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ABSTRACT

The rapid increase in anxiety among teaching professionals before and after the COVID-19 pandemic
has given university lecturers and students around the globe the motivation to explore ways to deal with
anxiety as a key mental health issue, which has caused increased psychological and affective discomfort
among both categories of population. In this study, the researchers explored how lecturers and students
responded to the increased anxiety caused by a sudden, unexpected transition from traditional teaching
and learning strategies to online delivery modes. Seventy participants, drawn from one Ugandan and
one South African rural university, were purposively selected, and data were collected through in-depth
interviews and focus group discussions. Thematic analysis of data, together with verbatim narratives,
was used. The findings of this study reveal that communities of practice were the most widely adopted
strategy to reduce and subsequently alleviate anxiety, in addition to physical activities, seeking mental
health services, strengthening relationships among faculty, support staff and students, and training in
online pedagogies. The recommendations highlight the need to frequently train students and lecturers
on Learning Management Systems. This study highlights how community of practice (COP) systems
and emerging support mechanisms can ease anxiety during online learning in rural universities, offering
insights to guide policy and improve lecturer and student well-being and success in South Africa,
Uganda, and similar contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

Anxiety has become a buzzword that both young and old talk about, and to some, it is a lived
experience. People are anxious about many things in life, especially when faced with uncertainties that
could negatively impact their lives. A study carried out in 2017 by the American Federation of Teachers
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and the Badass Teachers Association revealed that anxiety is more prevalent among teaching
professionals than in any other profession.! If teachers were anxious before the COVID-19 pandemic,
how much more anxious were they during the pandemic? Our view is that it is highly probable that
both the professors' and students’ anxiety levels increased significantly due to the sudden transition of
teaching and learning from traditional face-to-face contact with students to online delivery modes.

According to different authors, anxiety is not an easy term to define.? Anxiety is often associated
with stress, unpleasant emotions, fear of the unknown, and worry.®> Anxiety may also be defined as “an
unpleasant emotional state or condition characterised by subjective feelings of tension, apprehension,
and worry, and by activation or arousal of the autonomic nervous system.”* On the other hand, Paredes
et al. perceive anxiety as worrying about the future.> The two definitions above share a common
characteristic of worry triggered by disturbance. Saade et al. also view anxiety as an emotion of
fearfulness, apprehension, and uneasiness. For this paper, anxiety will be defined as worrying about
something that threatens and destabilises one’s mental well-being.® To be more specific, it is the worry
caused by online teaching and learning, which many lecturers and students were not prepared for. In
their study, Saade et al. viewed anxiety in online learning as a fear of misusing information technology
caused by incompetent performance.’

Clearly, the sudden change in pedagogical strategies could have significantly increased the
anxiety levels of both university lecturers and students. This online teaching and learning is seen as an
involuntary transition, propelled by the COVID-19 pandemic. Strauss argues that for those who were
apprehensive before the outbreak of COVID-19, the sense and feeling of anxiety deepened.® The
closure of institutions of higher learning, colleges, and schools was traumatic, and the shift to online
teaching and learning was more traumatic. Johnson and Albano state that parents, teachers, and learners
usually experience a certain degree of anxiety, but there has never been anything like the anxiety that
comes with the start of the 2020-21 school year.” Most of the research done to date has focused more
on the causes of anxiety, the effects of COVID-19 on teaching and learning, and the challenges of
online teaching and learning. Very few and scanty studies have looked at how lecturers and students in
universities dealt with the deepened online teaching and learning-related anxiety,'® which is the gap
this paper intends to cover and contribute to the existing body of knowledge.

The goal of the study was to explore strategies implemented to effectively address the deepened
anxiety experienced by lecturers and students regarding online teaching and learning during the
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COVID-19 pandemic in rural universities in Uganda and South Africa, to ensure their meaningful
participation in academic activities.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In South Africa, schools, colleges, and universities closed their doors in response to President Cyril
Ramaphosa's call for a nationwide lockdown following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic across
the nation and beyond.!' This was also the case with universities in Uganda, as a control measure
against the spread of the pandemic and to achieve social distancing.This compelled many learning
institutions to transition to online teaching and learning.!? In some parts of South Africa, schools
offered live classes that were attended virtually, while other students received messages from educators
assigned tasks to complete at home.!? This prompted some states, such as California, to order schools
to conduct learning online-only for academic purposes.'* The same was experienced in South Africa
and Uganda, where many institutions of higher learning have adopted online education. Some South
African institutions had already transitioned to Blended Learning (BL).

