in institutional development. A comprehensive statement introduces the value of 

this modality for a particularly challenged region.  

 
Distance education is believed by many to hold promise in addressing critical 

problems facing skills development at present, namely: a lack of qualified instructors, the 

need to greatly increase the delivery of skills training on a wide scale, and the need to deliver 

training at much lower unit costs owing to constraints on financing (Stevens, 2001, p.3). 

 

As promising as online learning may be, sadly, one term into year one of this school’s 

existence has brought the realization that students may not be prepared to successfully engage in 

this type of learning which has the potential to dramatically expand their exposure to well-

developed resources across the globe. An important factor to consider is how students whose 

primary and secondary schooling did not include exposure to technology and who are products 

of a didactic system of rote passive learning will progress with online learning. 

In their 2010study analyzing how teaching methods and availability of teaching resources 

influence pupils’ performance in four districts in Uganda, the authors emphasize that changes in 

legislation and funding improved access to education, but have not addressed issues of resources 

and pedagogical development for teachers (Bategeka, Guloba, Wokadala, 2010). This East 

African Universal Education legislation removes school fees and imposes fines for parents 

whose children are not in school. This has made the possibility of education within the reach of 

more children, but still not all. After more than a decade, it is shocking to see how many children 
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are without education. Factors include; distance to schools, perception of educating female 

youth, cost of uniforms and stationery supplies, agrarian households requiring children to be 

working in the fields, and the health of the child or their caregiver, where one exists. In many 

cases it is a child who is left as the head of a household thus leaving their household to attend 

school is not a possibility.  

Theoretically, these factors could create a pool of learners who might best be served by 

mobile learning opportunities, however, these potential learners still remain those most distant 

from being able to seize them. For those who have attended a primary and/or secondary school, 

there is also a question of quality of education. Nakabugo, Albert and Naani (2006) described the status of 

UPE wrote in their report; Investigating Strategies for Improving Teaching and Learning in Large 

Classes for Basic Education Support in Uganda. 

It cannot be refuted that the introduction of UPE led to an increase in the national literacy levels . 

. .  However, a lot still needs to be done in as far as quality is concerned. This issue was critically 

highlighted in the recent Education Sector Review (2005), in which observations were made on 

large classes in lower primary, low completion rates, high repetition and dropout rates, low 

survival rates, poor teacher and headteacher attendance in school, large numbers of under and 

overage enrollees and low learning achievement’ (p. 3). 

From my own work in Uganda for the past five years, it is obvious that the teachers struggle 

with a lack of resources and support and basic needs such as water and sanitation. The increased 

enrolment driven by Universal Education was not supported by increased or improved resources. 

Perhaps there are excellent teachers oppressed by the realities of their teaching situations. If one 

were to measure an effective teacher by the characteristics identified by the authors below, 



PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF TECHNOLOGY CHOICE 
  
6 

 

effective teachers are few and far between, most likely a result of lack of resources, support and 

pedagogical training. Thus, essential attributes for student engagement in self-directed learning 

scenarios which online learning often require, is a concern.  

Effective teachers reflected the following traits:  

a) high expectations for student learning;  

b) provided clear and focused instruction;  

c) closely monitored student learning process;  

d) re-taught using alternative strategies when children did not learn;  

e) used incentives and rewards to promote learning;  

f) were highly efficient in their classroom routine;  

g) set and enforced high standards for classroom behaviour;  

h) maintained excellent personal interaction with students;  

i)  reflected enthusiasm in the form of acting, demonstration and role playing (Nakabugo, 

Albert & Naani, 2007, p. 5). 

 

From observations and published literature, education is largely didactic in Ugandan 

schools. There are some exceptions to this norm in the international schools and the presence of 

volunteer teachers introducing constructivist concepts. In public schools, the ratio of students to 

teachers can range from 50:1 to 100:1, thus rote learning remains a comfortable and perceived 

effective method of transferring knowledge when the goal is to simply to recall information and 

pass a national written examination (Arinaitwe, 2011). 
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When you observe a senior level primary school class in many parts of Uganda, there is 

often a sense of urgency to impart as much information as possible in a short time, perhaps 

responding to the reality that Primary Seven is the highest level of education many students will 

undertake. It is interesting to note how valuable a tool self-directed learning would be for these 

very students who might seize an opportunity to engage in mobile learning later in life. You do 

witness resiliency in these young faces, thus it is possible to believe that if given a chance they 

would return to school later in life. Thus attributes of empowerment, motivation and 

collaboration are essential. 

