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Editorial 

 

Artificial Intelligence Chatbot – ChatGPT and High-Tech Plagiarism Concerns 
in a Digital Age: Is Detection Possible? 

 

Jacob Owusu Sarfo  a , b , c , d , * 
 

a University of Cape Coast, Cape Coast, Ghana 
b Centre for Behaviour and Wellness Advocacy, Koforidua, Ghana 
c Cherkas Global University, Washington, USA 
d Volgograd State University, Volgograd, Russian Federation 

 
Abstract 
The digital age of the 21st century has brought an ascent of artificial intelligence technology 

used in various sectors. The growth and influence of artificial intelligence technology and tools on 
education and academic publishing have become an important topic recently. With the latest 
developments in artificial intelligence chatbots, detecting high-tech plagiarism and ensuring 
academic integrity in scholarly writing has become a worry with the educational and scientific 
publishing community. In this editorial, I briefly engaged one of the most popular artificial 
intelligence chatbots, ChatGPT, to write a paragraph with the prompt – “Write an original 
paragraph introducing High-Tech Plagiarism and add in-text citations and a main reference list 
in APA.” To this end, it generated a text with 235 words and 1,565 characters. Subsequently, 
I submitted the text to Turnitin and obtained a Similarity Index of 0 % and an artificial intelligence 
percentage of --%. Additionally, I solicited ChatGPT to authenticate if the paragraph was produced 
by itself. It confirmed with the feedback, “Yes, the paragraph introducing “High-Tech Plagiarism” 
and the associated in-text citations and references were generated by ChatGPT.” This 
conversation and further checks affirm the findings of previous studies that ChatGPT can produce 
sophisticated textual outputs that can slip undetected by plagiarism detection tools like Turnitin. 
Implications are discussed in the paper. 

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence Chatbot, ChatGPT, High-Tech Plagiarism, Digital Age, 
Turnitin, Originality. 

 
1. Artificial Intelligence Chatbot - ChatGPT and High-Tech Plagiarism  
Artificial Intelligence (AI) chatbots are gradually becoming prominent in several sectors, 

including education and scientific publishing (King, ChatGPT, 2023; Kuhail et al., 2023; Sarfo, 
2023). As effective conversational technology, AI chatbots exhibit unique intelligence and facilitate 
writing productivity in an academic environment (King, ChatGPT, 2023). One of the popular AI 
chatbots in education and scientific publishing is ChatGPT (Lo, 2023; Sarfo, 2023). 
The development of ChatGPT was founded on large language models since its launch on 
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November 30, 2022, by OpenAI. After its inception, ChatGPT continues to improve its features to 
provide sophisticated textual outputs that have attracted global user attention (Marr, 2023). 
According to an editorial on Forbes, “…the chatbot quickly went viral on social media as users 
shared examples of what it could do. Stories and samples included everything from travel 
planning to writing fables to code computer programs. Within five days, the chatbot had 
attracted over one million users” (Marr, 2023). 

Marr (2023) further argued that ChatGPT has challenged the global definition of AI and its 
capacities. Specifically, Marr noted that “this chatbot has redefined the standards of artificial 
intelligence, proving that machines can indeed “learn” the complexities of human language and 
interaction.” Although the impact of ChatGPT on several industries and applications cannot be 
underestimated, dealing with high-tech plagiarism is a real challenge to education and scientific 
publishing circles (Kuhail et al., 2023; Sarfo, 2023). A common example is a recent finding by 
Khalil and Er (2023), which observed that 50 essays generated by ChatGPT were seen as original 
texts by popular plagiarism detectors like Turnitin® and iThenticate®. Both anti-plagiarism tools 
were developed by “iParadigms LLC” and are well known for detecting plagiarized texts since 1997. 
Moreover, the authors confirmed that ChatGPT could better demonstrate the authorship of these 
essays as self-generated, outperforming the well-known conventional plagiarism detection tools 
like Turnitin® and iThenticate®. 

Evidence from Khalil and Er (2023) supports the recent worries surrounding some students 
and authors depending solely on chatbots such as ChatGPT to quickly and effortlessly produce 
sophisticated outputs without being detected. Although the use of ChatGPT is not entirely wrong, 
detecting high-tech plagiarism remains a major concern, as exhibited in my conversation with 
ChatGPT and subsequent assessment with plagiarism detection tools. 

 
2. Conversation on ChatGPT 
The author (JOS) conversed with ChatGPT in this section and directly posted their output 

without edits. 
 
[JOS: Write an original paragraph introducing High-Tech Plagiarism and add in-text 

citations and a main reference list in APA.] 
 
ChatGPT: High-Tech Plagiarism, a burgeoning concern in contemporary academia, 

is marked by the unethical use of technology to copy, replicate, or manipulate digital content 
without proper attribution or authorization (Smith, 2019). This phenomenon has gained 
prominence with the proliferation of digital tools and online resources, enabling students, 
researchers, and content creators to engage in deceptive practices that challenge the principles of 
academic integrity (Johnson, Brown, 2020). High-Tech plagiarism encompasses various tactics, 
such as the surreptitious deployment of AI-generated essays, automated paraphrasing software, or 
the purchase of pre-written papers from online sources (Brown, Jones, 2021). These practices not 
only undermine the authenticity and originality of academic work but also pose significant 
challenges for educational institutions seeking to uphold ethical scholarship (Garcia et al., 2018). 
To address this evolving issue effectively, academic institutions must implement robust policies 
and educational initiatives aimed at combating high-tech plagiarism while promoting ethical 
conduct (Roberts, 2022). 

 
References (Note: These references do not exist): 
Brown, A., & Jones, C. (2021). Plagiarism in the digital age: A comprehensive analysis of 

modern unethical practices. Journal of Academic Ethics, 15(3), 189-205. 
Garcia, M., Smith, P., & Johnson, R. (2018). High-Tech Plagiarism: A new challenge for 

educators. Journal of Educational Technology, 42(2), 214-230. 
Johnson, L., & Brown, K. (2020). Digital ethics: Understanding technological plagiarism in 

the 21st Century. International Journal of Ethics in Education, 7(1), 45-60. 
Roberts, S. (2022). Countering high-tech plagiarism: Strategies for educational institutions. 

Academic Integrity Journal, 9(4), 325-341. 
Smith, J. (2019). The digital dilemma: High-Tech Plagiarism in contemporary academia. 

Ethics in Education Quarterly, 35(2), 123-139. 
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4. High-Tech Plagiarism Evaluation and Concerns 
Following our conversation, I submitted the generated text from ChatGPT to Turnitin and 

obtained a Similarity Index of 0%, as shown in Figure 1. A further check on the AI percentage 
showed --%, meaning “AI writing detection unavailable”. To confirm Khalil and Er’s (2023) 
assumption that ChatGPT can detect texts detected by self was also tested by entering the same text 
back to authenticate if the paragraph was produced by itself. It confirmed with the feedback, “Yes, 
the paragraph introducing “High-Tech Plagiarism” and the associated in-text citations and 
references were generated by ChatGPT.”  

 

 
Fig. 1. Turnitin® Originality Report to ChatGPT’s Output 

 
4. Limitations and Implications 
This paper is not intended to draw any generalisations as it used a single AI chatbot, 

ChatGPT, one detection tool (Turnitin®), and a single output. Similar to other previous studies by 
Khalil and Er (2023), this paper only demonstrated the challenges faced by the world’s educational 
and scientific publishing as AI becomes the “new normal.” Regarding the implications of this study, 
there is a need for institutions and educators to transform their teaching and assessment 
approaches to incorporate creativity and critical thinking rather than replicable tasks that learners 
can easily outsource to AI tools. Similarly, this paper underlines the need to promote further 
discussions of AI’s ethical and responsible use in education. Notwithstanding the limitations of this 
paper, the evidence calls for continuous advancements of AI-powered plagiarism detection systems 
that can keep pace with evolving trends of high-tech plagiarism. This paper further points to a 
complex debate where technological advances in AI come with immense opportunities and 
challenges for educational and scientific publishing settings. 
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Visual Impairment among Public School Children in the Biadan and Kato Circuits 
in the Berekum Municipality, Bono Region, Ghana 
 

Elizabeth Mana Akpakli  a , *, Alvin Jeffrey Munsamy  a 
 
a University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa 

 
Abstract 
The aim of the study was to determine the prevalence and causes of visual impairment (VI) 

among primary school children in the Biadan and Kato circuits in the Berekum Municipality, Bono 
Region, Ghana. A cross-sectional and a two-stage random sampling technique was employed to 
recruit 299 study participants. Visual acuity, retinoscopy, examination of the anterior segment, 
media and fundus were conducted on each participant. A modified refractive error survey in 
children (RESC) protocol was used in collecting data. A presenting visual acuity of ≤ 6/12 in the 
better eye was diagnosed as having VI with a cause. Prevalence was estimated, and binary logistic 
regression was used to determine the strength of the association between visual impairment and 
independent variables at a 95 % confidence interval. Two hundred and ninety-five (295) children 
with a mean age of 10.08 ± 2.18 years were able to go through all examinations. The prevalence of 
VI was 8.14 %. Twenty-four children were visually impaired, of whom 17 (70.83 %) were females 
and 7 (29.17 %) were males. Refractive error was the cause in 67 % of visually impaired children, 
cataracts in 8 %, and amblyopia in 4 %. Age was found to be associated with VI (OR=0.77; 95 % 
CI:0.63-0.95), while gender showed no association. Uncorrected refractive error is a common 
cause of VI among school children in the Biadan and Kato circuits. Age was negatively associated 
with visual impairment, suggesting the vulnerability of younger school children. Early detection 
and provision of affordable eye health services may help curb preventable VI. 

Keywords: causes, Ghana, prevalence, public school, school children, visual impairment. 
 
1. Introduction 
Visual impairment (VI) remains a public health concern amongst different population 

groups. In school children, it considerably impacts learning and academic achievement, especially 
in under-served and under-resourced communities (Ovenseri-Ogbomo, Omuemu, 2010). Global 
estimates indicate that there are approximately 19 million visually impaired children worldwide, 
with many of them living in Africa (Alrasheed et al., 2016). Of these, 1.4 million are blind, and 
17.5 million have low vision. According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2013), visual 
impairment in children is defined as visual acuity (VA) of less than, or equal to, 6/12 (0.3LogMAR) 
in the better eye. 
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The prevalence of childhood visual impairment varies between countries and over time. 
Surveys have found the prevalence of visual impairment amongst primary school children to be 
19.9 % in Nigeria (Bezabih et al., 2017), 7.24 % in Ethiopia (Ayanniyi et al., 2010), and 3.5 % in a 
sample of private school children in the Ashanti Region of Ghana (Kumah et al., 2013). According 
to Bezabih et al. (2017), the prevalence in these populations is due to the low level of prevention 
techniques, such as low level of awareness about the early detection of, and intervention in, visual 
impairment and the non-availability of advanced health services. 

The major cause of blindness in children varies widely from region to region, largely 
determined by socioeconomic development and the availability of primary health and eye care 
services. In sub-Saharan Africa, refractive errors (REs), trachoma and vitamin A deficiency are the 
commonest causes of VI among school children. In other low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs), such as Brazil, Ethiopia and India, studies have shown a significantly higher prevalence of 
VI due to RE, ranging from 65.9 % to 92.5 % (Mehari, 2013). These suggest that RE is one of the 
leading causes of VI in school children in LMICs, and this is concerning, as it is correctable. There 
is a continuing need for population-based studies to provide an up-to-date characterisation of the 
magnitude and nature of visual impairment problems in order to develop local programmes and 
supra-national, continental and global prevention strategies. However, there is no known 
documented data on the prevalence of visual impairment amongst public school children in the 
Berekum Municipality in Ghana. 

Therefore, this study aimed to provide baseline data on the prevalence and causes of visual 
impairment amongst public school children in Berekum, specifically in the Biadan and Kato 
circuits. The results of this study may aid in informing the planning and monitoring of sustainable 
eye health programmes. They may also help the government to implement preventive measures for 
visual impairment in school-going children. 

 
2. Method 
Design 
A cross-sectional study design was adopted to determine the prevalence and causes of visual 

impairment among school children. 
Population 
Our study targeted in-school children in the Kato and Biadan circuits in the Berekum 

Municipality, Bono Region, Ghana. According to the Ghana Statistical Service Report (2014), 
the number of basic schools in the Berekum Municipality in 2016 was 121. The number of primary 
school children attending both public and private schools in the municipality in 2016 was 47,777, 
of which 23,885 were males and 23,892 were females; thus, 36.7 % of the population were school 
children. The Berekum education directorate is divided into eight circuits; two circuits (Biadan and 
Kato) were selected for the study. The Biadan circuit has seven (7) schools, and the Kato circuit has 
ten (10) schools. The total number of school children in both circuits in 2016 was 3,658. 
The municipality was also served by various health facilities which provide different services, 
including eye care services. 

Sampling and sample size 
Multi-stage random sampling was used in selecting participants. Four (4) schools from the 

Biadan circuit and five (5) schools from the Kato circuit were randomly selected, summing up to 
nine (9) schools from both circuits. Simple random sampling was then employed to select the 
children from those schools. 

A sample size of 360 was calculated using Slovin’s formula, in consultation with a statistician, 
where n = N/1+ Ne^2, N = population and e =error of tolerance. In this case, N = 3,658, e = 0.05, 
and a confidence level of 95 % was used. However, only 299 children participated in this study after 
sampling. All male and female Primary One to Six school-going children present during data 
collection were included in the study. All children without signed, written informed consent from 
parents or guardians were excluded from the study. Also, primary school children younger than six 
years were excluded from the study. 

Data collection 
Primary One to Six children were enumerated by name, age and gender. Detailed information 

regarding clinical examinations was included. All examinations and procedures were done 
according to the refractive error study in children (RESC) protocol (WHO, 2007), with specific 
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modifications to serve the purpose of this study and to accommodate the availability and 
affordability of instruments. Three local optometrists and one nurse conducted the eye 
examinations.  

Monocular visual acuity testing was performed using an ETDRS LogMAR chart at 4 metres 
from the participant, with natural daylight room illumination. The right eye was tested first, 
followed by the left eye. The eye not being tested was occluded with the participant’s palm while 
ensuring that the participant was not pressing on their eye. This procedure was carried out by 
researcher ID#4. 

The eyelids, conjunctiva, cornea, iris, and pupils were examined with a magnifying loupe and 
torch light by researcher ID#3. In addition, the lens, vitreous humour and retina of children 
presenting with visual acuity of 0.3LogMar (20/40), or worse, in either eye, were examined for 
abnormalities using an ophthalmoscope in a darkened room. All abnormalities seen in the 
structures of the eye were noted and recorded. 

The cover test was conducted by researcher ID#2 at both 0.5 m and 4 m. All ocular alignment 
assessments were performed without spectacles, as their use may affect the magnitude of the 
deviations present. Initially, ocular alignment was determined using Hirschberg corneal 
reflections, followed by a cover/uncover test using an occluder and performed at 0.5m and 4 m. 
All heterotropias identified were classified as esotropia, exotropia or vertical tropia. 