The transition from traditional classes to the online delivery mode was a challenge for some
lecturers and students. '> From what we observed, most lecturers and students at historically
disadvantaged universities in South Africa and Uganda were not prepared for online teaching and
learning, as some universities had little or no technology. Some home environments were not
conducive and had no access to the internet, while others had slow/poor or no internet connectivity,
especially in Ugandan homes.!® In some cases, some lecturers and students did not know how to
navigate online facilities due to a lack of proper technical training skills.!” Scholars who have
collectively studied cases in both South Africa and Uganda state that some lecturers and students had
technophobia, that is, they feared using technology due to the risk of ridicule for mistakes.'® The above
scenarios can cause instructors and students to panic and become upset and anxious about online
education. Saade et al. also contend that as online courses became popular and grew rapidly, computer-
related fears persisted, evolving around online learning anxieties. !

Hilliard et al. note that traditional methods of teaching and learning, such as one-way
transmission of knowledge from teacher to student, were substituted with active learning through online
interaction among students.?’ Hilliard et al. further hold that online changes were meant to improve the
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quality of teaching and learning in higher education in the United Kingdom.?' This would equip
students with skills employers look for, indispensable for working in the 21%-century’s ‘knowledge
age’.?? The Malaysian government also imposed a Movement Control Order (MCO) for people to stay
at home to prevent the virus from spreading fast.>> The MCO by the government affected undergraduate
students who were told to resort to online education. According to Allam et al., the online teaching and
learning mode was expected to develop the academic performance of students by improving
computer/internet literacy competency, self-directed learning, and motivation for learning levels.>* The
move triggered anxiety and panic among some students.?

Fernandez and Matt opine that online learning, propelled by COVID-19, caused students to be
in a crisis, thus needing support from all fronts.?® Universities are viewed as places where students
forge relationships, not just as centres of learning. The prevalence of COVID-19 broke those norms
and caused uncertainty.?’” Fernandez and Matt also state that many students felt a sense of loss, grief,
depression, and anxiety during online learning due to the time of insecurity and disruption.?® It is
evident from Fernandez’s observations that students were likely to be anxious; therefore, if such anxiety
was not addressed and dealt with, it could hinder students' academic performance.?’ Hence, the purpose
of this paper was to explore how lecturers and students dealt with online anxiety impelled by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Not only did students feel anxious about online learning, but lecturers also felt
anxious since online teaching was relatively new in some rural institutions of higher learning. The
abrupt termination of physical contact between students and lecturers sparked anxiety in some students
and lecturers. Schafthauser conducted a study with American K-12 teachers and asked them how they
felt about the transition to online education.’® Schaffhauser’s findings showed mixed feelings, but many
teachers reported feeling anxious to be outside their comfort zone, while others felt frustrated and
exhausted.?! Furthermore, others felt that they did not have adequate transitional time to test out
methods; subsequently, they felt unsupported and unappreciated due to the pressure they were getting
from educational officials.*?

Some scholars concur that technophobia can be a source of online anxiety.* The 21% century
has been marked as a digital age characterised by technological advancement, but technophobia is
evident in online teaching and learning.?* Literature indicates that lecturers and students who
experience technophobia or have online anxieties experience teaching and learning difficulties,
postpone taking online courses or examinations, delay assignments, and show overall lower academic
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achievements.*> Students worry about assessments, how to navigate online, and online assignment
plagiarism checks, while lecturers worry about setting authentic assessments to upload online,*® online
navigation, and how to make teaching and learning more engaging and exciting. Strauss contends that
moving to remote learning and having fewer direct interactions can make assignments feel more
devastating and frightening.?’ Such thoughts spark anxiety in students and lecturers, causing them to
be hesitant and experience sleepless nights,*® thus leading to underperformance. Such revelations make
this current study worthy of investigating online anxiety coping strategies. Johnson and Albano argue
that the sudden transition to online learning created new challenges for some teachers, though others
viewed it as creating new opportunities. They also believe that catching up with online teaching and
the various platforms used during the COVID-19 pandemic became one of the biggest challenges for
educators.?® Strauss agrees that the change to online learning could be a challenge for educators and
students, leading to traumatic experiences.*’ Hilliard et al. gave an example in which a student who
was to make a presentation using synchronous video communication as part of an assessment could
experience high anxiety levels.*! This may cause subjective anxiety, worry about not performing well,
a desire to escape the situation, increased heart rate and sweating, and anxious facial expressions.