In contrast to constructivist teaching and learning methods, students become reliant on 

rote learning and memorizing facts imparted by the lecturer. This practice does not nurture a 

learner who can navigate their way through a self-paced online module perhaps collaborating 

with a cohort of peers in another time zone. Supporting this notion, Aritnatwe, in her 2011 

dissertation describes her own experience of Ugandan primary and secondary education in this 

way; 

Learning was basically conducted from the traditional classrooms facing the chalkboard 

and with the lecturer in-front as a priest in church. There was a very low level of 

interaction as it was not being encouraged by the lecturers and even fellow learners were 

so much used to individualistic and competitive tendencies from the former schools. 

Coupled to that, the level of participation in the learning process was equally low, the 

lecturers were the only ones to give what to note down for reference purposes and as 

learners, we believed that a lecturer had all that we needed. This we could prove 
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whenever one reproduced exactly what the lecturer provided during the course of 

teaching and learning to answer the examinations (p. 25). 

 

In dialogue, Constructivist teaching practices seem known to Uganda teachers, and are 

even witnessed in Edublogs and seminars, however, the day-to-day circumstances of their 

teaching duties may not present opportunities to utilize them. Supporting her call for improved 

vocational education practices, Arinaitwe describes how social constructivist perspectives would 

bring ‘sense-making’ to learning in place of ‘rote knowledge that is transmitted by the teacher’ 

(Arinaitwe, 2001, p. 26). 

‘Social constructivist teachers help their pupils understand that they are co-constructors of 

knowledge, that they can make sense of things themselves, and that they have the power to seek 

knowledge and to attempt to understand the world’ (Arinaitwe, 2001, p. 26). 

This past month, the teachers at the vocational school I support asked that I speak to the 

students in a motivating way, as part of their Foundation Studies. I attempted to engage these 

young adults in a dialogue about resourcefulness and entrepreneurial spirit at a time when they 

are starting to think about two week internships. It was a very quiet audience given they are not 

accustomed to being active learners, certainly not to share their opinion. I had to slip into a more 

formal method of questioning in order to hear a few quiet voices respond to me. I was met with 

quiet faces, pens poised, ready to take notes as I directed their every move. I could see how this 

conditioned behavior could prevent engagement and success in online learning without coaching 

them and empowering them to seize the opportunities availed them. With some encouragement 

and emphasis that my expectation was for them to openly engage in dialogue, this soon turned to 
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a more promising teaching moment. Later in the day these students shared with me that this open 

dialogue was a very new and exciting idea for them. 

 It is interesting to note that Vocational Employment Training (VET in literature) is 

traditionally an active learning experience in the Western World, however, the legacy of passive 

learning perpetuates this even when workshops exist in some schools in Uganda. 

. . . [T]he methods of teaching and learning employed by instructors in VET institutions in 

Uganda render learners passive. The instructors are regarded the sole source of knowledge. 

Learning is basically theoretical with minimal use of hands-on resources for the learners to 

development the expected competencies of VET.  

The curriculum currently employed is to a large extent out-dated with content that less 

addresses the current demands of a technician/craftsman on the labour market. VET is rated 

secondary in the country’s education system and with a low attitude accorded to it 

(Arinaitwe, 2011,  p. 4). 

 

In their edited collection of articles on vocational education, Moran and Rumble (2004) summarize 

that many of the generic skills and methods that would nurture learner centered opportunities and 

make a graduate of a vocational skill more marketable and employable include the very life skills and 

general education that is not valued as part of vocational education as it currently exists. Thus 

learning how to learn is in itself a topic to be integrated into any curriculum. ‘This supports the 

notion that students being prepared to enter the work world require more than specific vocational 

training, but instead require tools for learning and self-direction to succeed’ (p.4 & 18). 
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Michelle Selinger (2004) published a report on the Cultural and pedagogical 

implications of a global e-learning programme based on a long standing global 

programme for computer studies. Her observations of students from South Africa 

are parallel to those of my own students in Uganda. For example, how much 

autonomy students were permitted or encouraged, how instructors perceived their 

role (behaviorist or constructivist) and that of their students, and how teachers 

considered students with varying learning needs. Specifically, I draw parallels between 

Selinger’s observations of educational practice in South Africa as it relates to preparedness 

for e-learning and my impression of the youth in Uganda; 

 
 

In South Africa the level of education varied considerably between different sectors of 

the population, and so in many institutions instructors had to give students substantial 

input  prior  to commencing the Cisco Networking Academy Program. The  instructors 

spent considerable time helping students to draw links between the theory and labs. 

