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‘My work got lost in the computer’: Establishing a teacher professional learning community through 
digital skills training  
 
Abstract  

Improving learning outcomes for students is central to most education initiatives in developing countries. In South 

Africa, many national education policies related to teacher education are designed to improve the quality of 

teaching as well as create an environment that enables peer and lifelong learning among teachers. The Department 

of Higher Education’s Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education and Development 

(ISPFTD)i, for instance, provides for the establishment of Professional Learning Communities. This is closely 

aligned with the concept of communities of practice in the ‘Teacher Futures’ programmeii, an initiative supported 

by the Commonwealth of Learning (COL). COL’s ‘Teacher Futures’ is inspired by United Nations SDG 4 and 

supports institutions and governments to develop teacher professional development programmes that assure 

quality teaching and encourage collaborative learning among teachers. The national Department of Basic 

Education (DBE) and COL are implementing this programme in the Eastern Cape in partnership with the 

University of Fort Hare and ten high schools within the same district. The main objective is to develop and offer 

a two-tier training programme in digital learning for teacher educators and education leaders on one hand, and 

school teachers on the other.  Programme activities so far have included entry-level digital learning for 

approximately 100 teachers as well as the initiation of online and on-site communities of practice. Teachers have 

been able to embark on a more pedagogically focused course around using digital resources in teaching.  The 

paper discusses the challenges in establishing communities of practice to support in-school teacher learning. These 

challenges include unstable, yet prohibitively expensive, connectivity, coupled with low levels of access and 

technophobia. This paper intends to document these early South African experiences of what has worked and 

what has not, in the Eastern Cape Province that might prove valuable for programmes in other countries.    

 

Background 

South Africa was one of the countries that pioneered education policy in Africa in the field of ICTs in Education 

when it promulgated the e-education White Paper: Transforming Learning and Teaching through ICTsiii in 2003.  

This White Paper outlined the government's response to a new ICT environment in education and was the first 

time that ICT integration was given prominence over ICT for administration or mere ICT Skills. Emphasis was 

placed on transformation of the learning process as well as lifelong learning, collaboration, creativity and 

specifically the creation of new knowledge. 

 

The strategy of the Commonwealth of Learning’s Teacher Futures programme is to support school-based teacher 

development (SBTD) that can be sustained and scaled with an enabling environment through the use of 

technology.   Aligned to these broad aims, the Teacher Futures programme has a number of other central pillars, 

namely: Learner-centredness, problem-based learning and the contribution that communities of practice can make 

to successful professional development.  

 

The impetus for the conceptualization of the Teacher Futures professional development programme came from 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goalsiv and specifically Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable 

quality education and promote life-long learning opportunities for all.  Within Goal 4, it is target 4c that is 

particularly pertinent to the Teacher Futures programme. The overarching theme, of learning for sustainable 

development, features throughout the Teacher Futures programme. 

 

Coincidentally, in South Africa, the national Department of Higher Education (DHET) had published the 

Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education and Developmentv , which placed emphasis on 

communities of practice (CoPs) at the local teacher level.   The ISPFTD Output 3: Teacher support is enhanced 

at the local level. One of the most prominent activities is the establishment of Professional Learning Communities 

(PLCs) in a collaborative effort “by DBE, Teacher Unions, Subject-based professional teacher associations, 

NGOs and other organizations working with teachers.” 

 

Another national department of education milestone that is very relevant to the Teacher Futures programme is the 

recently published, Professional Development Framework for Digital Learningvi and subtitled, Building educator 

competencies in facilitating learning with digital tools and resources.  This framework contains a range of 

associated resources such as separate and specific self-assessment tools for teachers, district officials, school 

management teams and teacher educators at higher education institutions.  Additional informative sections include 

for example, an interpretation of the SAMR Modelvii, an outline of how the framework aligns to other national 

policies, as well as teacher workshop activities around the framework.   

http://bit.ly/2LcXseU
http://www.schoolnet.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2017-12-01-Professional-Development-Framework-for-Digital-Learning-Final.pdf
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One of the tenets of the framework is that the model of encouraging schools to identify and capacitate ICT 

Champions is not sustainable because such champions tend to leave their institutions quickly. Instead, the 

framework advocates for building capacity in all teachers as digital learning leaders and promoting a culture of 

peer coaching and mentorship.viii The Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning proposes that a 

model of collaborative peer-to-peer support is not only aligned to the concept of professional learning 

communities, but also supports the change leadership principle that recommends distributed leadership and 

institution-wide ownership and responsibility for the vision of digital learning.  Each of these principles closely 

aligns with those of the Teacher Futures programme and most particularly with the value placed on communities 

of practice.  