There is also a dearth of literature on how lecturers and students dealt with online teaching and
learning anxiety triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. Eulberg states that teachers (including students)
can deal with online anxiety by seeking companionship and inspiration.*? Eulberg’s point of view is
based on the view that teacher anxiety was something many educators kept to themselves despite
several studies showing that most teachers were in the same boat when it came to stress.*’ Teachers
and students are encouraged to reach out to co-workers and fellow students with whom they can discuss
their feelings to ease their anxiety. Strauss shares the above view that students should be encouraged
to connect with others, their teachers, other trusted adults, or counsellors to talk about their anxiety.**
Schools must be patient with teachers and students regarding online or hybrid learning, as patience is
the key to reducing anxiety.*’
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METHODOLOGY

The study used a qualitative approach to explore how lecturers and students dealt with deepened online
anxiety. This approach allows researchers to gain a deep and rich understanding of the phenomenon
under investigation. Anxiety involves emotional, psychological, mental, and perceptual experiences
that can best be captured using a qualitative approach. It is difficult to quantify feelings and emotions,
which is why qualitative research is necessary. Therefore, using a qualitative approach helped
researchers unearth and discover the complexities of how lecturers and students at under-resourced
rural universities dealt with the deepening online anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic, which could
have been overlooked if researchers had used another approach. The study findings are confined to one
South African university and one Ugandan University that participated. However, the results of our
study can be transferred and generalised to situations of a comparable nature.

A case study was adopted to investigate the phenomenon at two selected South African and
Ugandan universities. A case study design allows a researcher to focus on a small-scale study primarily
for rigour and an in-depth understanding of online anxiety experienced by lecturers and students.

The population for this study was drawn from lecturers and students from one university in
South Africa and one in Uganda, and it targeted only the faculties of education. The two universities,
two faculties, and the participants were all selected through purposive sampling. The purposive
sampling technique was preferred for this study because it targets participants with rich information
that provides researchers with the relevant data they seek. Five lecturers and thirty students per
university were purposively selected. Thus, the study used a total of ten lecturers and sixty students,
which equalled seventy participants. For a case study design, this number of seventy might seem small,
but it is adequate to gather credible results. Patton argues that there are no strict rules regarding sample
size in qualitative research.*®

The paper adopted in-depth interviews and focus group discussions as the main data collection
methods. In-depth interviews were used to solicit data from lecturers. Focus group discussions were
also used to collect data, basically from the students. Students were grouped into three groups per
faculty per university to discuss their anxiety and how they dealt with online anxiety. The researchers
gave the groups ample time to discuss their feelings and how the anxiety could be handled. Consent
was sought for audio recording participant responses. This allowed the researchers to probe further to
gain deep insights.

Data were thematically analysed. Starting with content analysis, the researchers sought to draw
themes that organised and made sense of the data gathered. Responses were classified based on
meaning. Participants’ verbatim quotations were used without alteration, and thick descriptions were
used to guard against bias and confusion.

Ethical Considerations

The researchers observed the expected norms of academic research since human participants were data
sources. The researchers explained to the participants the importance of ethics in research. The
researchers further clarified the purpose of the study to the participants before the consent forms were
signed. Two consent forms were signed by all the participants: a consent form to participate voluntarily
in the study and another consent form to be audio-recorded. Permission was also sought from the two
faculties of education of each university participating in the study.

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

The themes that emerged from the findings related to the purpose of the study were identified. These
themes are discussed below and illustrated using quotations from the interview text and focus group
discussions. Codes were used to represent the universities and participants for anonymity. The
quotations are presented verbatim.

46 M.Q. Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 3rd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2002).
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Coping Strategies Suggested by Participants
Having a Community of Practice
The interviews revealed the importance and pivotal role of the community of practice among lecturers
and students, who may search for companionship and peer support. Many lecturers, such as LSA4,
LSA3, LU2, LU3, and others, concurred on the importance of forming groups that helped to relieve
anxiety as a shared ordeal. Members of the group could talk about their fears and challenges and provide
solutions to the common problems encountered, as LU3 asserted:
[ found refuge in being in touch with my fellow lecturers. What I had perceived as a unique
challenge to only me, and what almost culminated in panic attacks, things I had only read about
from my educational psychology lecture preparations, had now become reality during online
teaching. Through being in touch with my colleagues, the issues that almost sent me to tears
became things to laugh and giggle about. I now value keeping in touch with those with whom 1
do the same job. This practice has been helpful in other challenges, too.