Another limitation was poor and limited Internet access, both in and outside class, and 

few students had access  at  home. Students had little  Internet  experience compared to 

their counterparts in Western Europe or Scandinavia and needed time to adjust to the e-

learning materials. (p. 233) 

 
Selinger’s observations and analysis also support the need for pedagogical redesign in order for 

students to be successfully engaged in online learning modules. 
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Exposure to technology and capacity to learn 
 

While improvements to infrastructure have dramatically improved in the last five years, 

and certainly the last decade, it is easy to take for granted that access to technology reaches 

impoverished areas in very limited means. It is more likely that cellular phones will open this 

modality to students rather than computers or even tablets. In addition, what is taken for granted 

in the developed world, is that current postsecondary students have grown up connected to the 

world wide web. They are inherently resourceful at navigating their own learning – in both 

formal and informal settings given computers in the classroom and at home are at most students’ 

disposal. A suite of technology often embraces a student growing up in the Western world, so 

that technology and connectivity follows and supports their every idea.   

What is the reality for students from developing countries, especially non-urban areas, is 

that interface with technology is incredibly limited, and when it does occur, it is with dilapidated 

hardware running on very limited power. Thus, assuming that a student has the knowledge and 

confidence to navigate an online course is unrealistic. In my experience, parallel to Selinger’s 

(2004) observations, students first require instruction and opportunity to become familiar with 

the technology, and to explore its use beyond the novelty of gaming or social media.  

In his 2001 report to World Bank, Stevens emphasized ‘(t)he rapid growth of distance 

learning has resulted in the emergence of challenges and issues that can, if not well managed, 

impede implementation efforts and sustainability’ (p. 6). While significant development has 

occurred in developed areas of the world, many of these challenges and issues remain paramount 
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in developing regions including Sub-Saharan Africa. It is clear that this limited exposure 

warrants foundational education when technology does arrive, not an assumption that students 

will be self-directed active learners. In addition, curricula may best be partnered by experienced 

delivery institutions as Stevens (2001) notes.  

There will likely be a need to acquire instructional content at first from 

other jurisdictions during the initial stages of implementation. Developing capabilities and 

capacity in the region to originate distance learning content can, eventually, resolve issues of 

affordability, longer-term dependency, and cultural incongruence (p. 7). 

 

Globally and locally, there are open curricula which might support vocational education 

in Uganda at a tertiary level, however, discipline specific curricula appropriate to the technology 

of trade and commerce is sadly lacking. Development of such courses must be done in a 

conscious, respectful and responsive approach working in partnership with those regions. In a 

rather lengthy list of challenges, Stevens (2001) notes that vocational training is best aimed at a 

blended model where manual / psychomotor skills can be undertaken in workshop modules. This 

supports the idea for the school I am involved in which provides well equipped workshops for 

skills including bricklaying, carpentry and agriculture, however, is lacking in foundational 

studies such as business communication and accounting. 
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While there has been substantial improvement to infrastructure in urban areas, rural areas 

stand to benefit most from distance education yet infrastructure has yet to reach the most 

impoverished students who often reside in the more remote areas.  

Bhuarisi et. Al (2012) as cited by Kasse and Balunywa  (2013) emphased that [i]n developing 

countries e-learning is still in its infancy and early adoption stage, and the countries 

experience challenges unique from developed countries. There are deliberate efforts in such 

countries to implement e-learning. For Uganda, e-learning adoption has been observed 

mainly in higher institutions of learning. Despite the minimal adoption, the implementation 

of e-learning has not gone unchallenged. The challenges have been accountable for the small 

adoption percentage usage, abandonment, and failure of e-learning projects (Kasse J., & 

Balunywa, W., 2013,  p. 4). 

Cellular technologies support internet access, however, a lack of reliable power supply can 

undermine that technology as well. It is promising to see internet cafés in small villages as a sign 

that access to technology is improving. Community centres often have public computers, and 

NGO programmes are introducing and supporting technology as well. However, there certainly 

remains ‘[h]ighly inequitable access to information and telecommunications technologies between 

the developed and developing worlds and even within the more advanced economies. The potential 

of distance education to expand access to training will be increasingly predicated upon finding ways 

to democratize access to technology’ (Stevens, 2001, p. 7). 