 

Teacher Professional Development  

Planning  

The planning for the conceptualization and implementation of the Teacher Futures Teacher Professional 

Development programme started earnestly in September 2018 when a 4-day workshop was convened to determine 

the nature of the programme and how stakeholders might wish to develop it.   The stakeholders comprised 

Representatives of the University of Fort Hare Managerial Structures, the Education Faculty, SchoolNet South 

Africa, the national Department of Basic Education, the Eastern Cape Department of Education, Provincial and 

District, The Mandela Institute of Education and senior management representatives from the ten schools in the 

programme.  All participants expressed a clear preference for developing a digital learning programme and 

demonstrated positive attitudes as well as a willingness to be collegial and mutually supportive. All delegates 

were grateful for the valuable input from the national department of education representatives who presented the 

newly published Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning as a living policy. The remarkable 

synergies were highlighted between the Teacher Futures Programme and the framework in South Africa.   

 

During the forum, participants completed baseline questionnaires through which it was easy to ascertain that the 

schools were better equipped with digital tools and resources than had been expected, for example, at least 50% 

of teachers in all schools had access to a laptop.  This was due to a recent provincial initiative whereby the Eastern 

Cape Department of Education had committed to providing every teacher with a digital device. Very few schools 

had any learner access to technology other than in a shared lab or a bank of shared tablets.   

 

It was found that the University team seemed less familiar with digital learning concepts and expressed a strong 

need for capacitation, specifically around online tutoring. However, before online tutor training could be 

considered or, in fact, before even considering the integration of digital learning in the classroom, it was clear that 

there were multiple needs to be addressed.  Firstly, notions around the value of digital learning needed to be 

inculcated, with an understanding of the positive impact that digital learning can have on teacher education 

students and teaching and learning in general.  Hence, the capacity development programme was conceptualized 

to include digital skills at an appropriate level, customized to each individual, as well as the more advanced course 

for teachers of using digital resources in the classroom. University lecturers agreed to gain experience as students 

studying the online modules of the Commonwealth Certificate in Teacher ICT Integration (CCTI) before 

expecting to be trained as online tutors.   

 

During a Learning Design workshop, which was structured to achieve a range of outcomes, participants gradually 

developed a shared goal around the programme.  They heard from the research component at the university and 

reviewed the Results Based Log Framework, the Gantt chart and the individual year plans. Digital educational 

theories were interrogated, including Hattie’s Visible Learningix, TPACKx, and ADDIExi. The long-term outcome 

of the programme is for the university to offer three short courses, to be developed during the Teacher Futures 

programme.  The authors were identified at the Learning Design Workshop from among the university school of 

education faculty and they embarked upon the design of the content.  It was agreed that the courses would start in 

face-to-face mode but eventually develop into blended mode courses. 

 

Change Leadership  

In order to prepare schools for the transformation that innovative technologies and digital learning would bring to 

their classrooms and to ensure this process was effective, principals and their senior managers were required to 

undergo a series of workshops concentrating on change leadership. It was important that this process happened 

before or simultaneously with any professional development in ICT skills.  SchoolNet had developed the Change 

Leadership for Digital Learning course through a national department of education programme implemented by 

the CSIRxii’s entitled ICT4RED.xiii  This initiative had recognized as one of its principles that “Adequate change 

management is the single most important factor affecting the success of ICT in Education interventions in 
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schools”. Therefore, Senior Management Teams (SMT) in all 10 high schools participating in the Teacher Futures 

programme were invited to participate in a predominantly face-to-face mode with the intention of establishing an 

e-culture in the future.  

 

The content for the course material was influenced by literature on the key elements of change management in 

Michael Fullan’s work on Learning to Lead Changexiv; the notion that change needs energy, ideas, commitment 

and ownership rather than a controlling management. The course gives leaders the tools and ideas to resolve the 

many challenges that arise when technology is introduced into schools.  These included some teachers being 

resistant to digital learning, not being keen to participate, not willing to sacrifice their time, their lack of 

engagement in collaborative spaces, lack of confidence in their ICT skills, lack of support from school managers, 

technophobic managers, fear of change and lack of resources, exacerbated by high levels of theft. 

 

An accurate assumption was made that there would be principals who were not familiar with theories of change 

or through historical experiences were not aware of participative management styles.  Consequently, SchoolNet’s 

approach had to be developmental and supportive of principals, SMTs and district officials in this process of 

change leadership. The purpose of the process was to convey the message that ICT leadership is a shared domain 

and that a culture of learning in the workplace and between schools in the district is essential if the adoption of 

technology is to succeed. SchoolNet’s task was to steer all stakeholders towards an understanding of their roles 

and responsibilities in implementing and leading change.  