LSA4 thus mentioned:

Engaging with other colleagues in the department and different faculties, discussing topics of
interest, working practices, and talking about our feelings that affect teaching and learning
created a sense of companionship and aspiration.

The data collected through focus group discussions also pointed out the issue of forming support groups
that helped students cope with online learning anxiety. A student from FGSA3 stated:
Online learning amid the COVID-19 pandemic drove me crazy, I was not thinking straight,
confused, and very much afraid of my tomorrow. However, the social group we formed as students
sustained me this far. Sometimes, we could make a group WhatsApp call or arrange to meet in an
open space where we could maintain social distance and other COVID-19 regulations to talk and
laugh out loud.

Another FGU3 student also asserted,
[ learned about group counselling and group therapy in the PSE 3201 course on Guidance and
Counselling. Little did I know that as a common challenge among novice online learners, 1
would need this technique to deal with anxiety and other related psychological problems that
emanated from online learning. We formed a WhatsApp group, and it became our community.
This group and its shared challenges made us feel that a shared problem is a problem solved.

This also indicated that lecturers and students must talk about their feelings to ease anxiety. It
enabled members to participate in coordinated meetings to discuss topics of interest and share working
practices and resources in more innovative and collaborative ways. However, there were emerging
submissions that lay beyond the community of practice as a coping strategy, including physical
exercises, health care services, collaboration with support staff and students, and training, as discussed
below.

Activities that involve physical activity and relaxation

Participants in the interviews and focus groups indicated that they used physical exercise and relaxation
as strategies to reduce anxiety. Exercises such as walking, playing soccer, rugby, golf, and tennis were
mentioned as strategies that helped students with anxiety manage their negative emotions. Some
students joined sports clubs, which improved their overall happiness and positivity. Physical activity
can help students reduce negative psychological effects on their bodies and moods, lessen mental
challenges, and improve their overall health. Other participants addressed their anxiety by reading
literature on mental health and anxiety to learn how to manage their symptoms. For relaxation, some
participants may read books and publications. These views were raised by an FGSA1 student who
said:
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With this anxiety affecting our studies, we sometimes advocate for physical activities and
relaxation, which include going out to sports clubs to get involved in sporting activities such as
soccer, rugby, and tennis. However, the university does not have good facilities, and we urge the
university authorities to improve such facilities.

This was also echoed by an FGU2 student who added a unique dimension to the location of
these physical exercises as remedies for anxiety:

Please note that this anxiety was at its highest peak during lockdown, and so my siblings and I
could not go outside the home. Exercising outside our apartment block meant mixing with our
neighbours, which would put us in more danger of contracting COVID-19. So, I exercised by
doing sit-ups in my bedroom. In whatever way, this helped me to find relief in the rate at which I
felt anxious before I could embark on my next online lecture. These exercises were done between
lectures.

From the above, there is a need for physical activities that lead to a reduction of anxiety;
universities lack such facilities. The use of physical activities and relaxation was also echoed by lecturer
LSA1, who said:

The anxiety of setting up authentic online assessments, posting online, lecturing online, online
navigation, and having fairer direct interaction makes me more devastated and frightened. To this
end, sometimes [ feel like I need physical exercise, like going to the gym or doing any sporting
activity, to reduce the emotions that go with this online teaching and learning.

An almost similar sentiment emerged from an LU1 lecturer who asserted,
1t was frustrating for me to have very limited physical contact with my students,; some guidelines
for them were unclear due to this challenge. The pressure of trying out online pedagogical
strategies made me anxious, and usually, when I develop anxiety about new stuff, I indulge in
physical stretches. So I used to run about in my compound to sweat it off, and this gave me some
relief until the next online lecture.

The utilisation of mental healthcare services

The use of mental healthcare services was echoed by both the students and lecturers and mainly

emanated from LSA4 in the following statement:
Institutions hired workers who specialised in psychology and counselling to provide efficient
mental health services to students and lecturers. The strategy helped both students and lecturers
to learn effective anxiety-reduction techniques.