In all participants presenting with visual acuity of 0.3 LogMAR (6/12), or worse, a principal 
cause was assigned by researcher ID#1. According to the protocol used, refractive error was 
assigned as the cause if acuity improved to 0.2LogMar (20/32) or better with subjective refraction. 
Hyperopia was defined as a spherical power of ≥ + 0.75 D in both eyes or in one eye if the other eye 
was emmetropic. Myopia was assigned as a spherical power of ≥ – 0.50 D in both eyes or one eye if 
the other eye was emmetropic. A cylindrical power of ≥– 0.50 D in both eyes or one eye, if the other 
eye was emmetropic, was also considered astigmatism. Amblyopia was also classified as a 
subnormal visual acuity, with or without improvement with a pinhole, where no ocular pathology 
was found. In the absence of refractive errors, opacities in the lens found in participants presenting 
with visual acuity of 0.3 LogMAR or worse were noted and classified as cataracts. Participants who 
were found to have minor eye problems, such as allergic conjunctivitis, were treated accordingly, 
whilst those who needed further management were referred to the nearest eye care facility. 

Ethical considerations 
Approval for the study was obtained from the Biomedical Research Ethics Committee 

(BREC) (with ID number BE401/14) of the University of Kwazulu-Natal and the Ghana Health 
Service Ethics Committee (protocol ID GHS-ERC 10/10/14). Permission was also sought from the 
municipal education directorate and selected school heads. Informed consent was obtained from 
parents or legal guardians before data collection. 

Data Analysis 
Data analysis, with the assistance of a biostatistician, was conducted using STATA 11. All data 

gathered were analysed using descriptive statistic tools such as means, standard deviations, 
frequencies and percentages, where appropriate. The Pearson chi-square test and the independent 
sample t-test were also used to test for the statistical significance of differences in observations. A p-
value of less than, or equal to, 0.05 was considered statistically significant. A binary logistic 
regression statistical model was fitted between demographic characteristics (age and gender) and 
visual impairment. 

 
3. Results 
Demographic characteristics of the study sample 
As shown in Table 1, of the 360 school children randomly selected from nine schools in 

Biadan and Kato circuits, 299 (83.1 %) participated in the study. However, there were complete 
datasets for only 295 (81.9 %) children which were analysed. The 295 children were aged between 6 
and 16 years, with a mean age of 10.08 ± 2.18 years. The participants were divided into four 
groups: group 1 (6-8 years) with a mean age of 5.5 years; group 2 (9-11 years) with a mean age of 
9.0 years; group 3 (12-14 years) with a mean age of 12.0 years; and group 4 (15-16 years) with a mean 
age of 15.0 years. There were 135 (45.76 %) males and 160 (54.24 %) females. The males had a mean 
age of 10.28 ± 2.20 years (range: 6-16 years), while the females had a mean age of 9.91 ± 2.16 years 
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(range: 5-15 years). Of the children, 110 (37.3 %) were from the Biadan circuit, and 185 (62.7 %) were 
from the Kato circuit. All participants were from primary schools in the public domain. 

 
Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the study sample, n = 295 

 
Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%) 
Sex   
   Female 160 54.2 
   Male 135 45.8 
Age (years)   
  Group 1 (6-8) 37 12.5 
  Group 2 (9-11) 127 43.0 
  Group 3 (12-14) 119 40.3 
  Group 4 (15-16) 12 4.1 
Circuits   
   Biadan 110 37.3 
   Kato 185 62.7 
Type of School   
   Public 295 100 
   Private 0 0 

 
Prevalence of Visual Impairment 
The prevalence of VI was 8.14 % of the overall sample. Of those with visual impairment, 

54.17 % had bilateral visual impairment, 25 % had impairment in the left eye, and 20.83 % had 
impairment in the right eye. Bilateral visual impairment was more prevalent than unilateral visual 
impairment. See Table 2 for details. 

 
Table 2. Distribution of Visual Impairment among school 
 
Visual Impairment Frequency Percentage (%) 
Both Eyes 13 54.2 
Right Eye only 5 20.8 
Left Eye only 6 25.0 
Total 24 100 

 

 
Fig. 1. Causes of visual impairment in children attending public (primary) schools (n= 295) 
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Causes of Visual Impairment 
Figure 1 shows that out of the 24 school children with visual impairment, 16 (67 %) of the 

children had uncorrected refractive error, followed by cataracts in 2 (8 %) of the children. One 
child each had visual impairment as a result of amblyopia and corneal opacity. The amblyopia was 
due to an uncorrected refractive error without any pathology. Hence, the prevalence of refractive 
error for the entire study population was 5.4 %, followed by cataract, 0.7 % and then amblyopia, 
0.3 %. 

Pattern of Refractive Error 
Table 3 shows that of the children with uncorrected refractive error (16), 9 (56.3%) had 

myopia, with astigmatism in 25% and hyperopia in 18.75%. Thus, the prevalence of myopia, 
astigmatism and hyperopia for the study sample was 3.1%, 1.4%, and 1.0%, respectively. 

 
Table 3. Pattern of Refractive Error, n = 295 

 
Type of Refractive Error Frequency Percentage (%) 
Myopia 9 3.1% 
Astigmatism 4 1.0% 
Hyperopia 3 1.4% 

 
Factors Affecting Visual Impairment 
Direct logistic regression was performed to assess the impact of two factors on the likelihood 

that participants would be visually impaired. The model contained two independent variables (age 
and gender). Age was found to be associated with visual impairment, while gender was not, 
as shown in Table 4. The odds ratio of 0.77 for age suggests if the age of the school children 
increased by one year, the odds of visual impairment decreased by 23%. 

 
Table 4. Factors Associated with Visual Impairment among Primary School Children 
 
Variables OR 95% CI P-value 
Age 0.77 0.63 – 0.95 0.014 
Gender 0.50 0.20 – 1.25 0.136 

 
4. Discussion 
At the end of the study, an overall prevalence of visual impairment observed among children 

in primary schools in the Biadan and Kato circuits in the Bono Region was 8.14 %. This prevalence 
was almost three times more than in a study on private school children in the Ashanti Region of 
Ghana conducted by Kumah et al. (2013), which found a prevalence of 3.66 %. The difference in the 
results may lie in the geographical location and the characteristics of the population. The Ashanti 
Region is more developed, with numerous health facilities; its inhabitants, especially those who 
attend private schools, can afford eye care services more than those in the Biadan and Kato circuits 
in the Bono Region (formerly Brong Ahafo). The prevalence found in the current study is similar to 
that (8.0 %) found in a study conducted by Zelalem et al. (2019) amongst school children in three 
primary schools in Sekela Woreda, north-west Ethiopia. This similarity could be attributed to the 
same definition of visual impairment in both studies: visual acuity of 6/12, or worse, in either eye 
or both eyes. Also, the researchers indicated that the study area in the Ethiopian study was rural 
and remote, with no adequate health care or primary eye care services, which is similar to the 
situation in the Biadan and Kato circuits. The prevalence in the present study is, however, lower 
than that (19.9 %) found in a Nigerian study in Ilorin (Nigeria) by Ayanniyi et al. (2010), which 
may be owing to a stricter definition of VI using visual acuity of ≤ 6/9. 

Our results indicate that visual impairment amongst school-aged children is worthy of 
intervention by the Ministries of Education and Health. Visual impairment is one of the most 
common forms of disability in children, and children with disabilities are especially disadvantaged 
in school enrolment, educational attainment and learning (Wodon et al., 2019). To prevent this, it 
is recommended that health education programmes raise awareness in the community, periodic 
screening programs should be organised, and primary eye care services should also be made more 
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available. Uncorrected refractive error was the leading cause of visual impairment among school 
children in the Biadan and Kato circuits. This impairment may be explained by fewer eye care 
facilities in the Berekum municipality; thus, accessing refractive services may be challenging. 
It may also be due to a lack of awareness about the symptoms and use of spectacle correction.  

Besides, uncorrected refractive error is a painless visual condition, and children with it may 
live without complaining to their parents. Unlike children with infectious eye disease, those with 
uncorrected refractive error may not seek eye care. Furthermore, some parents in developing 
communities have misconceptions about wearing corrective lenses, and they believe children may 
become blind later in life if spectacles are worn earlier (Ovenseri-Ogbomo, Assien, 2010). There 
were similar findings in a study of school-going children in rural Tanzania by Wedner et al. (2000), 
where uncorrected refractive error was the leading cause of visual impairment. A study by Bezabih 
et al. (2017) in Ethiopia also found that refractive error was the leading cause of visual impairment 
in most schoolchildren. The findings from the present study could also be comparable to the study 
conducted in the Ashanti Region of Ghana by Kumah et al. (2013) on private school children of 
adolescent age. These similarities lie in the study definitions, age groups and sociodemographic 
status in the studies. The studies mentioned above and our findings show that refractive error is a 
preventable yet frequent cause of visual impairment among school children and should be 
monitored. It, therefore, suggests a gap in eyecare services, which may mandate the need for more 
refractive, affordable services. Also, children should be encouraged to wear spectacles to reduce the 
burden of refractive errors, parents need to be educated on the importance of spectacle correction, 
and the public needs to be educated to destigmatise spectacle use. 

The findings from this study have demonstrated a higher prevalence of myopia, followed by 
astigmatism and then hyperopia. Myopia usually starts in childhood and progresses with age as one 
engages in more near-work, generally levelling off in the late teens or early twenties (Courtright et al., 
2011). A study done among private school children in Kumasi, Ghana, found the prevalence of myopia 
to be 3.2 % with retinoscopy and 3.4 % with autorefraction (Kumah et al., 2013). This finding is similar 
to the prevalence of myopia found in the current study, and it may be due to the common definition for 
myopia used in both studies. The prevalence of hyperopia in this current study is lower than the 
prevalence (5.0 %) of hyperopia found in Ghana among children attending public and private schools 
in Agona Swedru (Ovenseri-Ogbomo, Assien, 2010). This could be because the previous study used 
cycloplegic refraction, which reveals more hyperopia in children, especially those with high 
accommodative amplitude. The prevalence of astigmatism found in the current study’s population was 
much lower than in studies done in Agona-Swedru (Ovenseri-Ogbomo, Assien, 2010) and Kumasi 
(Kumah et al., 2013), where the prevalence of astigmatism was found, with retinoscopy, to be 6.6 % and 
9.8 %, respectively. Again, the possible reason for the lower prevalence in the current study could be 
attributed to the larger sample sizes and geographical locations of both previous Ghanaian studies. 
Another contributing factor could be a difference in the study areas, as the previous Ghanaian studies 
were conducted in more developed areas than the current study. 

Uncorrected refractive error can hamper performance at school, reduce employability and 
productivity, and generally impair quality of life. Yet correcting refractive errors with appropriate 
spectacles is among the most cost-effective interventions in eye health care. Therefore, it is 
suggested that refractive services must be integrated with eye care systems, and refractive 
corrections must be made accessible and affordable. Furthermore, the association between age and 
VI suggests that if the school children’s age increased by one year, the odds of visual impairment 
decreased by 23 %. The implications for these school children translate to means younger children 
are vulnerable. However, this finding does not follow the report by WHO and IAPB (WHO, 2019) 
that visual impairment will be more with increasing age. This raises concern as visual impairment 
in children is more critical because of the potentially longer duration of their lives than older 
people. According to a report by WHO (1992), adequate human resource personnel, strengthening 
of infrastructure and appropriate technology are some preventive measures that can help reduce 
visual impairment in children. However, these factors are inadequate in the Kato and Biadan 
Circuits in the Berekum municipality. Therefore, introducing eye health screening programmes in 
preschools is recommended for early detection and to help address the issue in Ghanaian 
Municipalities with a similar profile to Berekum as in other LMICs. 

Cataract was also found to be the single cause of visual impairment in 0.7 % of those with VI 
in the study population. The prevalence found in this study is similar to that found in a study done 



Journal of Advocacy, Research and Education. 2023. 10(2) 

 

65 

 

on children in India, where the prevalence of cataracts was 0.79 % (Dandona, Dandona, 2006). 
These studies are comparable because of the similarity in the study areas and age groups. 
In Nigeria, 0.33 % of children were found to be visually impaired due to cataracts (Duke et al., 
2013). The prevalence of cataracts in the present study, compared to the Nigerian study, could be 
due to the differences in the study definitions and methodology. The previous study used key 
informants to screen the children to identify the cause of visual impairment. Cataracts can delay or 
stop normal sight development if left untreated in children, further affecting visual performance 
(NHS, 2022). It can also lead to an increase in the number of blind years as children have a longer 
life expectancy (NHS, 2022). Cataract is an avoidable or treatable cause of visual impairment in 
school children that needs to be monitored. Accessible primary eye care services should also be 
made available, and eye health education on the need to seek prompt treatment must be 
intensified, especially in the case of congenital impairments which are not apparent at birth. It is 
also recommended that periodic school eye health screening programmes be included in the 
academic curricula and implemented for the early detection and treatment of eye disorders. 

In addition to refractive errors and cataracts, a 0.3 % prevalence of amblyopia was found in 
those in the current study with visual impairment. A Ghanaian study in the Ashanti Region 
conducted among private school children found that amblyopia was the cause of visual impairment 
in 9.9 % of the population (Kumah et al., 2013). The lower prevalence in the current study could be 
attributed to the smaller sample size. Another reason for the difference in prevalent rates could be 
variations in demographics. Children in urban areas such as the Ashanti Region, where the 
previous study was conducted, are known to be involved in indoor activities that make them 
susceptive to developing refractive errors. When these errors are not diagnosed and managed early, 
they can lead to refractive amblyopia, the commonest type in school children. However, a similar 
prevalence of 0.4 % was found in a study conducted in Nigeria (Ayanniyi et al., 2010). This is 
comparable because of the similarity in the age of both study populations. 

 
5. Limitations 
The study was conducted in two out of eight circuits. Therefore, the results can only describe 

the situation in the Biadan and Kato circuits rather than generalising them to the whole 
municipality. Duplicating this study in all regions of Ghana may help with national statistics to 
inform whether these findings reflect the greater school population in Ghanaian public schools. 
The study was conducted among school-going children. This implies that the findings do not reflect 
the clinical conditions of all children in the community, as some may not be in school due to 
financial reasons, health problems, or blindness. Hence, all the different causes of visual 
impairment might not have been considered. In order to not disrupt the learning process of those 
with visual acuity less than or equal to ≤ 6/12(0.3LogMAR), only dry subjective refraction was 
used. Cycloplegic refraction is necessary to measure paediatric refraction because it relaxes the 
accommodation and prevents the overestimation of myopia and the underestimation of hyperopia.  

 
6. Conclusion and Recommendations 
The prevalence of visual impairment found in the study sample was 8.14%, with uncorrected 

refractive error being the leading cause amongst schoolchildren in the Biadan and Kato circuits. 
Age was negatively associated with visual impairment, suggesting the vulnerability of younger 
school children. Early detection and provision of affordable eye health services may help curb 
preventable visual impairment. This provides tangible evidence of the need for refractive services 
for young children. Furthermore, it underlines the need to create awareness and provide education, 
periodic screening and affordable eye care services to treat preventable visual impairment. In the 
absence of other existing data, the study findings could be used to advocate for communities and 
the government in Ghana to provide adequate vision care in the public health sector to serve 
vulnerable populations, such as young school children. 
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Abstract 
An expert learner is one who is knowledgeable about how learning happens. Mastering the 

learning method and becoming a master of learning, rather than passively accepting it, is essential 
for 21st-century innovative talent. Universal Design for Learning aims to establish learning 
objectives, tool support, material content and assessment methods appropriate for individual 
needs at the beginning of curriculum design, thus eliminating learning barriers for each learner as 
far as possible and ultimately achieving the goal of expert learners. However, there are still many 
problems in applying the universal learning design framework. For example, applied research 
rarely points out how teaching interventions correspond to Universal Design for Learning 
principles. Based on the framework of Universal Design for Learning, combined with the 
understanding of expert learners, this study systematically designs teaching cases to provide a 
reference for practical applications of Universal Design for Learning and the cultivation of 
individuals with needs. 

