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Abstract 

Globally, there is a growing interest in achieving greater educational inclusion to address the persistent 

inequalities related to education disparities and social mobility. However, the focus of this study is the persistent 

high levels of inequality, poverty and unemployment in South Africa that requires a tripartite alliance between 

curriculum, pedagogy and technology. The diversity of learners, educational inequalities, increasing diffusion of 

digital technologies, and unaligned pedagogical connections within the current context of higher education in 

South Africa demand a multivariate ontological and epistemological analysis. Therefore, through a design-

reality gap analysis lens and a sustainable development perspective, the positioning of this paper built on four 

points: (1) reconstruction of pedagogic practices around the digital domain, (2) unaligned pedagogical 

connections having ontological implications in the evolution of higher education, (3) theoretical foundations of 

digital learning and its impact on pedagogic alterations in the context of unequal societies, and (4) gaps in digital 

infrastructure and professional development opportunities. Thematic analysis was used to explore the tripartite 

alliance between curriculum, pedagogy and technology as well as the theoretical and epistemological literature 

on adopting and appropriating technology in teaching and connected learning. This conceptual research takes a 

closer look at theoretical and epistemological considerations for digital education and online learning by 

examining the importance of institutions’ and individuals’ readiness to effectively implement digital tools to 

inform new ways of teaching and learning. Thus, the study contributes insights to the debates on the manifold 

effects of digital affordances in higher education and the conditions necessary to pedagogically integrate digital 

tools in the classrooms given the social issues, such as digital capital and inequalities in resource-constrained 

communities. The resource-poor contexts present special challenges in the effort to implement digitally enabled 

education while simultaneously offering unique opportunities to develop knowledge on the intersection of 

technology and education. Lastly, this paper argues the importance of expanding educators’ digitalisation 

knowledge systems instead of technological determinism. 
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Introduction 

Inclusive remote teaching and online learning reflect an ideological shift in education. This ideological 

shift is underpinned by the United Nations’ charter on universal education (Simma et al., 2024). With the 

growing interest in achieving greater educational inclusion, this article argues for transitioning away from the 

rhetoric of the United Nations principles towards addressing issues of social justice in the education sector. It is 

not surprising then, that institutions of higher learning are rethinking teaching and teaching practices (Dlamini, 

2025; Jõgi et al., 2015; Laurillard, 2013). Notwithstanding the policy borrowing in developing countries that 

have unique challenges and resource-limited settings, there is a need to harmonise reality and practice to 

enhance curriculum coverage. There is a loud call for the tripartite alliance between curriculum, pedagogy and 

technology to address the epidemic of underachievement (Khoza & Mpungose, 2022). However, positioning 

digital tools before educational needs is flawed, and the implementation of information and communication 

technologies cannot be done in isolation. 

Context is key, and there are other systemic challenges that are interconnected and interdependent. In 

the South African context, digital devices and tools were oversold instead of aligning with the ontological and 

epistemological dimensions of sustainable development. Achieving inclusion as the cornerstone of harmonising 

reality and practice is critical, especially in South Africa. Fleisch (2018) asked “why the many well-intentioned 

policies have had only limited impact on entrenched instructional practices …?” (p. 4). According to Dlamini 

(2025), “the tension between digital resources and curriculum implementers has the potential to exacerbate 

existing inequalities in education and socio-economic disparities in learning” (p. 53). The diversity of learners, 

educational inequalities, increasing diffusion of digital technologies, and unaligned pedagogical connections 

within the current context of higher education in South Africa demand a multivariate ontological and 

epistemological analysis. Ontology is rooted in the “concept of relationality which posits that all things in the 

universe are products of relations, not fundamental physical particles” (Hikins & Cherwitz, 2011, p. 296). 

Epistemology refers to the “theory of knowledge” (Audi, 2010, p. 1). Therefore, to harmonise reality and 

practice, it is important to ask both ontological and epistemological questions. 

Turning to the design-reality gap analysis lens, the four specific areas where more critical engagement 

could harmonise the reality and practice of inclusive teaching and connected learning in resource-limited 

settings are (1) pedagogic practices around the digital domain, (2) pedagogical connections with ontological 

implications in the evolution of higher education, (3) theoretical foundations of digital learning, and (4) the gaps 

in digital infrastructure and professional development opportunities. Critical engagement with each of these 

areas enabled the exploration of the tripartite alliance between curriculum, pedagogy and technology, as well as 

the theoretical and epistemological literature on adopting and appropriating technology in teaching and 

connected learning. 