LUS also shared similar sentiments:
Our university provides psychological services. At one point, I needed the services urgently due
to the trauma I was experiencing with the newly adopted learning and teaching approach.
COVID-19 had adversely affected my teaching as I couldn’t cope; I had lost three of my family
members within a short period, and every time I had a cough, headache, or any disorder, my mind
thought of COVID-19, and I couldn’t concentrate. This was devastating, I tell you.

Expressing the same sentiments as above, a student from FGSA2 went further to state that:
The mental health professionals were always available to meet with us students and lecturers on
campus and, most importantly, provided a trusted and secure environment that enhanced our self-
confidence when seeking treatment.

This same sentiment emerged in FGU1 when one student asserted:

The university hospital, which has a counselling unit, was open about the availability of
therapeutic services for both staff and students. Although I know some went for these services
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to ease tension and other psychological services related to COVID-19, I am not sure if these
challenges were confined to online teaching and learning. We all feared hospital settings
because of the fear of infection and re-infection. But I know a colleague who accessed these
services for the same reasons, and she asserted that she thinks she would have lost her mind if
she had not done so.

A sensitive issue was expressed by an FGSA2 student who talked about students and lecturers living
with disabilities and comorbidities. Therefore, she indicated:
My heart went out to students with disabilities. As a member of the Students’ Representative
Council (SRC), I have interacted with some students living with disabilities and learnt that
psychological services were provided. It was a relief to hear that. Students and lecturers with
different impairments should be given a socialized environment to help them feel less isolated and

fearful.

From all these sentiments, it can be deduced that psychological services should not be
downplayed. They assist students and lecturers in adjusting to challenges and managing social
integration and emotional well-being by calming down their emotions, temper, and fears.

Strengthening relationships between faculty members, support staff, and students
The importance of communication between these organisations in reducing student anxiety was
highlighted in the responses to the interviews. Two focus groups, FGSA3 and FGU1, identified the
need for faculty and support staff to inquire if students needed help understanding the modules,
completing assessments, academic writing or writing reports. The two groups mentioned the need for
academics to ensure students grasped the subject by planning the activities connected to the curriculum.
In this regard, a student from FGU1 indicated that:
For example, when teaching a language, our professor encouraged group work in class to
encourage students to participate in conversation to improve their speaking skills and
relationships with their peers, which helped them feel less anxious. Additionally, online video
games improved student communication, confidence, and anxiety.

This response indicates that students were encouraged to adopt the learning strategies that they
enjoyed; thus, collaborative work helped reduce their anxiety. On the other hand, the data collected
through interviews also showed that lecturers needed support to cope with the work pressures worsened
by the COVID-19 pandemic and were given that support. Some lecturers indicated that just hearing
words like ‘you are doing well” eased their tension and acted as an assurance that all was well.

LSA4 had this to say:
Even if  was not doing very well and if the little I was doing was appreciated, it would encourage
me in those challenging times; all that I wanted to hear were sweet melodies of words in my ears.

LU1 also expressed that:
All I wanted at that time was maximum support from the support staff and the management.
How we relate to each other to serve our students mattered to me.

The students and lecturers agreed that communication and interpersonal interaction among
different stakeholders were important factors in dealing with anxiety. This could imply that people were
tired of hearing negative news daily and were, therefore, longing to hear something positive. This
sentiment was not present in the interviews and FGDs among the Ugandan respondents.
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Frequent training of lecturers and students on online learning and teaching

The lack of frequent refresher workshops and training of both lecturers and students emerged from the
interviews that were done with the lecturers and focus groups as another cause of anxiety among
lecturers and students; hence the need to have frequent training on the use of the learning management
systems (LMS) by both students and lecturers. FGSA1’s views were that the frequent training of
lecturers and students proved to be a better way of dealing with anxiety, especially with online teaching
and learning. This sentiment was highlighted by an

FGSA1 student during the focus group discussions when she explained that:

We felt that the provision of frequent training in the use of LMS for both students and lecturers
helped in dealing with anxiety in teaching and learning, as this helped in easy navigation,
uploading material, and writing assessments online. However, this must be supported by
continued connectivity, which is sometimes disrupted because of inadequate data being provided
by the university. Some of us, as students, come from backgrounds/schools that never exposed us
to technology; hence, we asked for more training to fully empower us and ease our tension. The
problem was that we were grappling with online learning, which was strange to us, and then the
content, because there were many modules.