Keywords: expert learner, instructional design, overview, universal design for learning. 
 
1. Introduction 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) was first proposed by the Center for Applied Special 

Technology (CAST) in 1998 (Dalton et al., 2012). It is a framework for improving and optimising 
teaching and learning for all, based on scientific insights into human learning styles. It aims to 
tailor and adapt teaching objectives, assessments, methods and materials to meet individual needs 
from the beginning of curriculum design. Scientific insights into how humans learn come from a 
comprehensive analysis of knowledge in the fields of education, cognitive science, psychology, and 
neuroscience. On this basis, three design principles of UDL were proposed around three groups of 
human brain learning networks (i.e. Recognition Network, Strategic Network, and Affective 
Network) (CAST, 2023). Referable instructional design guidelines and specific suggestions based 
on UDL guidelines are also given, as shown in Figure 1 (CAST, 2018). 

Scholars and school teachers actively try to design teaching interventions according to UDL 
guidelines and apply them to classroom teaching. Research results showed that UDL can improve 
students’ academic level and learning engagement (Rao et al., 2014), further confirming the 
effectiveness of the UDL teaching application. However, few studies have addressed the 
relationship between interventions and UDL principles, that is, how interventions are designed 
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from UDL guidelines and how they reflect its ideas. These issues are rarely addressed in UDL-
related practice articles. Although all researchers state that their application strategy is based on 
UDL ideas, detailed descriptions of how the components of the application strategy relate to 
specific principles vary widely (Min et al., 2016). Besides, no guidelines specify how the guidelines 
should correspond to the application strategy (Rao et al., 2014). Moreover, some UDL application 
cases lack specific descriptions of application strategies, further weakening their reference (Sokal, 
Katz, 2015; Watchorn et al., 2014). 

 
Fig. 1. Universal Design for Learning Guidelines Version 2.2 

 
Figure 1 shows that CAST targets UDL at expert learners, that is, learners who are purposeful 

and motivated, resourceful and knowledgeable, strategic and goal-directed. Expert learners 
understand how learning happens and are good at creating conditions to support this process 
(Lambert, 2020). In other words, expert learners are constantly developing and motivated to learn 
more. Compared with novices, experts spend a lot of time in engineering practice searching for 
external information about the project, which novices ignore, resulting in a biased understanding 
of the nature of science (Peffer, Ramezani, 2019). The expert’s problem-solving approach is to 
reason backwards from conclusions. At the same time, the novice is more inclined to reason from 
subjective inferences to conclusions, with different problem-solving processes and strategies. 
Experts adopt the scientific problem-solving process more gradually. Comparatively, novices cause 
problems, such as confusing sequences, merging steps, and missing processes, resulting in less 
clear, concise and efficient inquiry results than the former (Jeong, Kim, 2022). 

Evidently, UDL understands all learners, recognises the wide range of differences among 
learners, and recognises all students as expert learners (Hartmann, 2015). It firmly believes that, 
regardless of the complexity or severity of differences and needs, everyone has the opportunity to 
grow as an expert learner. Although UDL considers the process of knowledge acquisition to be the 
growth process of expert learners, mastery of knowledge content is not the key (Dalton, 2017). 
According to Dalton (2017), how one understands and experiences life and transforms everyday 
experiences into opportunities for learning and development. One vital strength of UDL is that it 
transforms “one-size-fits-all” teaching into diverse and accessible learning opportunities that adapt 
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to changes in students (Quaglia, 2015). consciously plan multiple paths to the same learning goal, 
and maximise the participation of all types of students to improve education resources for all 
(Quaglia, 2015). However, on how to cultivate expert learners through UDL thought, the UDL 
guidelines only provide the framework and ideas, and the specific how to implement and develop 
expert learners are unclear. Thus, it is necessary to explore and analyse the connotation and 
characteristic development of expert learners to clarify the expert learner’s development path and 
its relation with UDL principles. 

 
2. Connotation, characteristics and development path of expert learners 
Different authorities have offered the meaning and qualities of expert learners in several 

ways. Gagne believed that the core task of education is not to teach classified and systematic 
knowledge but to teach people the ability to think and use their reasoning ability to solve problems 
better (Jonassen, 2000). In 1996, UNESCO put forward the idea of “learning to learn”. It was 
officially included in the Core Competencies and Values framework for Chinese students in 2014. 
It is also the core characteristic of expert learners. It is generally believed that expert learner refers 
to those who can learn effectively during the learning process (Rahman et al., 2010; Galkiene, 
Monkeviciene, 2021; Grant, Pérez, 2022). Alternatively, an expert learner is someone who can 
analyse, deal with problems and construct knowledge like an expert and has the characteristics of 
effective expert learning. 

Furthermore, Ertmer and Newby described expert learners as students who are planning, 
controlling and reflective (Ertmer, Newby, 1996). These abilities can help them recognise skills 
they have or lack and then apply or acquire relevant skills using appropriate strategies. It has been 
pointed out that reflection on the learning process is a critical element in developing expert 
learners. As a result, students become aware of their learning process and can monitor and adjust 
their thinking strategies to improve their learning and gradually grow into expert learners. 
For instance, Zimmerman believed that expert learners would set reasonable learning goals for 
themselves and use efficient learning strategies to learn and grow in each stage of knowledge 
acquisition (Zimmerman, 2002).  

Concerning the qualities of expert learners, Woolfolk identified three characteristics: 
concentration on learning material, commitment to an in-depth processing of information, and 
responsibility for their own learning. He believed these characteristics were not automatically 
constructed but achieved through deliberate planning and learning monitoring (Rahman et al., 
2010). He suggested that both novice and developing expert learners need this deliberate effort and 
planning to build procedural knowledge on implementing and managing effective learning 
(Rahman et al., 2010). Similar to the views of the previous scholars, McDowell (2019) believes that 
expert learners understand their own learning needs, can set learning goals, and monitor their 
learning progress. Also, Duncan (2023), an associate professor in the Department of Cell and 
Developmental Biology who is passionate about improving the way science is taught, recalled her 
own experience of scientific inquiry and noted that expert learners can identify potential difficulties 
or obstacles and then seek strategies to avoid them before they arise. More importantly, they can 
learn from one failure to prevent similar problems in the future, even in other fields. However, due 
to a lack of experience, beginners are often unable to identify where errors may go, though 
sometimes they make mistakes. Due to a lack of awareness of the problems and failure experiences 
summarised, there is a high probability of making the same mistake next time. 

To summarise the above scholars’ understanding of expert learners in comparison to the 
features of expert learners in the UDL guidelines, although the wording is different, the views 
expressed are indeed similar. It not only further explains the understanding of the expert learner 
but also provides a reference for the cultivation of expert learners. Next, the three features of the 
expert learner in the UDL guidelines are matched to the features of the expert learner in the 
literature listed above, and an attempt is made to find a cultivation strategy for each feature. 

Firstly, “purposeful and motivated” can be compared to “responsibility for their learning”, 
“deliberate effort and planning”, “understanding their own learning needs”, and “can set learning 
goals” mentioned above. Expert learners can be considered active learners who are responsible for 
their own learning (Dalton et al., 2019). In the process of cultivation, their motives for learning will 
gradually change from external to internal motives, and their co-ordination, control, and primary 
responsibility for learning will gradually change from the external force of the teacher to the 
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management and responsibility of the student as the subject of learning (Sieglová, 2019). 
Therefore, the above-mentioned path to develop this characteristic can be summarised as 
“motivation arousal”. 

Secondly, “resourceful and knowledgeable” can correspond to “concentration on learning 
material”, “knowledge construction”, “identify potential difficulties or obstacles and then seek 
strategies to avoid them before they arise”, and “learn from one failure to prevent similar problems 
in the future” mentioned above. It can be argued that expert learners should construct their 
cognitive structure and store knowledge in layers and categories for accurate and fast extraction 
(Peng, Chen, 2019). This characteristic is the biggest difference between expert and novice 
problem-solving. Therefore, the above-mentioned development path of this characteristic can be 
summarised as “cognitive construction”. 

Finally, “strategic and goal-directed” can correspond to “set reasonable learning goals for 
oneself”, “planning, controlling and reflective”, “deliberate planning and monitoring of learning”, 
“can set learning goals”, and “monitor their learning progress” mentioned above. It can be 
considered that expert learners can monitor their learning and adjust strategies in time, and this 
ability is consciously cultivated rather than automatically constructed (McDowell, 2019; Schwartz, 
Manning, 2018). Therefore, it can be summarised as “metacognitive cultivation.” 

 
3. Instructional Design model for expert learner cultivation from the 

perspective of UDL 
Expert learners are the ultimate goal of UDL. The above describes the connotations of the 

UDL and features of expert learners, respectively. However, specific planning and design are still 
required between the two. Then, in the previous section of this study, the two were matched, and in 
the process, attempts were made to discover strategies for developing each trait of the expert 
learner. Drawing this cultivation path forms the instructional design model, as shown in Figure 2. 
 

 
 
Fig. 2. An instructional design model for expert learner cultivation from a UDL perspective 
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This model starts with the learning needs of students, the cultivation of expert learners as the 
goal, the teaching strategy as the means, the effect evaluation as the starting point of the next 
round of teaching design to carry out the teaching design work, aiming at building flexible, 
independent, and supportive teaching strategies, as far as possible for every student to build 
scaffolding, meet learning needs and improve the quality and efficiency of learning. 

The acquisition of learning needs 
Learning needs acquisition is the first and key step in instructional design (Yatim et al., 

2021). Only with an accurate and comprehensive understanding of a student’s learning disability in 
a particular learning content can we design targeted teaching strategies. Learning needs are related 
to the content of learning itself and the student’s own level of learning, intelligence, interest in 
learning, and other characteristics (Chiu et al., 2023). Therefore, to obtain specific information 
about learning needs, we should consider both perspectives of student learning characteristics and 
teaching content comprehensively. In terms of students’ learning characteristics, students’ growth 
environment, personality characteristics, interests, learning ability and other characteristic 
information can be obtained through questionnaires, interviews between teachers and students, 
classroom observation, self-summary of students, home visits of teachers and other ways 
(Permana, Utomo, 2021), and try to classify and summarise them from three aspects of human 
brain emotional network, recognition network and strategic network. In terms of teaching content, 
teachers can gather and summarise student learning difficulties and possible learning needs 
through their own teaching experiences, peer communication and online resources. 

Teaching objectives 
In contrast to traditional teaching objectives, this model focuses more on cultivating expert 

learners, emphasising that students should learn how to learn actively and become masters of 
learning rather than passively accepting. Compared to the two, the teaching objective of the expert 
learner is a further improvement over the one of traditional teaching. According to the above 
analysis and exploration of expert learners, expert learners can be described from three 
perspectives: motivation, cognition, and metacognition. In the design of a particular teaching case, 
the teaching objectives should be specifically and pertinently set according to the chapter content 
and the individual learning levels of the students. 

Teaching strategies 
Teaching strategy design is at the core of expert learner cultivation. As can be seen from the 

above and Figure 2, the purpose of “diversified participation methods” in UDL is to arouse 
students’ learning motivation, especially intrinsic motivation. The purpose of “diversified 
presentation” is to promote students’ absorption, internalisation and construction of knowledge 
content. The aim of “Diverse Behaviors and Expression” is to provide students with the opportunity 
and means to plan, monitor, regulate and reflect on their learning process. In this regard, the UDL 
guidelines propose specific ideas and methods to motivate student engagement in learning, 
promote knowledge construction, and foster metacognitive skills from three aspects: access, 
construction, and internalisation, as shown in Figure 1. This is certainly the basis and reference for 
teachers to implement UDL teaching and can create the environment and conditions for the 
development of expert learners. But the subject of learning is the student, and learning is 
ultimately about what happens to the student (Billett, 2010). In developing expert learners, 
scaffolding needs to be built to help students improve their learning skills in the immediate 
development zone (Reiser, 2018). 

For the design and construction of scaffolding, we can learn from the “Five Why Method” in 
the field of problem-solving, also known as the “Five Questions Method”, from the perspective of 
“motivation arousal.” It is a self-questioning method used to solve practical problems, analyse, and 
investigate the causes of problems (Lin, Chang, 2022). It can be used to keep students asking 
questions about their motivation to learn, gradually finding out why they dislike learning and 
exploring why they want to learn. In terms of “cognitive construction”, cultivation can be carried 
out by drawing cognitive maps. A cognitive map shows the inner mental model in a visual way, 
aiming to store knowledge in hierarchical classification and construct one’s own knowledge context 
(Behrens et al., 2018; Sarah, 2019). In terms of “metacognitive cultivation”, teaching can be carried 
out from the perspective of cultivating students to formulate learning objectives, plan the learning 
process and monitor learning effects. 



Journal of Advocacy, Research and Education. 2023. 10(2) 

 

73 

 

 
Effect evaluation 
The purpose of the evaluation is not to test the effectiveness of teaching but to obtain 

feedback necessary to improve teaching. Corresponding to the teaching objective, the effectiveness 
assessment in this study refers to the assessment of the achievement of the expert learner objective 
and the curriculum content objective. Specifically, it refers to the detection of student achievement 
of personalised goals and the improvement of goal setting based on the detection results. 
The subject of the assessment can be the teacher; that is, the teacher needs to make an objective 
and comprehensive assessment and grasp the achievement of the student’s goals. It can be the 
student himself, i.e. the student needs to develop the ability to understand himself correctly. It can 
also be peer-to-peer, that is, peer-to-peer supervision and feedback. The assessment method 
should be the comprehensive application of summative and formative assessments, focusing on 
assessing students’ learning ability and process. 

 
4. Teaching case design for expert learner cultivation from a UDL perspective 
Acquisition and analysis of learning needs 
The Qingdao version of Seventh-Grade Mathematics, Chapter 7, Section 7.3, provides the first 

lesson of solving equations with one variable. The learning disability acquisition methods are mainly 
based on teacher summaries and references from online resources, and the specific contents are 
summarised as follows: ① The deformation of the equation is written as a continuous equality; 
② When removing the denominator, the term without the denominator is omitted; 
③ The polynomials on the score line are not bracketed after removing the denominator; ④ Do not pay 
attention to the rule of eliminating parentheses or missing multiplications when removing parentheses; 
⑤ Change the number when transferring, or confuse the offset with the reduction; ⑥ When the same 
terms on both sides of the equation cancel, write the term that should be cancelled as “1”; ⑦ When the 
unknown coefficient is 1, the numerator and denominator are inverted; ⑧ 0 times a number equals 
that number; ⑨ Confusing the fundamental properties of fractions and equations. 

Most of the learning needs mentioned above are caused by a fuzzy understanding of the 
equation-solving process, which belongs to an insufficient grasp and application of procedural 
knowledge of the problem-solving strategy. They belong to the “strategy network” of the human 
brain, corresponding to the third principle of UDL, namely, diversified behaviours and expressions. 
The lack of mastery and application of the strategy can be attributed to students’ lack of 
understanding of the knowledge structure in this chapter, the failure to build a systematic 
knowledge network, and the failure to store knowledge in a hierarchical classification. As a result, 
problems such as extraction errors and confusion arise when knowledge is extracted. Again, 
the reason can be attributed to the fact that the student’s objective in mathematics learning is 
unclear, and supervision is not strict, resulting in poor learning. Finally, from a motivation point of 
view, the reasons can be attributed to the lack of motivation of students to learn mathematics, 
the lack of a strong interest and inclination to learn mathematical knowledge, the failure to find the 
joy of mathematics learning, and the failure to experience their value in learning mathematics. 
Taken together, the above reasons can be attributed to the following assumptions: the storage of 
mathematical knowledge by students is not systematic and disorganised; mathematical learning 
objectives are unclear; there is no learning plan, and learning is not ideal; the motivation for 
mathematical learning is insufficient, and the goal is not strong. 