The expanded yet integrated review of the theoretical foundations of digitalisation in higher education 

has exposed the uneven technological knowledge, complex ecologies of inclusive education, and structural 

deficits in South Africa to achieving greater educational inclusion. Higher education is globally considered a 

key driver of economic prosperity and social mobility (Tariq, 2023; Walker et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2020; Xu & 

Montgomery, 2019). Human development and social mobility is pursued via tertiary education. The United 

Nations Development Programme (2020) defines human development as “expanding the richness of human life, 

rather than simply the richness of the economy in which human beings live. It is an approach that is focused on 

creating fair opportunities and choices for all people” (p1). Walker et al. (2022) stated that “while a definition of 

human development might be simple, the actualisation of such a vision is complex and requires demanding 

transformations across multiple economic and social arenas” (p. 3). Hence, the argument in this article 

encompasses context, historical past, and socio-economic status. 

Rather than focusing on curricula and pedagogy, the technology dimension helps extend the boundaries 

of teaching and learning. Until now, there has not been systematic and empirical research that explored the 

tripartite alliance between curriculum, pedagogy and technology in South Africa. This is despite the billions of 

rands that has been invested in digital devices and technologies as a solution to our education system. While 

Statistics South Africa has yearly reported on South Africa’s persistence of high levels of inequality, poverty 

and unemployment, this research interrogates the reality and practice of teaching and learning in an unequal 

society to unlock opportunities for students, especially those previously disadvantaged, to transform their 

economic standing. The triple challenge of high levels of inequality, poverty and unemployment are perpetuated 

by a legacy of exclusion (Fleisch, 2018; Francis & Webster, 2019). 

The throughput challenges in higher education is not concentrated in one racial group, but blacks, 

particularly Africans, are the most affected in South Africa (Chetty et al., 2015). Badat and Sayed (2014) 

confirmed that “formally desegregated yet class-based educational institutions, continuing disparities and 

inequities, and poor academic achievement are key features of the contemporary educational order” (p. 127). 

Thus, this work is an effort to contribute to the domain of inclusive teaching and connected learning from a 

sustainable development perspective. This research explores the tripartite alliance between curriculum, 

pedagogy and technology as well as the theoretical and epistemological literature on adopting and appropriating 



technology in inclusive teaching and connected learning. This study follows a scientifically grounded approach, 

starting with a policy review for a conceptual understanding of inclusive teaching and connected learning, and 

finally, exploring the general domain of digital education for sustainable development. To this end, to enhance 

teaching and learning in a more systematic way to create a sustainable society, the primary research question are 

the following: 

• How can we contribute to an understanding of contemporary classroom practices that recognise and 

respond to the individual differences of all students? 

• How can our findings be made worthwhile and meaningful in the creation of inclusive teaching and 

connected learning to achieve greater educational equity? 

 

A Design-Reality Gap Analysis and Sustainable Development Theoretical Perspective 

Despite the widespread optimism about the affordances of digital technologies, there is dearth of 

empirical work arguing for inclusive teaching and connected learning in developing economies. To overcome 

the risk of low throughput among black Africans in South Africa’s higher education institutions, this research 

argues for the intersection of inclusive teaching and connected learning, and digitalisation is key to achieve this. 

The biggest challenge is the rapid diffusion of pedagogies and “curricula that were typically designed for 

Western rather than African realities” (Bass & Heeks, 2011, p. 1). In addressing the aim of the study, I turned to 

the design-reality gap model and the sustainable development theoretical perspective. The design-reality gap 

model is “a general framework for analysis of change, but one which has been particularly applied to cases 

involving ICTs in developing countries” (Bass & Heeks, 2011, p. 5). In order to make the design-reality gap 

analysis model work, it was imperative to identify the set of key dimensions where the gap might exist. In this 

case, the dimensions were inclusive teaching, connected learning, technological knowledge, context, historical 

past, policies, and socio-economic factors. 