The above strategy was also found to be common among most of the lecturers who were
interviewed, as stated by LUS:

1 used to dislike using LMS, which created much anxiety when this became more mandatory

because of COVID-19; my greatest concern was especially around the setting of authentic

assessments, posting online, online navigation, and how to make learning and teaching engaging

and exciting. The frequent training on using LMS and the 360-degree availability of e-learning

specialists helped greatly in this regard. Now, I can say I am more comfortable than before using
LMS.

LSA3’s views were similar to LUS, who stated that:
I have never been trained in using LMS, as I joined the university at the beginning of the year,
and my induction did not include this. I am still unable to use the LMS for learning and teaching.
I have resorted to using things like emails and WhatsApp for my teaching and learning, as the
department in which I am working has not provided me with the required training, although I
made several requests that fell on deaf ears. To me, this has created fear, frustration, and
devastation.

LU4 said in affirmation:
L am lucky that I had enrolled and graduated from the University of Cape Town the previous year
with a postgraduate Diploma in Educational Technology. That course was a lifesaver when the
emergence of COVID-19 dictated that we teach using technology. I have enough knowledge of
using different educational technology tools and their respective affordances, and I encourage
all lecturers to ensure they acquire such skills. Even after COVID, I still enjoy teaching online,
and such training should be extended to students, too. [ was privileged to study in South Africa.

It can be seen from the above that there was a need for both students and lecturers to receive
training in the use of LMS and online pedagogy, as the untrained felt strained and full of anxiety, which
led to improper performance of their responsibilities as lecturers and students.

DISCUSSION

The main strategies for dealing with anxiety that emerged from the study included having physical
activities and relaxation, using communities of practice, using mental health facilities, and
strengthening relationships among faculty members and student and staff support.
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Theme 1: Having a Community of Practice (CoP)

The study found that coming together and forming support groups as students and lecturers helped
alleviate anxiety about online teaching and learning. This shows that humans thrive in community,
socialising, sharing problems, and collaborative problem-solving. There is an adage that says, ‘a
problem shared is a problem solved’. According to the findings of this study, this is exactly what the
CoPs did for both students and lecturers. The implication of forming such practices was that teaching
and learning were enhanced because students and lecturers were helping each other and solving online
problems together. Psychologically, it helps one to feel good knowing that s/he is not the only one who
does not know how to navigate online systems. This viewpoint corroborates the findings of Eulberg,
who established that teachers and students could seek companionship and aspiration, talk about their
feelings, and alleviate anxiety.*’ Regarding having COPs as a strategy for coping with anxiety, the
results of the study show a generally positive inclination to the sharing of common practices, as it shows
the need to engage with other colleagues, the formation of support groups, discussion of topics of
interest, and even to talk and laugh, as expressed by participants in the study. Using COPs allowed
lecturers and students to share their experiences, challenges, and ways of dealing with anxiety.

Theme 2: Strategies that involve physical activity and relaxation

The study findings revealed that relaxation and sporting activities could be used as one form of strategy
in dealing with anxiety. Online anxiety, fatigue, exhaustion, and fear were common in students and
lecturers who participated in this study. Therefore, this study suggests that relaxation and sporting
activities matter more to students and lecturers during such times as pandemics than before the
pandemic outbreak that pushed some universities to transition to 100% online teaching and learning.
Lecturers and students were expected to use e-learning platforms, but did not appreciate the need for
change. Despite living in the twenty-first century, characterised by the wonders of technology and
teaching techno-savvy students, some universities moved slowly and failed to keep pace with
technology. This could be attributed to the fact that the universities that participated in the study had
inadequate information and technology infrastructure, as historically disadvantaged universities. This
aligns with Songca et al.’s findings that historically disadvantaged universities did not have adequate
resources to transition online.*® Therefore, the students and lecturers who participated in this current
study felt significant anxiety, forced to turn to sports activities to relax their minds and ease tension.
This is in line with what Baloran established, who purports that 22.45 % of the participants indicated
the use of relaxation, sporting activities, and music as a strategy to reduce online teaching and learning
anxiety among lecturers and students.*’ The need to participate in physical activities and relaxation can
be deduced from the results of this study, as the participants indicated that joining sports clubs helped
to improve their overall happiness and positivism, reducing negative psychological health effects and
lessening mental health challenges. However, it is important to note that the absence of suitable sporting
facilities at some institutions of higher learning still poses a threat to this strategy. The restrictions on
sporting facilities in some jurisdictions, including South Africa and Uganda, also worsened this. The
lack of sporting activities resulted in increased anxiety and boredom.