Analysis and setting of the learning objective 
The learning objective setting will be divided into two parts: the expert learner objective and 

the personalised objective. The former is an average standard for reference, while the latter is 
individualised for each student. 

In this case, the goals of expert learners are set as follows: (1) to explore their interest in 
equation deformation law and their achievement in learning; ② Try to construct the knowledge 
network diagram of this lesson and the knowledge learned in this chapter and even this semester. 
The transfer rule and the specific process of summing up the unknown coefficients to one are 
summarised, and its relation to existing knowledge is analysed; ③ Learn to make learning plans, 
objectives, and timely monitor their learning progress and efficiency. 
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The setting of personalised goals should be based on individual factors such as the student’s 
level of learning, which is appropriate for their area of recent development. High or low target 
expectations can reduce interest in learning. Goals can be set by both students and teachers. In the 
early stages, the teacher can lead the setting and gradually develop the student’s ability to set goals 
so that the student can objectively understand his own learning level and ability to learn, and in the 
later stages, the student can set goals on his own. 

 
Analysis and design of teaching strategies 
Based on the acquisition and analysis of student learning needs in this chapter, the design 

idea of the teaching strategy will be carried out from three aspects: increasing motivation, planning 
learning, and mapping knowledge networks. To increase motivation, design should be carried out 
from the perspectives of optimising individual choice, improving autonomous ability, highlighting 
learning objectives and encouraging self-reflection (Pintrich, 2003; Wardani et al., 2020). The plan 
will be designed from the perspective of setting goals and learning plans, process monitoring, etc. 
(Hariri et al., 2021). The mapping of knowledge networks will be done from the perspective of 
simplifying the layout design of learning content, highlighting key information, visualising the 
presentation of knowledge content, and providing video learning materials (Flanagan et al., 2019; 
Ho et al., 2018). The following will be detailed regarding instructional preparation, task 
assignment, exploration rules, consolidation exercises, and introspective summaries. 

The teaching materials to be prepared include the following contents: ① handout materials: 
redesign the teaching contents of this class according to the principles of concise layout, 
highlighting key information and emphasising correlation. ② Video explanation: prepare the video 
learning materials for the lesson. ③ Micro-video: according to the knowledge content, the video 
should be divided into several micro-videos. ④ Text explanation: prepare the text to explain the 
video content. ⑤ Knowledge structure chart: draw the knowledge structure chart of this lesson and 
mark its position in this chapter. ⑥ Background knowledge activation materials: provide 
interesting math stories related to the knowledge content of this lesson. ⑦ Cards: prepare cards 
marked with 0-9 and mathematical operation symbols. ⑧ Teaching process: a brief introduction 
to the main teaching process of this section. ⑨ Teaching objectives: define this lesson’s learning 
objectives and expected results. ⑩ Assessment: Clarify the assessment methods and requirements 
for this class. The UDL principle embodied therein is mainly multiple means of representation, 
which are concretely reflected in multiple representation types of information content, highlighting 
key features, key points and their interrelationships, and explaining using multimedia. 

Teachers’ activities during the assignment phase are mainly divided into the following: 
the distribution of learning materials; informing students of the lesson’s learning objectives, 
learning plan, and learning outcomes; based on the objectives, plans, and achievements of the 
class, each student is assigned to develop his/her own learning schedule for the class, including 
time, content, and outcomes, and is timely reminded of the completion of learning tasks along the 
way. Also, student activities are divided into the following phases: browsing for learning materials; 
setting learning goals that are appropriate for one’s own learning level, and making a study plan. 
The UDL principles embodied therein are further categorised as follows: ① providing multiple 
means of representations, which are embodied in informing the learning objectives and the types of 
achievements in highlighting the learning objectives; ② providing multiple means of action and 
expression, which are embodied in guiding the setting of appropriate goals; helping with study 
planning; encouraging, guiding and monitoring the learning process. 

During the exploratory rule phase, teachers’ activities are divided into distributing cards, 
allowing students to freely combine the cards to form multiple univariate equations, and writing 
the combined equations in a notebook. Also, it includes encouraging students to work in groups or 
independently to explore their combinations of equation-solving processes, thinking about what 
your solution basis, idea, process is, articulating it and writing it down; checking whether the 
solution is correct and reasonable within the group, and summarising the rules; teachers observe 
the problem-solving process of each group and give timely instructions to solve the problem; 
the teacher summarises the student’s problem-solving rules and explains the concepts, functions, 
and steps of the transfer rules and unknown coefficients into 1. Student activities can be divided 
into combining cards to form multiple types of linear equations with one unknown; analysing the 
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characteristics, differences, and similarities of different equations; exploring the solving 
procedures for linear equations with one unknown by groups or independently; checking the 
solution process peer to peer; reflecting on the solution process, summarising the existing 
knowledge used and exploring the laws of solving linear equation with one unknown; a complete 
and detailed description of the solution process and visualising the problem-solving process. 
The UDL principles embodied therein are as follows: ① providing multiple means of engagement, 
which are embodied in the free combination of cards to improve students’ subjective participation 
and selectivity; cooperation and independent learning are encouraged to give freedom and 
flexibility in the way of learning; real-time feedback to improve the effectiveness of feedback; 
② providing multiple means of representation, which are embodied in drawing the knowledge 
network diagram, visualising the problem-solving process, and understanding the correlation 
between different knowledge further. 

The activities of the teacher during the consolidation exercise phase are mainly divided into 
encouraging students to solve the first exercise. Teachers inspect students to solve problems and 
give timely instruction. They allow group collaboration and self-inquiry in various ways and 
encourage students to solve the second exercise. The teacher inspects students to solve problems 
and gives timely guidance. Allow group work and self-inquiry in a variety of ways. The activities of 
the students are further divided into encouraging the students to solve the first exercise. 
For example, students are encouraged to consider whether it is hard to solve, where the difficulty lies, 
and what knowledge points relate to it. Students, during activities, are made to review and resolve these 
points. If the equation is solved smoothly, analyse the characteristics of the equation and the solution 
idea, reflect on the knowledge used in solving the equation, and ask if there are still doubts about the 
equation; encourage students to solve the second exercise. Reflect in the same way. The UDL principles 
embodied therein are as follows: ① providing multiple means of engagement, which is incorporated in 
encouraging reflection; ② providing multiple means of representation, which is also embodied in 
encouraging the exploration of the correlation between knowledge. 

Additionally, the teacher’s activities in the introspective summary phase include encouraging 
and guiding students to reflect on learning and summarising the common learning problems and 
their solutions. Students’ activities further enable learners to reflect on whether they have grasped 
the learning objectives. If they master it, they are required to summarise their learning experience 
of the lesson. If not fully grasped, analyse what knowledge is not captured, what the problem is, 
and what the cause is; what questions should be addressed in the next class to improve learning 
efficiency, etc.; whether the learning plan of this class is carried out according to the plan; whether 
the learning plan is in line with my learning level and habits; whether I need to make adjustments. 
The UDL principles embodied therein are mainly as follows: ① providing multiple means of 
engagement, which is embodied in encouraging self-assessment and reflection on the learning 
process; ② providing multiple means of action & expression, which is incorporated in comparing 
learning objectives with learning outcomes, highlighting learning efficiency, and promoting 
students to monitor and adjust the learning process. 

Evaluation and feedback of learning effects 
On the one hand, evaluating the student’s learning effect should test whether the student’s 

learning objectives and plans are reasonable and can be effectively completed. On the other hand, 
it is necessary to check whether the student’s knowledge, methods, and motivation meet the 
desired requirements. Pay attention to self-comparison and longitudinal investigation from the 
individual’s own point of view; that is, avoid horizontal comparison from the point of view of others 
(Peteros et al., 2019; Syaifuddin, 2020). Assessment methods can be adopted in two ways: one is 
analysing and examining the completion of learning objectives and learning plans, and the other is 
assigning learning tasks to consolidate and examine students’ knowledge mastery. The assessment 
subjects can firstly be self-assessment, then investigate and learn among peers, and finally make a 
summary evaluation supplemented by the teacher. 

 
5. Conclusion 
Compared to traditional teaching designs, the teaching strategies designed by this research 

could be more autonomous and optional, with more diverse learning support. Furthermore, 
it provides guidelines for clearer learning objectives, more emphasis on process evaluation, and 
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clearer learning content. Nevertheless, instructional design does not apply all the guidelines in 
UDL nor meet all the learning needs of every learner in the class. On the one hand, learning needs 
cannot be exhausted or fully explored; on the other hand, the design and production of learning 
support needs to be continuously revised and improved to more effectively meet the needs of 
students. The shortcoming of this study is that it fails to collect the learning needs of each student, 
nor does it provide targeted interactive tool support based on each learning disability. Instead, 
it designs a universal strategy based on the three principles of UDL. Future studies should focus on 
the suitability and individuation of learning disability acquisition and strategy formulation, as well 
as the effectiveness and existing problems of strategies in actual teaching, to provide ideas for 
revising and improving teaching design. 

 
6. Recommendation 
Each student is unique, born into different families, exposed to different groups of people, 

with different personalities, learning habits and styles, etc. These are worthy of consideration in 
curriculum and instruction design. Every individual with differences should be the focus of 
teaching, not the illusory unified “average” individual (Hollingshead et al., 2022). Based on this 
understanding, UDL tries to meet learners’ diverse needs and preferences as much as possible, thus 
improving the quality and efficiency of learning. This is also the core idea of UDL. UDL is an 
instructional design framework and an unsatisfiable ideal state. Key to its implementation is the 
design and development of corresponding application strategies. At present, this work is still in its 
infancy, and most of it is developed individually by teachers according to the learning needs of the 
class. Besides, problems such as unsystematic, unspecific, and weak references have to be fixed 
(AlRawi, AlKahtani, 2022; Rao et al., 2014).  

The following suggestions can be referred to:  
The teaching application of UDL should build a community of teachers and invite relevant 

departments, such as educational institutions, enterprises and institutions, to participate in 
developing strategies (Orndorf et al., 2022). According to the characteristics of the application 
object, systematically organise and classify.  

The developed application strategy improves the generalizability of UDL application cases 
(Torres, Rao, 2019). The relationship between application strategies and the three principles of 
UDL is clearly described, which facilitates further in-depth research by researchers on UDL 
applications. References and references from other teachers’ concrete application strategies (Ok et 
al., 2017; Rao et al., 2020), which are conducive to the application of strategies in the classroom, 
improve the value of reference and provide a starting point for UDL application evaluation (Cook, 
Rao, 2018). 
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Abstract 
The study was structured to understand internet fraud cult practices, popularly called 

sakawa among young people in Ghana, with a particular focus on pastoral care offered at the 
Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre, Akropong. The study relied mainly on the use of qualitative 
research methods. The purposive sampling technique was used to select all the respondents: 
pastoral caregivers and a former sakawa victim. Content analysis was used to analyse the data 
collected from the respondents. The study found that sakawa generally involves engagement in 
occultic practices for wealth, influence, power, fame and favour. The root cause of involvement in 
Sakawa is the insatiable desire or quest for wealth. Most of the victims are normally lured in by 
their peers and friends. As a result of unemployment, financial constraints are also a major cause of 
involvement in sakawa. Victims make certain sacrifices to become partakers of the ‘blessings’ of 
sakawa. There are dire spiritual consequences for breaching sakawa instructions. Participants of 
sakawa only seek help when they realise they are in danger or when it turns out that they cannot 
meet certain demands being placed on them. Post-deliverance counselling for victims of sakawa is 
the only way their faith in Christ can be sustained. These activities must include referrals to other 
specialists to seek medical, psychological, vocational and financial assistance. The study 
recommends that Churches educate their young people to use the internet and other modern 
technology for godly purposes. 

Keywords: Akropong-Akuapem, pastoral care, Patmos Prayer and Retreat Center, Sakawa, 
spirit world, wealth creation. 

 
1. Introduction 
In 1964, the Canadian Communication theorist Marshall McLuhan coined the expression 

‘global village’ to describe the increasing interconnectedness of societies fueled by electronic 
communication. The world construed as a “global village” is now a cliché. Since then, there has 
been an upsurge in the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), especially 
internet service activities across the globe. This phenomenon has undoubtedly brought rapid 
development to many nations. Despite the positives, the upsurge of internet connectivity and access has 
also brought with it an evolution of a phenomenon which constitutes not just a threat to the security of 
many nations but also has huge implications for other sectors of society, including the church (Sinrod, 
Reilly, 2000). In Ghana, the phenomenon is called Sakawa (Boateng et al., 2011). 
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Sakawa is also referred to as ‘419’ in Nigeria (Armstrong, 2011). It is a Hausa Language 
which means ‘put inside’. In Nigeria, it came to the limelight in the 1990s. Initially, it was more of 
an internet fraud activity involving using credit cards for online shopping. Since then, its scope has 
widened with the aid of a computer to include identity theft, fake security software, credit card 
fraud, click fraud, cyber-squatting and stock schemes (Black, Hawk, 2010). Internet crime is 
committed when the perpetrator develops a scheme using the internet to deprive someone of 
property, estate or right by a false representation or concealing information. Most people engaged 
in the act claim that ordinary internet fraud no longer yields the desired result, so they seek the 
help of spiritualists to use charm to hypnotise their clients (Jaap-Henk, Bart, 2007). 

Most of the Sakawa victims cannot own properties or any permanent fixed assets, but if they 
defy the rules and own landed properties, they can only enter the building walking backwards. 
The consequences of violating these rules include losing all the wealth, developing a mental 
problem or dying. These rituals endow Sakawa boys with the spiritual power to possess the minds 
of foreign fraud victims to extract quick and easy money by browsing the internet (Danquah, 
Longe, 2011; Mohammed et al., 2019). Its presence was first reported in Ghana between 1999 and 
2000, primarily related to credit card fraud, just as in Nigeria.  

Ghana has recently come to be recognised as a central hub for internet fraud activities, being 
one of the top ten cybercrime-generating states worldwide, along with Anglophone African 
neighbours Nigeria and Cameroon. The major internet fraud activities in Ghana include false 
identity, where criminals use social network sites like Facebook and internet dating sites to defraud 
their victims, fake gold dealers, and estate fraud. The recent trend is using spiritual powers to 
defraud victims in cyberspace. Spiritual and magical powers are consistently being used to 
perpetuate false wealth. They closely collaborate with indigenous spiritual knowers, such as 
herbalists or “native doctors” (Danquah, Longe, 2011). The process for acquiring the powers to 
defraud is often dangerous, not for the faint-hearted, since the instructions must be followed to the 
last detail; the powers can fail and destroy the would-be wealthy person. Many strange instructions 
will be given to the seeker of wealth, which must be carefully followed, no matter how strange they 
sound (Danquah, Longe, 2011). 

The youth in every society is of great importance and concern because they are considered 
the leaders of tomorrow. They are considered investments, the bedrock on which society develops 
and future leaders with the potential to stimulate economic, social and national transformation. 
A sizeable number of cyber criminals or fraudsters in Ghana fall within the youthful age. Most who 
browse the internet are adolescents and constitute the perpetrators of internet crimes. Internet 
crime is on the increase in Ghana as the youth are engaged in it. The Ghana Police Service indicates 
that internet crime suspects are mostly youth aged between 20 and 25. The youth supposed to be in 
school are instead engaged in internet fraud, locally termed sakawa (Oduro-Frimpong, 2011). 