In line with sustainable development perspectives, this research recognises the disconnect between 

reality and professional practice. Bertram and Rusznyak (2024) confirmed that “preservice teachers often find it 

difficult to connect theoretical insights to teachers’ classroom practices” (p. 1). Importantly, teaching should not 

be treated “like a collection of arbitrary activities that keep children busy without much learning” (Langsford & 

Rusznyak, 2024, p. 2). Thus, if educators are to contribute to sustainable development, there is a need for a 

pedagogical shift in higher education. This pedagogical shift must be “characterised by development and action-

orientation; critical and creative inquiry; reflective and iterative learning; an indicative and open curriculum; 

learning in groups, organisations and communities; and a democratic and participative environment” (Holgaard 

et al., 2016, p. 3479). Though sustainable development has different meanings, in this case it refers to the 

combination of economic development, environmental sustainability, and social inclusion (Ferguson et al., 

2021; Holgaard et al., 2016). The economic, environmental and social are the pillars of sustainability (Parry & 

Metzger, 2023). The interplay between design-reality gap analysis and sustainable development is 

multidisciplinary education that pays particular attention to teachers’ needs and students’ classroom experiences. 

The long-term goal is to “achieve a better and more sustainable future for all” (United Nations, n.d.). 

Rieckmann (2017) argued that “embarking on the path of sustainable development will require a 

profound transformation of how we think and act” (p. 7). Therefore, a pedagogical shift to enable inclusive 

teaching and connected learning can serve as a critical lever for transformative learning. However, there must be 

alignment between the curriculum and the 21st-century classroom, which is characterised by multimodality and 

pedagogical mix. According to La Fleur and Dlamini (2022), “there is an expectation that meaningful 

investments will be made in the development of digital skills and professional learning communities to improve 

teachers’ professional practice” (p. 5). With Southern Africa representing one of the most unequal regions in the 

world (World Bank, 2022), the sustainable future of our country in this region lies in quality education and 

equitable participation in economic activities. It is important for teachers to demonstrate sustainability 

competencies to support the development of students’ sustainability competencies. According to Parry and 

Metzger (2023), sustainability competencies requires the integration of the following three interrelated 

dimensions of learning: 

• “Cognitive learning (builds knowledge, understanding, and critical thinking)” (p. 2) 

• “Social and emotional learning (develops the awareness and social skills needed to positively and 

respectfully relate to others)” (p. 2) 

• “Behavioural learning (fosters the ability to act effectively and responsibly from local to international 

levels to contribute to a more sustainable world)” (p.2). 

Currently, higher education is characterised by disciplinary silos that fail the sustainable development 

test that is multidisciplinary education. Fataar and Norodien-Fataar (2021) argued for “an approach based on e-

learning ecologies, promoting students’ critical epistemic engagement to enable them to secure viable futures” 

(p. 155). This is not in any way advocating for emerging technologies because without proper alignment with 

educational needs, this does not represent transformed pedagogies (La Fleur, 2024). Hence, I call for balance in 

the tripartite alliance between curriculum, pedagogy and technology to sustain higher education development. 



Methodology 

An integrative systematic review methodology was adopted, as outlined by Souza et al. (2010), to 

synthesise the available literature and provide a comprehensive understanding of inclusive teaching and 

connected learning. This systematic review was structured following the six phases proposed by Souza et al. 

(2010) to ensure a systematic and rigorous approach to knowledge synthesis. 

Phase 1: Preparing the Guiding Questions 

The research questions discussed in the Introduction guided the search. 

Phase 2: Searching or Sampling the Literature 

The literature search was conducted systematically using Google Scholar. The search strategy involved 

a combination of keywords related to inclusive teaching, connected learning, and 21st-century pedagogies. The 

search and selection process strictly adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021) to ensure transparency and replicability. The initial screening 

was based on the titles, abstracts, and introductions of each publication. 

Phase 3: Data Collection 

The selection criteria ensured that all the selected articles were published between 2015 and 2025’ 

Phase 4: Critical Analysis of the Included Studies 

Each selected study underwent a critical appraisal to assess its methodological rigour and relevance to 

the guiding questions. 

Phase 5: Discussion of Results 

The extracted data were synthesised using a thematic analysis approach to identify themes and patterns 

across the selected articles. 

Phase 6: Presentation of the Integrative Review 

The findings of the integrative systematic review are weaved systematically throughout this article to 

support the arguments. The presentation aligns with the reporting standards of the PRISMA guidelines (Page et 

al., 2021), ensuring all essential components of the review process and its findings are transparently reported. 