Theme 3: The use of mental healthcare services

The existing literature indicates that psychological or health services must be taken seriously and made
available or accessible to both students and lecturers. Literature also attests that the modern way of life
is marked by stress, and some people do not cope with the pressures. The study participants revealed
that they were traumatised due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the abrupt transition to online learning
and teaching. People were afraid of the uncertainty surrounding their future. The implication is that

47 Bulberg, “Follow These Steps to Ease Student Anxiety in Your Classroom.”

48 Songca, Ndebele, and Mbodila, “Mitigating the Implications of COVID-19 on the Academic Project at Walter Sisulu University in
South Africa: A Proposed Framework for Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning.”

4 Erick T. Baloran, “Knowledge, Attitudes, Anxiety, and Coping Strategies of Students during COVID-19 Pandemic. ,” in Loss and
Trauma in the COVID-19 Era (Routledger, 2024), 134-141.
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fear of the unknown disorganises some people and can affect their ability to think straight, resulting in
them losing concentration and focus. This can lead to some mental and physical health complications
that would require the attention of a psychologist or counsellor. This is seen as one of the mechanisms
or strategies for dealing with anxiety and hence the call by study participants to make psychological
services accessible to them. This confirms Keshvardoost, Bahaadinbeigy, and Fateli's findings in
China.>® Keshvardoost et al. postulate that the role of telehealth services has been revealed as an ideal
coping strategy recently during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic across the globe.’! Many
students and lecturers who suffered from anxiety had to opt for mental health care services. Lecturers
in the study supported this when they mentioned the need for workers specialising in psychology and
counselling to provide efficient health care to students and lecturers.

Theme 4: Strengthening relationships between faculty members, support staff, and students
Related to the issue of having COPs, the findings revealed that strengthening relationships between
faculty, support staff, and students through enhanced communication can reduce anxiety considerably.
The results of the focus groups alluded to this and were echoed by the lecturers who participated in the
study. The focus groups highlighted the need for faculty members and lecturers to enquire if students
required assistance in comprehending the modules, completing assessments, or writing reports. The
study also showed that students should be given time to brainstorm, write down their ideas and create
their mind maps online, choosing to work individually or collaborate in small groups, keeping in mind
that each student’s learning journey will be unique; therefore, students should have the freedom to
choose the level of collaboration that will allow them to be most successful. Next, students should
complete a formative peer review in pairs or small groups, explaining their mind map, comparing
interpretations, exploring the concepts employed, establishing explicit or implicit connections, and
finding or suggesting improvements to each other’s work.

Theme 5: Frequent training of lecturers and students on online learning and teaching

The increased use of technology in online learning and teaching before and during COVID-19 has
brought about anxiety through technophobia.’? Strauss alludes to lecturers who worry about setting
authentic assessments, posting online, and online navigation, as well as how to make learning and
teaching more engaging and exciting.>® From the results of the study, these issues were highlighted by
the participants, and hence, some of the interviewees pointed out the need for lecturers and students to
have frequent training on online learning and teaching and the use of online pedagogy. The anxiety
described here is corroborated by Baloran’s study, which found that 22.45% of the participants found
online classes and modules challenging. This included navigating the Learning Management System,
uploading the learning material, and the online courses.**

This lack of training impacts the quality of teaching and learning, ultimately affecting students'
academic and job performance as they might lack the 21st-century skills required by the job market.
With the teachers, the challenges may come from the inability to effectively align educational
technologies with desired learning outcomes in each learning environment. The need for training is
supported by Coronado, who states that providing thorough training for educators is essential to ensure
that they are prepared and feel confident with the ease of use and usefulness of each adopted technology
before using it for students' learning in their classrooms.> Thus, “For success in school, work, and life,

30 Sareh Keshvardoost, Kambiz Bahaadinbeigy, and Farhad Fatehi, “Role of Telehealth in the Management of COVID-19: Lessons
Learned from Previous SARS, MERS, and Ebola Outbreaks,” Telemedicine and E-Health 26, no. 7 (July 1, 2020): 850-52,
https://doi.org/10.1089/tm;j.2020.0105.

3! Keshvardoost, Bahaadinbeigy, and Fatehi, “Role of Telehealth in the Management of COVID-19: Lessons Learned from Previous
SARS, MERS, and Ebola Outbreaks.”

52 Saadé et al., “Anxiety & Performance in Online Learning”; Khululwa and Newlin, “Technophobia: Understanding Computer Anxiety
for Teaching and Learning of Computer Studies.”