 

One of the outputs of the course is a shared vision for the use of technology in the school. During this course, 

creation of this vision became an evolving process rather than an event or a product and ownership developed 

over time with all stakeholders becoming involved.  It became apparent to participants that challenges had to be 

collaboratively solved if the vision was going to be collaboratively developed.   Principals and HODs soon became 

aware that understanding the theory around change leadership was not as difficult as actually putting the change 

into practice.  Schools were required to produce photographs or video evidence of how they had implemented 

what they had learnt on the course.  This was assessed and badges awarded accordingly.  

 

One of the older SMT members, who had become passionate about the Change Leadership programme and about 

digital learning itself, took the trouble to make a voice note of a synopsis of the session and shared it via WhatsApp 

for the benefit of those who had missed the session.  On other occasions, participants shared videos of the sessions 

they had been required to conduct at their own schools.  These were face to face sessions of vision building with 

the staff as well as capacity building workshops.  Creating videos and sharing them via YouTube as well as making 

podcasts had greatly assisted the delegates to share ideas and knowledge both within the schools and between 

schools, which greatly contributed towards strengthening their community of practice. Many of the delegates to 

the Change Leadership workshops were motivated to integrate digital tools and resources into their teaching.   It 

seemed as if the SMTs at most of the schools were gradually changing their mindsets to appreciate the benefits of 

digital learning. 

 

“Since the project has started I learnt that working as a team, showing respect towards my colleagues and any 

other relevant stakeholders is a good idea. As I am dealing with different characters behaviours, I’m able to 

embrace a resistor by motivating him/her. I even applied a peer to peer support to an extent I’ve started working 

with neighbouring schools, willing to helping a positive manner.” Ms Fikisa Janties Ntabenkonyana High School 

 

 

Initiating Communities of Practice through educator capacity building in Digital Literacy   

 

This first professional development intervention for teachers, using the course ICT Skills for Teacherxv, aimed to 

equip ten teachers from each of the ten schools with digital skills.  The other objective was to familiarize the 100 

teachers with the concept of communities of practice and to introduce them to a range of media through which 

participation in communities of learning could be successful and highly beneficial for the participating teachers.   

 

This contextualized digital literacy training was preceded by the completion of a baseline survey for teachers and 

was followed by an introduction to the Teacher Futures online platformxvi and a brief experience of other platforms 

such as the Microsoft Educators Networkxvii.  This network was included because it hosts an online course for 

teachers that would be used later in the Teacher Futures Programme, called Teaching Sustainable Development 

Goalsxviii.  

 

The main objective in the design of this ICT Skills entry level course was to encourage teachers to be independent 

learners so that when the trainer walks out the door at the end of the training, the teachers are not only able to 
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cope, but continue to practice on their own and to grow in their ICT use and digital learning.  Therefore, the model 

is scenario-based, using authentic contexts that are meaningful to a wide range of teachers. These scenarios 

support existing best practice and teachers created documents and resources with personal relevance.  The training 

approach uses the cognitive apprenticeship model starting with the trainer modelling a selected skill by following 

instructions in the course materials. Then moving to coaching while the trainer shapes the students and then fades 

as much as possible allowing the students to work through further scenarios at their own pace and accessing their 

own help guides.  

 

The workshop facilitators at the various venues reported that teachers received the training very well and seemed 

to be excited and eager to learn.   At one venue, the facilitator reported that very few teachers demonstrated any 

ICT expertise. They had confessed that although they had received devices, as well as brief training, from the 

provincial department of education, they had not spent time becoming familiar with their devices.  

 

Teachers gained a sense of how to use the Teacher Futures platform. One facilitator noted how proud teachers 

were to be the first group to join this community and that they were very positive about the future of the 

programme. All teachers had been given the experience of participating in the Teacher Futures platform and were 

proud to be some of the first teachers to access this platform.  Although the workshops on the first day of this 

professional development started slowly, by the end of the second weekend the teachers were enthusiastic and 

eager to learn more.  Most teachers were not familiar with the uses of a computer at the start of the training and 

many were delighted when they sent their first email.  Those few who were familiar with their devices progressed 

rapidly and learnt a range of new skills as well as participating in the online community.   

 

This positive feedback from one of the experienced users, Unathi Nohamba, Head of Department at Nzululwazi 

High School provides an insight into the early uses of technology in the programme,  

 

“I assist other teachers in my school for example, when they want to create: power point presentation, Excel, 

word and creating posters etc. Some teachers struggle to even send an email with an attachment so I assist them, 

I try to encourage those who are able to use a computer to use them in a classroom because it makes things easier 

and learners give you attention and understand better, when they even see the pictures or visuals. I use a computer 

and projector in my lessons because teaching Life sciences you explain using diagrams and graphs so it's easy to 

download them and project in class and it makes learning interesting. I even give learners my soft copies so that 

they can use them in their phones and computers. Since it’s the 4th industrialisation so we have to adapt to that 

change now, and do things via technology and move away from chalks and a lot of textbooks.”  