The youth have discovered different ways of using the internet for different types of criminal 
activities. The incident can rightly be said to be increasing in the country. Although some people’s 
knowledge of the internet is observably just for chatting with their friends and getting information, 
most of them may be unable to protect their data, information, and computers from malicious 
programmers. These young people can benefit their families, churches and society if their potential 
is developed or empowered for national development. Therefore, any country that ignores the 
welfare, socioeconomic values and development of the youth in technology could jeopardise their 
future and survival (Oduro-Frimpong, 2011; Wall, 2010). One of the realities prevailing among 
most Africans, including Ghanaians, is the belief that the spirit world is the true source of material 
wealth. In particular, many people believe that no one can succeed in their career, whether in crime 
or legitimate professions, without securing divine blessings, first and foremost, from spiritual 
beings (Duah, Kwabena, 2015). Hence, the practice of sakawa seems legitimate in the minds of 
many young people involved. 

In sakawa, the victims deploy offline spiritual beliefs and practices to acquire wealth through 
online channels. They use the internet to deprive another person of property, estate or right by a 
false representation or concealing information. Most of them claim that ordinary internet fraud no 
longer yields the desired result, so they seek the help of spiritualists to use charm to hypnotise their 
clients. They use magical powers to defraud foreign victims or possess their minds to extract quick 
and easy money. The spirits also serve as “spiritual insurance” so that no harm may befall them 
while carrying out their activities (Oduro-Frimpong, 2011). 
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The upsurge of internet activities has certainly negatively affected participants, homes and 
families, society and the world. Christian youth are also riding on the back of economic depression 
to engage in these illegal and spiritually unsafe activities to boost their economic fortunes. 
The churches’ lack of sound teaching on money, acquisition of wealth, prosperity gospel, get-rich-
quick-schemes, and internet fraud have all contributed to the increased engagement in sakawa. 
While these people come back to pay their fat tithes and still remain active members of our 
churches, it has crippled the churches’ voice on this menace. While there is a dearth of empirical 
studies on this topic, most have focused on social, economic, religious and educational 
implications. While some of these studies have implicitly observed the spiritual dimension of 
cyber-fraud, there is currently not much theological reflection on the subject, thus, the pastoral 
care for Sakawa victims. 

 
Research Questions 
The study was guided by the following research questions: 
- Why do young people enter into sakawa? 
- What is the process for acquiring and sustaining wealth through sakawa? 
- What are the effects of engaging in sakawa? 
- What pastoral care strategies are used at the Patmos Centre for sakawa victims (before, 

during and after)? 
 
2. Methods 
The research design used was a case study that relied mostly on qualitative research methods. 

The population and unit of analysis were Pastoral Caregivers (Deliverance Workers) and a former 
sakawa victim who was once a client at the Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre, Akropong 
Akwapem. The purposive sampling technique was used to select the Pastoral Caregivers 
(Deliverance workers) at the Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre, especially those directly involved 
as caregivers for the sakawa victims. Since this is a sensitive issue, we used the snowballing 
sampling method to sample a sakawa victim who used to be involved, two caregivers who were 
also Prayer Directors, and the Founder/Director of the Centre (Sarfo et al., 2021). Also, critical 
observations and notes were taken during visits to the Centre and how deliverances of clients were 
performed. Content analysis was used to analyse the data collected from the primary respondents. 
Interpretation of the data was done in line with the research objectives. Themes were generated 
based on the frequency of appearance in the data and information obtained from the respondents. 

 
3. Results 
The analysis yielded seven themes: the definition of sakawa, root causes of sakawa, sakawa 

membership acquisition processes, sakawa wealth sustenance strategies, consequences of 
breaching sakawa instructions, help-seeking behaviour, and the caregiving at the Patmos Prayer 
and Retreat Centre. 

Definition of Sakawa 
The researcher needed to understand what sakawa was. According to the respondents, 

sakawa generally involves engagement in occultic practices through the internet for wealth, 
influence, power, fame and favour. The occultic rituals include activities such as consulting an evil 
transcendent being (such as dwarfs, dead people, and evil spirits) who can work for the seeker’s 
satisfaction. One of the respondents had this to say, “… From my experience, you engage them, 
and you realise that for some, it is about soliciting for some special powers to become influential 
and powerful. This is in a sense that, if you are the managing director of a firm, you get 
approached by them for a particular position. The moment you see such people, you must fulfil 
whatever request they bring. So this is not just the case that they always come for money. They 
can say that most of them seek money, but there are also aspects where they go for powers to 
become powerful and influential. There are aspects of “sakawa” that you can call “for girls”.  

Root Causes of Sakawa 
From the respondents, the first root cause of involvement in sakawa is the insatiable desire 

or quest for wealth; “it is a quest for supremacy, wealth, riches, favour and fame. Other aspects 
could be external factors like enticement, allurement, and peer pressure, but we are talking about 
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the quest for supremacy, riches, and favour, among others”. Most of the victims are typically lured 
in by their peers and friends. 

Furthermore, most people got involved in sakawa due to unemployment and financial 
constraints. It is a truism that participants of the sakawa subculture are primarily unemployed, 
low-income young men living in low-income areas. Unemployment is a major undeniable factor 
which has lured many youth into these fraudulent activities. Most of the youth that indulge in these 
activities are viable from deprived areas and slums, hence low level of education and skills. 
Therefore, they resort to it as a means of improving their standard of living. The drive for money 
can destroy relationships, resulting in immoral decisions and compromise. It can also bring 
spiritual ruin.  

Sakawa Membership Acquisition Processes 
Most people are lured into it by their friends; they are usually ignorant about the actual 

processes involved. In describing the process involved, the former sakawa victim said, “…victims 
are people who lust for money and often end up in situations where they least expected to be. 
Victims don’t know the type of sacrifices sakawa demands. Unexpectedly, you will be told to 
sacrifice pigeons and chickens, and later, demands level up to sacrifice sheep, then cattle and 
finally human sacrifice. Such sacrifices may go an extra mile to demand for your loved ones, 
which will be hard to offer. Before we became rich, we once had a covenant with an evil spirit, 
“Maame Water”[Queen of Marine Spirits]. Sometimes, we engage directly with dwarfs where we 
communicate directly with them; when they talk, it echoes, but our response to them sounds 
normal. We could be instructed to have a smoking challenge with them whereby the person who 
smokes more straws of cigarettes than the dwarf wins.”  

The former sakawa victims also had a few words of advice for young people engaged in 
sakawa, “these are some things happening in this country currently. I happen to have experienced 
such an act before, so I am at this moment using this platform to advise the youth and everyone 
to desist from such acts or anyone associated with such acts because evil forces back there, and 
there’s nothing good that comes from such acts. I’m revealing all these secrets to caution everyone 
out there. There’s no one out there to help you without consequences. Everyone should be vigilant 
that “Not all that glitters is gold”; there are always consequences. So, everyone should be very 
careful in their day-to-day activities and wait on the Lord, and there is time for everything and 
everyone, so no one should engage in acts that will shorten their lives.” 

Sakawa Wealth Sustenance Strategies 
In order to sustain the wealth they are given through sakawa, practitioners are barred from 

eating certain foods (e.g. mudfish, pork, crab) and doing certain things like not getting closer to a 
lady in her menstrual period, passing behind somebody taking his/her bath, not having sex with a 
woman on certain days and not applying soap on the head when bathing. Some victims may even 
be told not to marry. 

The former sakawa victim continued to explain the process: “There was a time we were 
stripped naked, and we had sex with these dwarfs. The dwarf could even demand bread and 
Lucozade (energy drink) and some requests for bananas. When the dwarfs realise they can’t 
render any help to you, they tell you to go and return later; thus, if you are unfortunate, you 
could even be told to bring humans for sacrifice and could be deprived of eating certain foods like 
mudfish, pork, and crab, and doing certain things like not getting closer to a lady in her period or 
pass behind somebody taking their bath, not having sex with a woman on certain days, not to 
apply soap on your head when taking your bath, some may even tell you not to marry and other 
devastating instructions. And trust me, you there not breach any of these directions. And mind 
you, I’m not narrating from a hear-say but from a personal encounter with these things. Sakawa 
people can be identified by looking at their little finger; you realise it is always standing, or some 
also have rings on their little toes or fingers. Some could even have rotten bodies while alive till 
they die. Some people extract the blood of others, including children, by giving out money or 
other gifts to them. These gifts have consequences and spiritual backings; the moment you use or 
spend them, you fall sick and can die. 

Some people are asked to extract the blood of others, including children, by giving out money 
or other gifts to them. For a person who is involved in activities such as these they could be 
classified as demonised. They have gone so far in the way of sin that they and their works are 
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identified with evil. It is, in other words, a very serious state of sin. Not only does such a person sin 
like any other sinner but also is sin so prominent in their life that Satan is recognised in them. 

Consequences of Breaching Sakawa Instructions 
There are dire consequences for breaching such instructions. The former sakawa victim said, 

“…mental problems, miserable life or even death could be examples of punishments, and these 
happen when one fouls any of the rules or directions given; many friends of mine died premature 
deaths along the line. This is because some of the demands requested cannot be met by the 
victims, like bringing your mother for a sacrifice to the gods or a very close relative. This happens 
when one is given a knife and pot and is directed to stab inside the pot; whoever picture is 
stabbed during the process will end up dying, or another alternative is to kill yourself. Most of the 
time, all these rosaries and talismans hang in people’s cars or not just any object, but these are 
somehow connected to the shrine, and they are used to identify the people in the car by the fetish 
priest. In this case, if anyone with a strong soul is in the car, there would be any form of accident. 
Still, suppose all the people in the car have a weak soul. In that case, accidents are likely to 
happen”. This may be unrelated. Still, the case can be established that evil spirits can cause 
sicknesses and infirmities. Jesus Christ described a woman with the issue of blood for eighteen 
years as a “daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years” (Luke 13: 
16, King James Bible). The expression “crippled by a spirit” or having a spirit of illness is a strong 
affirmation that evil spirits can be the cause of certain sicknesses and infirmities. 

Help-Seeking Behaviour 
Participants of sakawa only seek help when they realise they are in danger or when it turns 

out that they cannot meet certain demands being placed on them. Some also have encounters with 
God where they hear a voice speaking to them to repent. In describing the event that culminated in 
his conversion, the former sakawa victim said, “I got delivered from this situation on one 
Wednesday when my friends gave me a drink that contained “weed”. When I drank this drink, 
it heightened my spirit, and I was on my way to the hospital when a voice spoke to me that this is 
the time, I have to do the Lord’s work. That was when I came to my senses”. This experience can 
be likened to the experience of the Apostle Paul as he neared Damascus on his journey. A light from 
heaven flashed around him, and he fell to the ground and heard a voice speaking to him. A man 
named Ananias was asked to see Paul so that he might receive his and be filled with the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 9, King James Bible). There is no question but that Ananias was the agent through whom the 
Lord restored Saul’s sight (Acts 22:16, King James Bible). 

Caregiving at the Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre The case must be firmly 
established that the caregivers or deliverance workers at the Patmos Centre were very well 
grounded in exorcism [the exercise of deliverance over negative spiritual forces and activities]. 
The deliverance cases of sakawa will not differ from the activities they normally carry out at the 
Centre. At Patmos Centre, “What we basically do here is we use the word of God and prayer to get 
people back into the society or to the nod because sometimes there is a deviation from the nod. 
I normally provide a recommendation by referring them to a psychologist”. 

Pastoral caregivers at the centre need to be always prepared for battles. It has been heard in 
many places that deliverance ministers are attacked spiritually because of their work. The battle to 
engage evil spirits on a daily basis is somewhat of a difficult thing to do. The caregivers at the 
Patmos Centre claimed they are always fortified, so they do not have spiritual attacks after 
delivering. One indicated, “The Bible has always been my source of refuge. Jesus said; You will 
know the truth, and the truth shall set you free. They have to understand the knowledge of the 
word of God, and they will be delivered. It is definite, and that is the word of God. So, the level of 
deliberation of the word of God will give you knowledge and put you at the top. They know 
something but are shallow in the word of God, which is why they go to the extent of doing certain 
things. So by educating them on the knowledge of the word of God and going for the truth.” 

Before (Preparation for Deliverance) 
It was revealed that there are sakawa victims who refuse to go through deliverance in order 

to be free from its consequences. Because of this, the team at the Patmos Centre prepare their 
clients before they minister deliverance to them. They hold preparatory prayer meetings. 
Deliverance ministers basically depend on the Word of God through prayer to prepare themselves 
to engage in spiritual warfare. Victims have to understand the knowledge of the Word of God and 
they will be delivered. This time of preparation is expected to put the minister and the one to be 
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delivered in positions that are favourable for deliverance to take place and to forestall any spiritual 
consequences. As indicated by one of the respondents; “We deem them special because of just the 
name “sakawa” attached. You mention sakawa and it raises an “alarm”. We deem them special 
because in dealing with it calls for special attention and they approach applied to other cases will 
not be the same approach. Because “sakawa” is an issue that has a bearing on both the person 
and spirituality. Also, is special because extra time will be needed to engage the spirit involved”. 
Special care is given to sakawa victims. 

During the process of Deliverance 
At the Patmos Centre, there is a vivid procedure on how to conduct deliverance for anyone 

seeking help. Sakawa cases are peculiar from other spiritual cases because of just the name 
sakawa attached. Anytime it is mentioned anywhere, it raises an “alarm”. It is also deemed special 
because in dealing with it, it calls for special attention, and the approach applied to other cases will 
not be the same approach applied to this one. This is because sakawa is an issue that could have a 
serious bearing on both the person and his or her spirituality. Also, it is special because extra time 
will be needed to engage the spirit(s) involved. The emphasis at the Centre is to exhaust those 
processes, such as taking them through the word of God and praying with them. Basically, it is 
constant prayer and Bible studies. The Bible is prominent in dealing with sakawa cases. In the 
ministry of Jesus Christ, he confronted demons and evil spirits vigorously and cast them out of 
people they were possessing and hindering. It appears clearly that He saw this as a vital part of His 
mission to free the captive people for His Kingdom. The Gospel records are replete with 
verifications of this ministry. 

After (Post Deliverance Activities) 
It is necessary to engage in post-deliverance activities for victims of sakawa. At the Patmos 

Centre, “What we call referral is done. Referral is placed on two notes. The first is when the 
person has to seek counselling from a professional or a Christian counsellor, and the second is by 
referring them to churches. Due to the links, we have all over the country. We can direct the 
person to churches or our partners around them so we can follow up. At times, we organise an 
orientation by training them. And there are some that we secure vocation for, depending on the 
person’s ability”. The deliverance can be sustained through faith in Christ alone.  

 
5. Discussion 
We sought to provide theological reflections on pastoral care for sakawa victims at the 

Patmos Prayer and Retreat Center in Ghana. Scholars generally agree with this definition of 
sakawa. For instance, Amstrong (2011) defines sakawa as the use of evil occult powers to commit 
successful internet fraud, possessing the mind of the foreign cyber target. Oduro-Frimpong (2011) 
also agrees with this assertion that participants of sakawa manipulate others by the use of occult 
religious rituals to obtain fast money through the internet. Generally, there is a strong case of 
manipulation of victims. The practitioners use evil spirits to get their victims. The victims are 
hypnotised, so they are usually not aware of what is happening to them. They see things as if they 
are on the right path. Once they are under the spell, they act in accordance with the instructions of 
the practitioner. Mainly, they only realise they have been ‘fooled’ after executing the act. 