33 Strauss, “A Trauma-Informed Approach to Teaching through Coronavirus—for Students Everywhere, Online or Not.”

34 Baloran, “Knowledge, Attitudes, Anxiety, and Coping Strategies of Students during COVID-19 Pandemic. .”

35 Samuel Coronado, Technology Adoption and Connectivism (Press Books, 2018).
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people must be able to use creativity to adapt, and generate new ideas, theories, products, and
knowledge.”*¢

RECOMMENDATIONS
Deepened anxiety experienced during online teaching and learning in South African and Ugandan rural
universities underscores the urgent need for effective mitigation strategies to support both lecturers and
students. In these contexts, limited access to resources such as stable internet connectivity, digital
devices, and conducive learning environments exacerbates feelings of anxiety and isolation. To address
these challenges, targeted interventions must be implemented. Universities should prioritise providing
reliable internet connectivity and access to appropriate digital devices, especially in remote areas.
Mental health support services should be readily accessible, offering counselling, mindfulness
exercises, and peer support groups to help alleviate anxiety. Incorporating flexible learning approaches
that accommodate individual circumstances and reduce academic workload can also mitigate stress
levels. Finally, fostering community and belonging through regular communication, feedback
mechanisms, and collaborative activities can help build resilience and promote well-being among
educators and students.

Against this backdrop, the following recommendations are proposed at both policy and practical
levels to foster a more inclusive and equitable educational experience in South African and Ugandan
rural universities.

Policy Recommendations

1. Institutional Mental Health Policy: Rural universities should embed mental health provisions
into institutional policy, ensuring structured access to counselling, peer support, and stress
management programmes tailored to online learning contexts.

2. Formalisation of CoP: Communities of practice should be recognised as official institutional
support mechanisms, with clear mandates, funding, and integration into governance
frameworks.

3. Digital Access Equity: National and institutional policies must prioritise affordable internet,
subsidised devices, and infrastructure development to reduce digital exclusion in rural higher
education.

4. Regional Collaboration: South African and Ugandan higher education authorities should
establish cross-country platforms to share best practices, co-develop rural-focused mental
health strategies, and harmonise digital learning policies.

Practical Recommendations

1. Capacity Development for Lecturers: Provide structured training in digital pedagogy,
resilience-building, and stress management to reduce anxiety during online transitions.

2. Strengthening Peer Support Systems: Expand mentoring and collaborative teaching models
within CoP to normalise shared coping strategies and reduce isolation.

3. Accessible Counselling Services: Implement tele-counselling and peer-led initiatives adapted
to rural contexts, ensuring both lecturers and students can access timely support.

4. Flexible Learning Modalities: Introduce blended approaches such as offline materials, radio,
and community-based learning hubs to mitigate connectivity challenges.

5. Continuous Monitoring and Feedback: Establish structured feedback loops between
students, lecturers, and administrators to identify stress triggers and adapt interventions
dynamically.

36 C21 Canada, Shifting Minds: A 21st Century Vision of Public Education for Canada, 2012, 10.
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CONCLUSION

The study results show that lecturers and students have adopted different strategies to alleviate anxiety
during these trying times. The rushed transition to an online delivery mode of teaching and learning
created much anxiety for lecturers and students. The study concludes that physical sporting activities,
communities of practice, use of mental health care services, strengthening relationships between
students and university staff, and frequent training of lecturers and students on online learning and
teaching can greatly reduce anxiety among lecturers and students. Lecturers need more training in
teaching and learning with technology. Lecturers should enrol in short online courses in teaching with
technology, which will help them to upgrade their skills.

The study concludes that a community-of-practice system is important to mitigate anxiety
during online teaching and learning in rural universities in South Africa and Uganda. Through the
exploration of peer support networks, mentorship programs, and community engagement initiatives,
valuable insights have been gained on their efficacy in alleviating anxiety, promoting mental health and
well-being, and improving academic resilience among lecturers and students. The findings highlight
the significance of fostering social connectedness, providing emotional support, and facilitating
academic adaptation in under-resourced educational contexts. By recognizing the pivotal role of the
community-of-practice system, policymakers and lecturers can develop targeted interventions to better
support the mental health and academic success of individuals in rural higher education settings. This
study stresses the need for collaborative efforts and actions to build resilient communities and promote
inclusive, equitable, and sustainable approaches to online teaching and learning in the face of adversity.
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