 

Overall, the teachers fell into three categories according to the levels of skills and computer confidence. 

Approximately 40% were complete beginners.  Then there was a middle group of experienced users who could 

quickly grasp the activities and were self-sufficient.   The third category were those few that the facilitators 

referred to as champions, already showing advanced knowledge and skills in computers.  The champions were 

quick to grasp concepts and finish their tasks and most importantly to then assist others. The facilitator at one 

venue shared a screen shot of her inbox, clearly showing that all teachers in the group had successfully sent email 

by the end of the session. The teachers highlighted what they liked the most about the course, as follows:  “Making 

PowerPoint Presentations”, ‘Working independently’, ‘creating a timetable’, ‘Access to the Future Teachers 

programme”, “The ability to e-mail my work using a computer” and “The understanding and tolerance of the 

facilitator and teachers worked with”. The teachers also highlighted that they liked practising their computer skills. 

This was summed up by this comment by Miss Nosipho Sonjani from Sakhululeka High School.  

 

“What I liked most: Was the Presentation time when I was also given time to present my work using digital tool, 

laptop. The workshop was well conducted with the facilitator well prepared. What I liked the least: Was when 

my work got lost in the computer and could not find it.”    

 

A second professional development course was completed with teachers, mid-2019.  This course, Using Digital 

Resources in the Classroomxix focused on the integration of ICT across the curriculum. This course assisted 

teachers to integrate digital content, locate subject-specific or phase-specific resources and learn to evaluate such 

content before using it.   The course outlined how to use digital resources effectively in class by providing 

scenarios for finding, evaluating, adapting and managing digital resources in the classroom. During the course, 

teachers planned lessons, integrating digital resources for their particular subjects and explored how best to assess 

for deeper learning. One of the most promising findings thus far in the Teacher Futures programme in South 

Africa has been the adaptability of these high school teachers and how willing they have been to embrace digital 

learning.  
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Although the first course of the CCTI did not prove successful, the education faculty members at the University 

of Fort Hare, who undertook the second CCTI course, made a concerted effort to make time in their busy schedules 

to complete the activities.  They developed their online culture and particularly their interaction and support of 

each other, thus strengthening their community of practice and fulfilling one of the main objectives of the Teacher 

Futures programme.  

 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations for  Future Activities  

Thus far, at the end of year one of the Teacher Futures programme, teachers have progressed beyond the entry-

level stage with both their digital skills as well as with their pedagogical approaches using digital learning.  

University staff have also advanced considerably during the course of Year One. All participants now have a clear 

understanding of the competences required to harness the potential of digital learning and to make an impact on 

learning outcomes.  This indicates that the selection of professional development activities, and the sequence in 

which they were implemented in the programme, was rational and effective.  

 

Once the teachers have started to implement what they have learnt in the training workshops, then a mentoring 

programme will start that will place the emphasis on school-based professional development. University lecturers 

and SchoolNet facilitators will spend time in classrooms working together with teachers on improving learning 

outcomes.  This will further expand the communities of practice.   

 

In year two, when teachers move on to experience the peer-coaching programmexx they will be developing into 

competent experts in digital learning. Peer coaches are trained in communication skills, ICT integration and lesson 

improvement skills. The training model is designed to grow many peer coaches per school. The Peer Coaching 

programme aims to develop a spirit of collaborative peer-to-peer staff support, a critical component of whole 

school staff development. Through the Peer Coaching approach, schools are able to sustain higher levels of ICT 

integration amongst large numbers of educators rather than investing in just one “ICT champion”. This specialized 

course requires participants nominated by their schools to be ICT-literate and to have access to the Internet. 

Furthermore, senior management teams as well as the school principal are expected to participate in the peer-

coaching programme.   Schools commit to the programme for several years. Each year the course consists of eight 

days of face-to-face training spread over the academic year with several online activities that are completed in 

between sessions. A school can nominate up to 3 coaches per cycle. After a few years, schools will have trained 

multiple peer coaches per school. 

 

One of the major focuses of the Teacher Futures Programme is on teaching for sustainable development with 

online professional development courses being the means to achieve this.  Although the support is planned as 

face-to-face initially, eventually it is expected that much of the support will blend face to face with online. The 

School of Education faculty members from the University of Fort Hare will have been following the progress of 

the teachers and simultaneously undergoing their own professional development in digital learning in order to 

allow them to support teachers and grow in their digital journeys together.  

 

Finally, the teachers will be able to study the short courses that are one of the major outputs of this initiative, 

produced by the University of Fort Hare.  At the completion of these short courses, teachers will be competent to 

successfully implement what they have learnt around project-based learning over the three years of the Teacher 

Futures programme.  
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