The case under investigation focused on the insatiable quest for ungodly wealth. There are 
two forms of this practice; one is solely blood ritual (someone has to die before one can acquire 
their wealth), and the other is when objects, properties or pictures of people are used as bait to 
scam people falsely. In these two cases, one person wants to be rich at the expense of the other. 
In reality, the practice of sakawa usually goes beyond internet fraud. Also, it involves ‘witchcraft, 
‘blood money’ (known as sika duro amongst the Akan), ju-ju or ‘magic’ and most commonly, a 
combination of them all. All these, no matter the intention, are embedded with evil manifestations. 
Once another person is deprived of their wealth in a way they are unaware of, sakawa has taken 
place or is in operation. The idea behind sakawa makes it a menace to be dealt with. 

Furthermore, Leviticus 19:31, 20:6 warn against all these practices: the consultation of 
mediums for whatever purposes (King James Bible, 2017). In spiritualism, a medium is a person 
who conveys spiritual messages or is an intermediary who stands in the gap between the living and 
spirits to communicate messages seen, felt or heard regarding the past, the present or the future. 
These mediums might even offer supposed prophecy in their function. Biblically, mediums partake 
in occult practices, which include necromancy, magic, and fortune-telling, all of which are 
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abominations to the Lord. People who engage in “divination, soothsaying, augury, sorcery, the use 
of charms, mediums, wizardry or necromancy” are doing so to gain power over destiny and control 
people and events to their liking. 

It happens that most of them are not told the actual demands that would be made on them by 
the medium they consult. They only get entangled in it and afterwards realise that they cannot bear 
it. It is the love for money that the Apostle Paul warns Timothy about 1 Timothy 6:6-10 (King 
James Bible, 2017). This is because it is a trap with inherent dangers. Satan uses it to control and 
rule the world and even to destroy many Christians. Jesus Christ taught that the worries of this life 
and the deceitfulness of riches tend to choke God’s Word and keep people from ever producing 
fruit in Matthew 13:22 (King James Bible, 2017). The problem with wealth is that one tends to 
idolise it and put their trust in it. The Bible not only warns against the dangers of loving money but 
also gives many tragic examples of those who loved it. For instance, Lot’s love for wealth led him to 
Sodom, where he lost not only his wealth but his family, for his wife turned to a pillar of salt, and his 
daughters raped him in Genesis 13-14; 19 (King James Bible, 2017). Achan’s love for money brought 
Israel defeat and his family’s death in Joshua 22:20 (King James Bible, 2017). Judas betrayed Christ 
for silver (Luke 22), and Demas left Paul because he loved this present world, possibly referring to 
the wealth of it [2 Tim. 4:10] (King James Bible, 2017). Paul says that the love of money has made 
some even wander away from the faith [1 Tim. 6:9-10] (King James Bible, 2017).  

One cannot love God and money - only one can be the master (King James Bible, 2017). 
No doubt, it is for this reason that Satan constantly tries to draw people after it through the TV, 
commercials, social pressure and examples of success in society. One must learn contentment to be 
free from the love of wealth, as indicated in 1 Timothy 6:6 (King James Bible, 2017). To be free 
from the love of wealth, one must develop an eternal perspective which considers that we brought 
nothing into this world, and so one poses things after life on earth has ended (King James Bible, 
2017). To be free from the love of wealth, we must recognise the dangers of desiring it, as indicated 
in 1 Timothy 6:9-10 (King James Bible, 2017). 

Today, the entire culture is built upon the accumulation of wealth and material possessions. 
It is the foundation of free enterprise, the principle behind the system of credit cards and debt, 
banking and loans. It is what drives the advertising, music, entertainment and sports industries. It is 
easy to put Christian ministry, personal godliness, acts of justice and charity and sacrificial giving on 
the peripheries of life to see no connection between these Christian “ideals” and life as one 
experiences it. The truth is that there is no compatibility. Even so, one is forced to decide which offers 
truth and illusions, which brings contentment and peace and leads to frustration and emptiness. 
The Apostle Paul was not against the drive to accomplish or the ambition to make a difference in the 
world or on the job. The Bible clearly states that one must work hard to be a model employee or 
employer. But money should not be the driving force. It should be God’s glory that pushes every 
believer, love of people and the mission of the church (1 Cor. 10:31, King James Bible). 

Most people are lured into it by their friends; they are usually ignorant about the actual 
processes involved. Most of the time, they are told nice things about it. The dangerous sacrifices are 
hidden from them. However good the description of the activities of sakawa may be to a seeker, 
the reality when later engaged is never good. In Matthew 24:4, Jesus warned against the spirit of 
deception (King James Bible, 2017). If people could come in the name of Christ to deceive many, 
Christians must always be alert against deceptive vices, be it from friends, family members, 
colleagues at work, or even church members. Whether those actions include human sacrifice or 
merely playing around on the fringes of spiritualism, every inclination to the deed (sakawa) is evil. 
It is an act of rebellion rooted in deception, taking us back to the garden where the devil tempted 
Eve by saying they would not undoubtedly die (Genesis 3:4, King James Bible). 

To gain the wealth promised by the spirits, sakawa wealth seekers are made to make many 
sacrifices. Some sacrifice their body; hence, one will observe that some have their fingers or toes 
with rings, cut or in some strange positions (always standing erect). Some sacrifice animals such as 
fowl, lambs or humans. The human sacrifice demands mostly the use of close friends or relatives. 
The crux of the matter is that money is never for anything but always in exchange for a living 
human being, preferably a blood relative or spouse. Moreover, there is the possibility of becoming 
infertile, which means the sacrifice of future offspring. All cases thus deal in principle with human 
fertility being exchanged for money. The capacity to procreate or its products and its relations have 
to be sacrificed. All these must be done for a person to acquire the wealth. It is rumoured that 
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sakawa boys sleep in coffins or do not bathe for weeks; some even kill a small girl and eat her like 
fufu (A Ghanaian dish). They do whatever their leaders tell them, and then they have the ju-ju 
power to do their evil tricks. Then their spirit can enter the internet, possessing the obroni (white 
person) to get their money. The respondents at the Patmos Centre confirmed all these rumours. 

There are grave spiritual effects when one is engaged in sakawa. Some hear strange voices at 
night and feel restless. They also have weird dreams. Some cannot eat well, which greatly affects 
their health. An evil spirit (dwarf) is believed to work on individuals who have encounters with 
certain spirits. When the spirits work on the individual, the person begins to hallucinate, which 
results in schizophrenia and bipolar disorders. Scripture affirms these effects: physical symptoms 
like blindness, deafness and dumbness (Mark 9:17, 25, King James Bible); foaming at the mouth 
(Mark 9:18, King James Bible); convulsions, gnashing of the teeth, falling and rolling on the 
ground and psychological symptoms such as self-infliction of injury (Mark 5:5, King James Bible); 
suicidal tendencies (Mark 9:22, King James Bible); screaming (Mark 1:22, King James Bible); 
tearing off clothes (Mark 1:34). Saul’s condition recorded in 1 Samuel 16:14, 18:10, 19:9, King 
James Bible) probably prompts the issue that when an “evil spirit” enters into a person, it produces 
certain mental and emotional sicknesses, which may well have been diagnosed today as 
schizophrenia. In addition, involvement with evil forces makes irresistible desires to commit 
immoral deeds, use drugs, exploit neighbours for personal benefits and yield to any sinful or 
destructive impulses. Whether one believes in the devil or not, all these things happen when one 
identifies himself with evil things and gives them top priority. The suicidal tendencies after 
engaging in sakawa are real. Because of the spiritual torture people go through, they feel like 
ending their lives so that they will not suffer anymore. A similar case could be that of Judas, who 
scripture says he was involved in “blood money”. On the night of betrayal, it was indicated Satan 
had entered into Judas (Luke 22:1-8, King James Bible), put the idea into his heart and used him 
for his sinister purposes. According to Matthew 27:1–10, after learning that Jesus was to be 
crucified, Judas attempted to return “the blood money” he had been paid for his betrayal to the 
chief priests and committed suicide by hanging. Eventually, he hanged himself. 

There are prayer Centres and camps littered all over the country. Africans or Ghanaians 
generally love religion and strongly believe in God and gods. Since people are continuously seeking 
solutions to their ailing problems, the place of spiritual camps can never be outmoded, especially in 
Ghana. These Centres have served as places for healing, deliverance, and prophecies. Key mention 
can be made of the Abasua Mountain, where thousands of people troop yearly for spiritual 
nourishment (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2013; Omenyo, 2006). It is, therefore, not out of place to have a 
Centre like the Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre specialised in deliverance issues. With over a 
decade of experience in the deliverance ministry, sakawa victims will surely be assisted to receive 
their breakthrough if they visit the Centre. The personnel at the Centre have the knowledge, skill 
and spiritual gifts necessary for undertaking such exercises. 

At the Patmos Centre, they believe that deliverance has to do with the general idea of setting 
people free from the bondage of Satan and not just demons. It is the setting free or releasing from 
spiritual or physical bondage or imprisonment (of a person, place or situation, including setting 
free from demonic influence). It is the rescuing or being rescued, release from captivity, slavery, 
oppression, or any restraint, rescue from danger or any evil. They also believe that it is synonymous 
with terms such as, “Salvation”, “Redemption”, “Forgiveness”, “Liberation” and “Release” (Mathew 
26:2, Luke 24:47, Acts 13:18) (Abboah-Offei, 2021). Other theologians have given their definitions 
of deliverance. According to Martey (1997), deliverance is “the process of casting out demons to set 
people, demonised objects and places free from different bondages in the name of Jesus Christ”. 
Also, according to Asamoah-Gyadu (2007), deliverance is liberating someone from the power, 
influence and bondage of an evil source through prayer in the power of the Holy Spirit. When 
deliverance is explained as salvation, it is the type of deliverance where God, through an individual, 
brings deliverance to individuals, the whole community and the nation. It also involves protection 
and safety (Judges 15:18; 2 Kings 5:1, 13:17; 1 Chronicles 11:14, King James Bible). In deliverance, 
one is entitled to salvation, liberation, and recovery. (Heb. 11:35, King James Bible), involves 
forgiveness, pardoning people, setting them at liberty and giving remission of sins (Luke 4:18, King 
James Bible). Ghanaian independent Pentecostals pay considerable attention to healing and 
deliverance because they are considered part of the vital visible signs of the outpouring of God’s 
Spirit. Healing and deliverance also fit into the indigenous views of religion as a survival strategy. 
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The Africans have long practised “deliverance” or exorcism. Our ancestors practised religion 
as a way to “ward off evil”. This was necessary because when anyone consciously or unconsciously 
offended the gods, they needed to appease or be cleansed so that evil did not befall them. The use of 
terms in the local dialect that resonate with the concept of deliverance is another evidence that 
deliverance was common in Africa, Ghana. Local practices such as akraguare, musukpamo, 
awerέba, ahodwira/odwira, kunaye, kyiribra, twa asuo, sasaduro/sesapam born out of the 
Ghanaian idea of deliverance are well documented. They mostly involve the ritual cleansing of an 
individual who has gone through some form of trauma and committed mischief and evil so that 
their soul is restored. This view is reflected in such Ghanaian sayings as “se rotwe adze fi sor na 
omba a, nna biribi dze mu”, a theme of a popular song by Ghanaian highlife musician A.B Crentsil. 
The literal meaning of this Akan saying is that “if efforts towards an endeavour continually prove 
elusive, it probably means that the venture is being hampered by forces beyond one’s control.” 
Concerning the present discussion, healing and deliverance provide the ritual context for 
articulating a response to the inevitable shortfalls existing in the ‘redemptive uplift’ expected to 
accompany new life in Christ (Abboah-Offei, 2021). 

The following Biblical passages also enforce the African idea of deliverance as an escape, to 
slip out, carry away to safety for refugee safety (Genesis 45:7; 2 Chronicles 12:7; Psa. 32:7; Joel 
2:23; Obad. 1:17. It also involves the ceremonial cleansing from guilt, sanctification, and 
consecration. In Esther 4:14 (King James Bible), deliverance means to snatch away, pluck or 
recover. It also stands for saving someone from a situation or taking someone out of danger. This 
type of deliverance is a life-and-death affair. Widowhood rites performed to separate a living and 
dead spouse also fall into the category of deliverance. The removal of pain, the banishment of 
criminals to prevent evil from befalling a town or society or rituals performed for someone who is 
haunted by a ghost or spirit resonate with the Christian idea of deliverance (Abboah-Offei, 2021). 

The African charismatic conceives deliverance in terms of freedom from sin, from one’s 
spiritual enemies (that is, the devil, evil spirits, witchcraft, and other such inimical forces) whose 
main duty is to ‘steal, kill and destroy’ the children of God (John 10:10). Proponents of healing and 
deliverance believe firmly in the causal relationship between sin, the work of demons and ill-
health. This understanding partly explains why charismatic churches believe in and practice 
healing and deliverance as pastoral care for the flock of God. Regarding this demand, some 
churches run courses for their pastors to alert them of the need to integrate healing and deliverance 
into their pastoral responsibilities (Omenyo, 2006). A lot of Charismatic and Pentecostal Churches 
organise such training for their Pastors. This is rare in Historic Mission Churches such as 
The Methodist Church of Ghana, The Presbyterian Church of Ghana, and the Anglican Church. 

The interactions with the team at the Patmos Centre revealed that some Pastors or Reverend 
Ministers refuse to engage in deliverance for people they know are into sakawa. Reasons attached to 
this case include the disbelief or ignorance in the deliverance ministry. Some are afraid of Satan and 
demons, and others do not have the gifts for it or are not committed to doing it. They indicated that 
although it is expected of every Pastor to be able to engage in deliverance for their congregants, not 
every Pastor can administer deliverance to their congregants. They believe there are people especially 
gifted in deliverance and exorcism for dealing with spiritual issues, including sakawa. 

In the same way, God primarily used Ananias to help Apostle Paul after His encounter on the 
road to Damascus; the caregivers and deliverance workers at the Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre 
are gifted and anointed to handle deliverance cases related to sakawa. The practice of healing and 
deliverance in African or Ghanaian settings also involves consultation with gifted experts to 
determine the cause of spiritual attacks and exercise spiritual authority. This could be the reason 
for setting up numerous prayer Centres in the country. This is because most people believe their 
needs can only be met when they meet a ‘powerful’ Pastor. They also believe that successful 
deliverance or healing processes depend on the practitioner’s ‘level of anointing’. The more 
anointed and gifted the practitioner, the more effective their practice of healing and deliverance on 
the victim or seeker. This form of pastoral care attracts more people to the practitioner’s churches. 
This is probably why not everyone can handle cases such as sakawa. 

One of the characteristic features of prayer and retreat camps is that it is centred on one 
dominant person who is seen as the Prophet or Healer. Notable mention can be of Apostle Mintah 
of Okantah (Suhum), Prophetess Grace Adu of Edumfa (Cape Coast), Apostle Owusu Tabiri and 
Prophet Sampson Adum of Suhum. There has not been any significant change in this trend. Recent 
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Charismatic appeal to large numbers of seekers is the fact of their dominant gifts as ‘powerful’ 
preachers. They believe that it always takes a special man of God to diagnose a spiritual problem 
and follow it up with binding and casting out of the demon or evil spirit. This situation places a 
special role and demands on the deliverance ministers. They become special people of God with 
special God-given abilities to ‘deliver’ people from their problems (Omenyo, 2006). Just as it 
happens at the Patmos Centre, many of the healing and deliverance leaders have trained special 
teams of assistants who play various supplementary roles such as analysis of questionnaires, 
counselling, restraining of violent people and others. These are all done under the instructions and 
directions of the dominant deliverance minister. Deliverance is designed to eliminate the spiritual 
obstacles that impede progress. Deliverance makes the rough places smooth and the crooked places 
straight (Abboah-Offei, 2021). 