 

The Tripartite Alliance: Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Technology 

This article explores the transformative epistemological affordances of digital education intersecting 

with curriculum and pedagogies. This cross-disciplinary discussion focuses on inclusive teaching and connected 

learning as the case baseline for contemporary education. It is important to engage with dominant discourses on 

the intersection of curriculum, pedagogy and technology that focus on the nature of teaching and learning, 

which plays a significant role in transformative pedagogies. Dakich (2014) confirmed that “dominant learning 

theories, pedagogical perspectives and epistemological models have a significant influence on the nature of 

integrating emerging technologies into learning and teaching” (p. 150). This was in general, and this paper is 

specific to inclusive teaching and connected learning. 

I recognise that digitalisation is not a ‘magic wand’ for inclusive teaching and connected learning, but 

it occupies an important role in creating multiple pathways to knowledge development (Mhlongo et al., 2023). 

According to Morrison-Love (2017), technology education offers “an authentic and invaluable range of skills, 

knowledge, capabilities, contexts and ways of thinking for learners in the 21st century” (p. 23). However, 

balancing digitalisation with curricula and pedagogies presents an ontological and epistemological foundation 

for connected learning and inclusive pedagogy. The intersection of the three foster inclusive pedagogical 

practices and assessments, thus creating opportunities for unbounded education and humanising higher 

education campuses. However, with the increasingly overcrowded lecture halls and increased workloads, 

transformative learning experiences may be considered as an epistemic source for digitalisation. Digitalisation 

affordances, such as multimodality, provide multiple routes to cognition instead of the one-size-fits-all 

approach. 

Higher education is facing chronic underfunding, and combined with the exponential growth of 

students in classrooms, it has had consequences for the quality and equity of tertiary education. In the wake of 

inclusive teaching and connected learning, universities are pursuing new instructional strategies to extend the 

boundaries of the classroom, guaranteeing educational equity (Dlamini, 2022). As such, educators must 

“prioritize and enact humanizing and caring teaching practices” and place “more emphasis on meeting students’ 

needs rather than just trying to teach the curriculum” (Shin, 2022, p. 358). To advance educational equity and 

inclusivity, we must create equitable learning opportunities characterised by transdisciplinary approaches to 

tertiary education. Thus, my argument is that we must adopt technology such as artificial intelligence to ensure 



curriculum innovation and inclusion while supporting all students. The idea of inclusive teaching and connected 

learning demands education that is adaptive to create multiple pathways to cognition while supporting every 

student, regardless of their intellectual abilities. 

To achieve the tripartite alliance of curriculum, pedagogy and technology, some research advocated for 

‘dialogic teaching’ as a pedagogy for the 21st century (Teo, 2019). Silva (2009) explained that “21st century 

skills … are not new, just newly important” (p. 630). Dialogic pedagogy is situated “within a social 

constructivist paradigm that encourages collaborative learning, critical talk and divergent thinking” and is 

extending learning into semi-formal and informal learning settings (Teo, 2019, p. 170). Without trivialising the 

situation, there needs to be a balance between pedagogy, curriculum implementation, and digital technology 

integration. However, this changing landscape requires new skill sets and competencies and for educators to be 

“more open and receptive to cross-cultural and interdisciplinary communication and collaboration” (Teo, 2019, 

p. 171). The transition to inclusive teaching and connected learning requires the adoption of new technologies, 

but it is important to understand the relationship between digitalisation, curriculum implementation, and 

transformative pedagogies. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research shows the complex and dynamic interconnection of the tripartite alliance between 

curriculum, pedagogy and technology. Accordingly, in the design-reality gap analysis and sustainable 

development theoretical perspective, the positioning of digital technologies in an unequal society does not 

guarantee transformative education due to skills, context and structural deficits. There is evidence that those 

who embody the curriculum and pedagogies must not be side-lined in the changing landscape of education. 

Inclusive teaching and connected learning through digitalisation are limited for developing economies. 

Therefore, from a more critical point of view, we should take into account the risk of treating students as 

homogeneous; this paradigm shift is long overdue, especially the adoption of digital education. However, digital 

education should not be a solution to manage crises in higher education, as it was during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Therefore, harmonising the contextual reality and professional practice of academic staff with a view 

of inclusive teaching and connected learning it has shown digitalisation has a role to play. In the changing 

education landscape and requirements, the balance between the professional development of educators and 

digital infrastructure investment must be comparable. 
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