 



PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF TECHNOLOGY CHOICE 
  
14 

 

Sadly, this means that opportunities for open learning are not seized due to a lack of technology 

availability. In addition, students who thirst for knowledge that access to technology can bring, 

clearly lack the pedagogical support to embrace it. 

 

Summary: Is online learning viable? 

‘For the underdeveloped countries, the lack of pedagogical skills and the technical 

competence required to setup, run and maintain e-learning centers are still farfetched. 

Even where donations have been made and training has not taken place, that has left e-

learning underutilized and its potential not fully exploited’ (Kasse J., & Balunywa, W., 

2013,  p. 4). 

One can easily be lost in the identification of such immense deficiencies and challenges. 

However, there is an equally immense opportunity for meaningful and sustainable development. 

The analysis of the findings of the authors cited here suggest that learner preparedness is an issue 

not yet addressed in recent developments towards online learning. As Stevens stressed in his 

2001 report, ‘[d]eveloping and sustaining distance learning systems will require investment in new 

skills and knowledge for learners, technical support staff, teachers and instructors, administrators, 

and policy and decision makers’. (p.7)  

In their collection of articles investigating open and distance learning for vocational 

education and training, the editors preface the report citing pedagogical and cultural change as 

essential to further the opportunities for this modality, a theme common to many of included 

works. ‘It is a shift from a model focused on student and community deficiencies to a model 
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presuming potential and capacity. Most importantly, ‘it is a shift from teaching to learning’. 

(Moran, L., and Rumble, G., 2004, paragraph 12)  

While it can be overwhelming to consider the magnitude of the challenges that face 

students and teachers in a country like Uganda, I have learned that small changes bring dramatic 

differences. Where e-learning might supplement on site teachers, it is realistic to have one key 

educator who seeks to test out new pedagogies on a small scale, empowering students and also 

teachers. 

Bringing technology to a school or to a community is in itself a gift, however, the 

companion education that must accompany that technology would appear to be the most 

empowering element and intimately connected to the viability of any online education program. 

Teachers are clearly oppressed by circumstance, by a lack of resources and an overwhelmingly 

large student enrolment. Pedagogical support for collaborative activities, integration of technology 

based learning for themselves and the students when it arrives will also facilitate engagement and success. 

Most importantly, creation of foundational knowledge on self-directed learning, e-communication and 

technology itself is key to successful implementation of online learning technologies. 
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Appendix: Summary of Relevant Edublogs 

http://okoed.edublogs.org/?p=230 This blog is intriguing, at first it seemed to be advertising for 

ALISON, which is Advance Learning Interaction Systems Online. The author is a volunteer for 

that organization. There are limited resources here, an unusual collection of accolades for 

‘superteachers’ and a comment about motivating people. The premise of ALISON is that the 

education is free and you pay when you qualify to download a certificate or diploma.  

http://mlearning.edublogs.org/about/ This website has been created by an E-Learning Designer at 

the University of Canberra’s Teaching and Learning Centre. There is a collection of posts which 

are conversation starters for mobile technology and apps which can lead you to further 

information on topics such as Twitter in the classroom and apps for tablets. The site moved in 

2010 to http://mlearning.wordpress.com/ and it is a site I would keep following for progress in 

Australia on mobile technology ideas and progress. It is especially of interest to me having gone 

to school in Australia. The author notes in more than one post that the learning materials being 

posted via mobile technology such as ipads is not being redesigned or updated from its original 

computer application. 

http://ingo5000.edublogs.org/2010/10/31/information-technology-made-appropriate-in-uganda/  

This is an interesting collection of reflective writing which references scholarly papers, press 

releases of NGO’s, recent projects and additional resources. The author’s reference to the 

allocation of computers to a rural school in Uganda supports my notion that collaborating with 

the community to ensure the resources placed in any village or school are appropriate and viable.  
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http://cperrier.edublogs.org/category/online-education/ 

This blog is an ecelctic collection of ideas, articles, reflection and resources. I had not considered 

infographics for some time and it has given me a renewed interest in collaboratively created 

infographics with the potential for this as an online teaching and learning tool. I had expected 

there to be more about online tools specific to technology here, but decided to include this 

reference due to the well-considered ‘bits’ of meaningful ideas and reflection. 