It was revealed through the interview that, those who need deliverance are; those coming out 
of cults, witches and wizards, those who are sick (physically or spiritually), those who wet their bed 
even though they are old, oversleeping, insomnia, those under curses, those with evil covenants, 
mental cases which defy medical treatment, those who have suicidal tendencies, those who have 
the urge to murder, those with poor business growth, the oppressed, addicts, whoremongers and 
those who have had psychic experiences, those with compulsive behavior patterns, those with 
escapism problems, violent tendencies, those who hallucinate (visual and auditory), extreme 
unacceptable behaviors, those with serious disappointments in all endeavors, those with demonic 
incisions, those who experience absolute poverty, gluttons / those who cannot control their eating 
habits, those who hate the gospel / Christ, outlaws, stingy people, the rejected, self-opinionated 
and people who do not understand anything.  

Deliverance leaves no room for compromises, hence, a self-preserving ingredient for the 
Church. Deliverance radicalises the challenge of pluralism and the damage of syncretism by 
stressing the traditional Christian attitude of seeing demons in other religions (Kwami, 1998). 
In like manner, the deliverance minister has to avail him or herself to the blood of Jesus Christ – 
the perfect and final sacrifice so that their conscience is cleansed and they or become sensitive to 
the prompting of the Holy Spirit. As the living Word of God begins to awaken the heart and cleanse 
the conscience, one is drawn by God’s love to serve Him faithfully again. The Word of God awakens 
and illuminates, and the blood of Jesus thoroughly cleanses (Ahinful, 2015). Deliverance is not 
something that can be formulated. Simply following a routine of saying this and doing that will not 
bring true deliverance. Jesus is the ultimate deliverer (Ahinful, 2015; Kwami, 1998). 

As part of the preparatory processes for deliverance, Asamoah-Gyadu (2005) explains that 
candidates are prepared through confession of sin by the candidate and the renunciation and 
breaking of all covenants. The first goal is to help the victim understand that they do not need to go 
through the process to receive deliverance. Jesus is true to His Word, and anyone who seeks Him 
in the right spirit with the right “tools” will experience His freeing power. One tool we teach is a 
series of action steps for getting free: repent, renounce and break. This preparation also involves 
repentance. Repent means being “re-penitent” or “again humble.” One who is penitent expresses 
humble or regretful pain or sorrow for sins or offences. To repent means returning to that place of 
humility and sorrow over sin. If there is no genuine repentance, they continue to walk in darkness, 
deceived by the enemy. And if they continue to be deceived, they remain in bondage. They also 
need to renounce (give up, refuse, or resign by formal declaration). Whereas repenting is directed 
toward God, renouncing is directed toward the enemy. In this process, they renounce any words 
that contradict God’s Word and no longer align themselves with things that oppose God (Ahinful, 
2015; Kwami, 1998).  

At the Patmos Centre, it can be observed that some of these deliverance sessions could be 
quite physical, with clients speaking under the influence of some demon and rushing around in the 
open space, sometimes pursued by a team of men and women who physically restrain the victims. 
In some instances, as the prayer goes on, the minister and his team members move among the 
people and lay hands on them. The ‘blood of Jesus’ and ‘the name of Jesus’ are repeatedly invoked 
to rebuke the spirits responsible for the various problems. The reactions include sobbing, groaning, 
shouting, roaring, falling and struggling on the ground. Although scripture does not specifically 
outline a procedure for confronting and expelling evil spirits from the lives of those so infected, 
notice can be made of several actions taken by those who confronted them in Biblical times. 
The common components in all references seem to be verbal commands to the evil spirit directly to 
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relinquish and leave the body of the victims (Matthew 8:16). In some circumstances, a touch by 
Jesus in the ears and on the tongue was necessary (Mark 9:25, 35; Matthew 17:18). Authority 
directly from Christ and a valid faith in Christ are essential in order for a disciple to be able to cast 
the evil spirits out (Matthew 10:1; Mark 9:19, 29; Matthew 17:20, 21; 15:28). 

Faith healing is practised at the Patmos Centre. They believe that God is the ultimate source 
of healing, and there is no need to consult Him through any medium but to present their case to 
Him directly in church. God has a lot of ways to heal us based on the redemptive work of Christ. 
It is something Jesus paid for and something He suffered for. His wish for you to be healed and 
walk in divine health is why He endured so much pain and suffering. Therefore, He has made 
healing available to you through many avenues. At the Patmos Centre, this kind of healing or 
deliverance is done through the laying on of hands (Luke 4:40). Sakawa victims are plagued with 
generational demons of infirmity, such as diabetes, high blood pressure, certain heart conditions, 
and more. Asamoah-Gyadu (2007) confirms the Biblical examples and asserts that deliverance 
involves a person, often a deliverance minister, praying effectively for the victim by laying on their 
hands and speaking a word of command, sometimes applying anointing oil or water, thereby 
casting out the evil spirit, and inviting the Holy Spirit to take over the victim’s life after they have 
accepted and committed themselves to Christ. This process also involves the burning of all 
emblems and materials associated with non-Christian religion. 

 
6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
The Patmos Prayer and Retreat Centre has great credibility when it comes to the handling of 

sakawa victims. Sakawa generally involves the engagement in occultic practices for wealth, 
influence, power, fame and favour. The occultic practices include consulting an evil transcendent 
being (such as dwarfs, dead people, or evil spirits) who can work for the satisfaction of the seeker. 
The root cause of involvement in Sakawa is the insatiable desire or quest for wealth. Most of the 
victims are normally lured in by their peers and friends. As a result of unemployment, financial 
constraints are also a major cause of involvement in sakawa. There are lots of sacrifices for anyone 
who wants to engage in sakawa. The sacrifices include sacrificing one’s body (fingers, toes, organs 
and other body parts), animals (fowls, lambs or humans), prohibition against the eating of certain 
foods (mudfish, pork, crab), restriction from certain relationships (no marriage, no sexual 
relations, restriction from activities on certain days, restriction from women in menstruating 
periods) and giving with ulterior motives. The spiritual effects of engaging in sakawa include the 
following: hallucinations, sleepless nights, weird dreams, ill-health, self-infliction of injury, drug 
abuse, sexual immorality, and suicidal tendencies. The consequences for breaching sakawa 
instructions include madness, a miserable life, and premature death.  

Participants of sakawa only seek help when they realise they are in danger or when it turns 
out that they cannot meet certain demands being placed on them. At the Patmos Centre, sakawa 
victims are taken through certain spiritual processes to bring deliverance to their body, soul and 
spirit. They also have pre and post-counselling sessions focusing mostly on prayer and Biblical 
teachings. Deliverance workers are bound to suffer some forms of spiritual attacks due to their 
involvement with sakawa victims. However, if they fortify themselves with the whole armour of 
God, they are free from any attacks from the evil one. Post-deliverance counselling for victims of 
sakawa is the only way their faith in Christ can be sustained. Post counselling activities include 
referrals to other specialists to seek medical, psychological, vocational and financial assistance. 

The Church must find a very appropriate means of positively helping young people use the 
internet and other modern technology. This can be through guided use by young people in the 
church’s café or through proper education to be vigilant. Constant teaching must be done by 
Reverend Ministers of Churches to engage young people on the dangers of engaging in occultic 
practices and its repercussions on their wellbeing. The Church must take a keen interest in 
sakawa-related issues. This is because there are lots of Christian youth engaged in it. The Church 
needs to be informed correctly regarding the spiritual dimensions of this evil and not let the secular 
groups have the definitive answers. Christ really is the answer to combat this deluge. Most 
Christian counsellors who have ‘stumbled’ sakawa cases testify to having received very little if any, 
training in their respective seminaries or churches regarding it. This deficiency must be remedied. 
Theological Seminaries and Bible Schools must also show keen interest in developing a theology of 
wealth creation and a manual to teach its Ministers and members how to handle deliverance cases 
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related to sakawa. Psychiatrists, school counsellors, police agencies, and abuse Centres must 
heighten awareness levels in the country. Security agencies must be empowered to deal with 
participants and adherents. 
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Abstract 
This study investigated secondary school learners’ experiences and perceptions of online 

learning during COVID-19. A convenient sample of 69 learners participated in the study. The data 
was collected with the aid of a questionnaire. Thematic analysis was applied to open-ended 
responses. Descriptive statistics and frequencies were calculated on both closed- and open 
responses with the aid of SPSS software. The paper exploits the Community of Inquiry framework 
on classifying learners’ online learning experiences. It was discovered that learners had both 
positive and negative experiences in the social, cognitive, and teaching dimensions of online 
learning. They experienced greater online learning challenges in the social dimension than in other 
dimensions. The teaching dimension contributed most to learners’ enjoyment of online learning, 
while the least enjoyment was contributed by social presence. They approached online learning 
with varied perceptions that could be classified into negative, positive, and very positive 
perceptions. Moreover, their perceptions of online learning could be classified as positive. 

Keywords: COVID-19, online experiences, perception, online learning, secondary school 
learners. 

 
1. Introduction 
COVID-19 is an acute respiratory illness in human beings that is caused by the coronavirus 

(World Health Organization, WHO, 2020). The disease has the potential to produce severe and 
devastating symptoms, and in some people, it may cause death (WHO, 2020). The outbreak of 
COVID-19 in China in December 2019 (WHO, 2020) and its fast worldwide spread in early 2020 
endangered the livelihood of all nations. South Africa is one of the countries strongly hit by the 
coronavirus pandemic and declared a state of emergency in March 2020 (Chirinda et al., 2021). 
It introduced the nationwide lockdown in late March 2020 as one way to mitigate the coronavirus’s 
spread and flatten its exponential growth curve. 

The closure of schools and universities resulted in a sudden and probably unplanned 
pedagogical paradigm shift in the education system. Teachers must shift from traditional face-to-
face to online teaching methodologies (Ganesh Kumarau et al., 2021). Online learning is internet-
based learning that is synchronous (e.gs., Zoom, Microsoft Teams) and/or asynchronous                    
(e.g.,           E-mail, Forums, WhatsApp) (Sridevi, 2021). Online teaching and learning emerged with 
its pros and cons. Most schools were caught unprepared for the new ‘norm’. To rescue the school 
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academic year, they had to abruptly implement online teaching and learning methods without 
proper training of teachers, learners and parents’ education on the necessity of online learning 
(Panaoura, 2020). Most schools had inadequate technological software and hardware. Most 
teachers and learners were learners of online teaching and learning systems (Saboowala, Mishra, 
2021). They must learn new digital teaching and learning ways, seek solutions to emerging 
challenges, and acquire knowledge from the worldwide community (Chirinda et al., 2021).  

Several lessons might be learnt from both teachers’ and learners’ experiences of teaching and 
learning in the COVID-19 lockdown era. The rich experiences might inform and possibly resolve 
some pedagogical and learning issues in the education system (Darragh, Franke, 2021; Means, 
Neisler, 2021). Reflections and evaluation of the COVID-19   teaching and learning practices could 
be valuable in designing, developing, and implementing both the teacher and learner development 
courses. Moreover, based on the findings of this study, institutions might improve the quality of 
and tailor online learning to meet the needs and expectations of learners in respective socio-
economic conditions (Cranfield et al., 2021; Harefa et al., 2022). Bast (2021) views a learner’s 
perceptions of online learning as the primary determinant of motivation and persistence in and 
dropout from learning. In contrast, Armstrong (2011) views them as determinants of a learner’s 
approach to online learning. Hence, this study investigated secondary school learners’ online 
learning experiences during COVID-19   in South African schools.  

The study aims to answer the research questions: 
- What are the secondary school learners’ online learning experiences during the time of the 

COVID-19 lockdown in South Africa? 
- How do secondary school learners perceive online learning during the COVID-19   

lockdown? 
 
2. Literature Review 
Countries reacted differently to the closure of schools during the COVID-19   pandemic. 

It was observed that some countries adjusted their curriculum to cater for the lost days. Some 
countries trained the teachers and offered some necessary assistance and support to keep abreast 
of the new change. However, in some countries, schools and teachers reacted indifferently to the 
closure of schools. They neither adopted remote learning strategies nor trained the teachers and 
learners to equip them for the new change despite the complete or partial closure of schools for 
almost a year (Munoz Najar et al., 2021). Batmang et al. (2021) and Kamsurya (2020) cite 
uncertainty of educators’ image as online instructors, high workload, inadequate or lack of 
technical support, and lack of training to effectively use technology in teaching, and incompetence 
as some possible causes of resistance to adoption of online teaching and learning by some teachers. 
Some schools that abruptly resorted to online discovered themselves in an online learning paradox 
(Cranfield et al., 2021; Almahasees et al., 2021). That is, they chose an online learning approach 
without proper preparation. For example, they offered online learning lessons, although most 
learners did not have devices and data to access the internet (Ikram, Rosidah, 2020; Marban et al., 
2021; Ogbonnaya et al., 2020). This resulted in an uneven take-up of instruction, thus amplifying 
inequalities among the ‘haves’ and ‘have not’ (Munoz Najar et al., 2021).  

Some teachers and learners adopted various teaching and learning online platforms such as 
WhatsApp, Zoom, WebEx, and YouTube. Though Delima and Chyawatti (2021) assumed that the 
current generation would easily adapt to online learning because of its conversance with 
technology, Naidoo (2020) observed that semi-urban learners faced difficulties in using digital 
platforms during the COVID-19   lockdown. This could be due to inadequate learner preparation 
for online learning. In South African rural township schools, the WhatsApp platform was 
discovered to be an invaluable tool in the teaching and learning of high school courses (Chirinda et 
al., 2021). Similar findings were reported by Agung et al. (2020). The learners in their study 
considered WhatsApp as a friendly internet data application. They preferred WhatsApp to other              
e-learning platforms because it uses less data, works well in a poor internet signal, and is familiar 
with its use. A resort to the WhatsApp platform could be due to financial constraints. Thus, there 
was limited access to advanced technological online platforms. 

Learners approached online learning with mixed feelings and perceptions (Delima, 
Cahyawatti, 2021; Means, Neisler, 2021). For instance, some learners perceived online lessons as 
more flexible, convenient, and compatible with other everyday life activities, for example, work 
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(Khan et al., 2021; Muthuprasad, Girish, 2021). According to Khan et al. (2021), learners had 
positive perceptions of e-learning because of the perceived benefits of freedom to connect with 
their teachers and classmates and engage with study materials in the comfort and flexibility of 
space and time. Some of them viewed online lessons as less effective for learning as compared to 
face-to-face lessons (Harefa et al., 2022). Negative perceptions of online learning could 
compromise their level of engagement and learning outcomes (Bast, 2021). Most of the learners’ 
negative experiences of online learning were, notably, caused by delayed teacher feedback, 
unavailability of technical support from teachers, lack of self-regulation and self-motivation, 
the feeling of isolated, monotonous teaching approaches, and poorly designed teaching and 
learning material (Putra et al., 2021). Because of the lack of direct contact with peers and the 
teacher and lack of immediate feedback from the teacher, most of the learners were observed to 
feel lost, frustrated, and isolated.  

Teachers were not trained to design learning activities appropriate for online learning. 
As such, some of the learning materials they used could not promote independent learning among 
learners. Learners found it challenging to understand it, possibly because of lack of clarity, not 
systematic, and the language used was not easy to understand (Asrowiah et al., 2021; Elango et al., 
2008). Elango et al. (2008) observed learners’ dissatisfaction with the graphics and animations 
included in the course materials and the effectiveness of content delivery methods (Means, Neisler, 
2021). Teacher incompetence resulted in the underutilisation of online learning platforms and 
failure to utilise them to promote active learner participation optimally. 

 
3. Conceptual Framework 
For effective online learning, the instruction should take cognisance of the importance of 

teacher-learner, learner-content, and learner-learner interactions (Bektashi, 2018; Bernard et al., 
2009; Garrison et al., 2000; Garrison, 2009; Jaggars, Xu, 2016). Jaggars and Xu (2016) contend 
that the level of learner-teacher and learner-learner interaction in an online lesson might predict 
learning outcomes. On this note, Bernard et al. (2009) discovered that teaching and learning 
instructions with a higher level of teacher-learner, learner-content, and learner-learner 
interactions produced better learning outcomes. 

Garrison et al. (2000) developed a Community of Inquiry (COI) model for an effective online 
learning experience. The COI framework highlights social, teaching, and cognitive presence as 
essential elements to facilitate effective online teaching and learning experiences. Social presence is 
the ability of the participants to develop interpersonal relationships and to communicate in an 
environment of mutual trust (Garrison et al., 2000). Cognitive presence involves the construction 
and confirmation of knowledge through dialogue and reflection on learning experiences. 
The teaching presence is the teaching and learning content and climate the teacher develops to 
realise optimal learning outcomes (Flock, 2020). The skilful use of the three presences in the 
design of productive online learning environments facilitates meaningful knowledge construction 
(Bektashi, 2018; Fiock, 2020). Fiock (2020) arguably considers the COI framework as a concrete 
asset for designing online environments that could resolve the currently experienced online 
learning issues. 

Thus, this study utilises the COI conceptual framework of Garrison et al. (2000) to categorise 
and analyse the learners’ online experiences. It categorises the learners’ online experiences into 
three dimensions: social, cognitive, and teaching. Moreso, it hypothesises that if these dimensions 
were utilised optimally, learners’ perceptions of online learning would be ‘very positive’. Some 
challenges faced in online learning could mirror poor and ineffective marshalling of the three 
dimensions into the e-learning environments. 

 
4. Methods 
Research design 
This study used a descriptive research design to determine secondary school learners’ online 

learning experiences and perceptions during the COVID-19   lockdown.  
Population 
The study was conducted in a city secondary school in the Western Cape province of South 

Africa. 
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Sampling and sample size 
A purposive selection of the school that offered online learning lessons to grades 10 to 12 

during the lockdown was done. A convenient sample of 69 learners who consented to participate in 
the study was selected. They were composed of 22 grade 10, 29 grade 11, and 18 grade 12 learners. 
During the COVID-19 lockdown, they attended online Mathematics, Mathematical literacy, 
business studies, Life sciences, physical sciences, Accounting, and English lessons.  

Research instruments 
Data was collected using a questionnaire. The questionnaire was divided into three sections. 

The first section collected demographic data of the learners, for example, grade, gender, and 
subjects learnt online. The second section was composed of 24 Likert scale items that elicited the 
learners’ perceptions of online learning. Learners had to rate each statement from strongly disagree 
to strongly agree. The last section was an open-ended questionnaire that was made up of 10 
questions. It required learners to justify or explain why they preferred some forms of online 
learning, the challenges they experienced learning online, and suggestions on how to improve 
online learning. As such, the first and second sections of the questionnaire elicited the learners’ 
experiences of online learning.  

The Likert scale items had a Cronbach’s reliability coefficient  which was highly 
acceptable. The learners’ responses to the two open-ended questionnaires were cross-validated to 
highlight any converging and diverging views on online learning. As such, a learner’s consistency in 
response to the questions was used as a measure of the reliability of the open-ended questionnaires. 

Data presentation and analysis 
The data was presented in tables, extracts of learners’ responses, and descriptions of the 

findings. The Likert scale items were analysed using SPSS, and the variables favouring online 
learning, for example, ‘I enjoy online learning’, were coded from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = 
strongly agree. The variables that did not favour online learning, for example, ‘I hate learning 
online’, were coded from 1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree. Each learner’s and all learners’ 
average online learning perception scores were calculated. Their perceptions were determined 
using the criteria in Table 1. The frequency of learners in each classification of perceptions was 
computed and analysed. Their average scores on each item were used to identify the examples of 
variables that reflected the learners’ perceptions. 
 
Table 1. Criteria for classifying learners’ perceptions 
 
Classification Average perception score ( ) 
Very negative   
Negative  
Positive  
Very positive  

 
The data from open-ended questions were analysed using thematic analysis. The paper 

analysed each learner’s response to every question, noting the keywords on every relevant 
statement. The keywords served as the codes used to develop the main themes. The themes were 
used as a category for all learner responses that had the same meaning. The categories of learners’ 
experiences in online learning were further classified and analysed using Garrison et al.’s (2000) 
Community of Inquiry framework. Learners’ experiences were classified into cognitive, teaching, 
and social dimensions. Proportions of learners whose experiences fall into each dimension were 
calculated and analysed. This assisted in data reduction. 

 
5. Results 
Firstly, their perceptions of online learning were presented. These responses were mainly 

tapped by the closed-form questionnaires. Descriptive statistics and frequencies were presented in 
tables. Then, learners’ online learning experiences were categorised into cognitive, social, and 
teaching dimensions. They were tapped by the open-ended questionnaire and inferred from the 
responses to the closed-form questionnaires. Extracts of their responses to the open-ended 
questions were presented as empirical evidence of the findings. 
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Learners’ perceptions of online learning 
An analysis of the average perceptions score shows that the learners had ‘very positive 

perceptions of the variables: ‘I am willing to actively communicate with my class classmates online 
( )’; ‘I am willing to actively communicate with my teachers online 
( )’, ‘I could easily complete my online assignments on time ( )’, 
‘I have enough computer skills for doing online learning ( )’; and ‘I feel that face-
to-face contact with my teachers is necessary to learn ( )’. Most of them (85.5 %, 
87.4 %, 82.6 % and 86,9 %, respectively) strongly agreed and agreed with the variables. They had 
positive perceptions of the variables: ‘I could easily access the internet as needed for my studies 
( )’, ‘I could manage my online learning time effectively ( )’, 
‘I feel comfortable communicating online ( )’, ‘I receive a quick response during 
online learning activities ( )’, and ‘I can work with other students during online 
learning activities ( )’. The learners who strongly agreed and agreed with these 
variables were 73.9 %, 71.0 %, 68.1 %, 66.6 %, and 72.4 % of them, respectively. Negative 
perceptions were on the variables, ‘I believe that learning online is more motivating than face-to-
face learning ( )’, and ‘Online learning is as good as face-to-face class learning 
( )’. A few of them (21.7 % and 30.4 %, respectively) strongly agreed and agreed 
with these variables (see Table 2).  
 
Table 2. Learners’ perception of their online learning experience (n = 69) 
 
Items Frequency    

SA A D SD N Mean Std. Dev. 
I could easily access the internet as 
needed for my courses 

20 31 13 4 1 2.99 0.86 

I am comfortable communicating 
online 

8 38 18 4 1 2.74 0.75 

I am willing to actively communicate 
with my classmates online 

14 45 8 1 1 3.06 0.62 

I am willing to actively communicate 
with my teachers online 

12 49 6 2 0 3.03 0.62 

I find it easy to set aside time for 
learning online 

13 28 22 5 1 2.72 0.86 

I could manage my online learning 
time effectively 

10 39 16 3 1 2.82 0.73 

I hate learning online 17 11 37 3 1 2.38 0.91 
I could easily complete my online 
assignments on time 

21 36 7 2 3 3.15 0.73 

I enjoy online learning 11 24 25 7 2 2.58 0.89 
I enjoy working with other students 
in online groups 

9 35 18 4 3 2.74 0.77 

I have enough computer skills for 
doing online learning 

19 41 6 2 1 3.13 0.69 

I feel comfortable communicating 
online 

10 37 17 3 2 2.81 0.74 

I feel comfortable to ask my teachers 
questions during online learning 
activities 

12 35 18 3 1 2.82 0.77 

I receive a quick response during 
online learning activities 

11 35 22 0 1 2.84 0.68 

I feel that face-to-face contact with 
my teachers is necessary to learn 

0 16 20 33 0 3.25 0.81 

I can discuss with other students 
during online learning activities 

6 44 13 5 1 2.75 0.72 

I can work with other students 9 41 17 2 0 2.83 0.69 
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Items Frequency    
SA A D SD N Mean Std. Dev. 

during online learning activities 
Online learning is as good as face-to-
face class learning 

6 15 27 20 1 2.10 0.93 

I believe that learning online is more 
motivating than face-to-face learning 

6 9 32 21 1 2.00 0.90 

I believe a complete course can be 
taught online without any difficulty 

8 27 24 7 3 2.55 0.84 

I can pass a course online without 
any face-to-face class lecture 

9 28 18 11 3 2.53 0.93 

I found it difficult to adjust to the 
online learning context 

18 22 24 2 3 2.15 0.86 

Online learning encouraged the 
exchange of ideas 

7 36 15 5 6 2.71 0.77 

Online learning enhanced my 
learning 

4 28 23 10 4 2.40 0.83 

I enjoy learning online 8 28 18 11 4 2.51 0.92 
SA= Strongly agree; A= Agree; D= Disagree; SD= Strongly disagree; N= non-response 

 
They could be grouped into three categories based on their perceptions of online learning. 

The proportions of them with negative, positive, and very positive perceptions of online learning 
were 13.0 %, 66.7 %, and 20.3 %, respectively. Thus, 87 % of them had positive and very positive 
perceptions of online learning. Their average perception score was 2.63, with a standard deviation 
of 0.54. Consequently, they could all be classified as having positive perceptions of online learning. 

The cognitive dimension of learners’ online learning experiences 
A few learners (18.8 %) rated their digital literacy as poor and limited. Most (82.2 %) 

declared adequate, good, very good, and excellent digital literacy. Many of them (76.8 %) used a 
laptop computer for online learning. The smartphone only or a smartphone and laptop/desktop 
computer were used for online learning by 15.9 % of the learners. Only 7.2 % of them stated using 
only a desktop computer for online learning. They enjoyed online learning because of receiving less 
cognitively demanding tasks (26.7 %) and ‘accessing many different online resources (11.1 %) (see 
Table 3). The cognitive presence contributed to 37.8 % of learners’ enjoyment of online learning. 
Some examples of learners’ responses are: 

“My teacher explained things well and tackled any confusion that had arisen in online 
learning.” 

“I focus better, and I’m able to understand the work much better than I would do in a class. 
I have more access to more resources as well.” 

“Active examples were carried out. One can view an experiment and its results without 
carrying out the physical experiment.” 

 
Table 3. Explain why you enjoyed learning the subject or subjects online 
 
Variables Frequency Percent 
Less demanding tasks are given 12 17.4 
Well explained concepts 9 13.0 
Engaging activities 12 17.4 
Access to many different online resources 5 7.2 
Quick feedback 4 5.8 
Not enjoyable 3 4.3 
No response 24 34.8 
Total 69 100.0 

 
They faced challenges in understanding concepts (33.3 %). This is evident in the following 

examples of learners’ responses: “Some concepts were difficult to understand especially in 
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Mathematics, Physical sciences, and life sciences …..” and “Explanation of physics and 
mathematics work…It required a great deal of thinking and understanding”. Their positive 
experiences of online learning with the highest frequency were ‘engaging lessons and tasks’ 
(11.1%)’, and ‘understanding concepts better 15.6 %)’. Below are some extracts of their responses: 

“It is easier to work at my own pace, and I understand the work better when doing extra 
research.” 

“I was able to go back to videos or topics discussed in groups and enhance my 
understanding.”  

 
The teaching dimension of learners’ online learning experiences 
Most of them (92.3 %) spent at most 6 hours per day on online lessons. WhatsApp, Zoom and 

YouTube were the common online platforms used for online learning. Many of them (81.3 %) 
found WhatsApp as the most valuable online learning platform. A few learners (15.6 %) declared 
using Zoom only or Zoom and WhatsApp to be the most valuable for online learning. Most of them 
(70.8 %) preferred a combination of video, audio and typing presentations to one form of online 
learning. Their reasons for enjoying learning certain subjects were ‘well-explained concepts’ 
(20 %)’, and ‘engaging activities (26.7 %)’. In total, the ‘teaching presences’ contributed to 46.7 % of 
the learners’ enjoyment of online learning. Below are some of their responses: 

“I have such a motivated teacher, and even through these crazy times, he continued with his 
dedication and constantly reminded us that we will get through this…” 

“The teacher made it fun and enjoyable.” 
“It’s more adventurous.” 
Some challenges they faced in learning online were ‘unsuitable learning environment (8.9 %)’ 

and ‘too much workload (8.9 %)’. Only 6.7 % of them did not enjoy learning any subject online (see 
Table 3) due to, for example, delayed feedback, noisy learning environment, and poor-quality 
pictures or audio. 

 
The social dimension of learners’ online learning experiences 
They enjoyed online learning because of receiving quick feedback (8.9 %). The presence of 

teacher-learner interactions in lessons is evident in the following responses: 
“I could easily ask questions because my teachers were always responsive.” 
“It was easy to understand and manageable, activities were explained to us, and clear 

instructions were given.” 
 
Most of their challenges in online learning were social. Fewer opportunities were created for 

learner-learner interactions in the form of group work or working on a project. They could hardly 
share ideas or assist each other in problem-solving. This is evident in the following response: 
“I don’t always understand and can’t see how and what to do to seek help from other learners”. 
Some of them (37.9 %) could not join the online lessons on time because of lack of data (38.5 %), 
competing personal or household programs (34.6 %), poor or loss of connectivity (23.1 %), and 
other reasons, e.g., health issues (3.8 %).  

Most of them (91.9 %) encountered disturbances or challenges from their respective homes 
during online lessons. The disturbances or challenges encountered could be classified as ‘noisy 
environment (51.4 %)’, ‘loss of connectivity (8.1 %)’, and ‘competing personal and household 
programs’ (32.4 %)’. Some additional challenges they faced in learning online were ‘unsuitable 
learning environment (8.9 %)’, ‘delayed feedback or assistance not readily available (15.6 %)’, and 
‘too much workload (8.9 %)’. Some of their responses were: 

“Chores or somebody needing help. Television is a major disturbance as well. I also 
frequently check my cell phone.” 

“I didn’t always have data and had to, sometimes, skip my classes until I was able to get 
some sort of internet connection.”   

 
Amid the online learning challenges learners faced, they had some positive experiences. 

The social presence contributed to 20 % of the learners’ online learning positive experiences. Their 
positive online learning experiences could be classified as ‘quick on-spot feedback (2.2 %)’ and ‘free 
self-expression without stage fright (17.8 %)’. The learners posted some suggestions to curb some 
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of the online learning challenges and improve the quality and effectiveness of online learning. Their 
suggestions could be categorised as ‘provide learners with devices and data (28.9 %)’, ‘use more 
interactive online platforms, e.g., Zoom (23.7 %)’, ‘blend visuals and text lessons (5.3 %)’, ‘suitable 
online learning pace; give more explanations (18.4 %)’, ‘reduce learner workload; give important 
notes (21.1 %)’, and ‘improve home online learning environment (2.6 %)’.  

 
6. Discussion 
WhatsApp was discovered to be the most valuable online learning platform in the secondary 

school in this study. This finding agrees with Chirinda et al. (2021) and Agung et al. (2020), who 
discovered the WhatsApp platform as a valuable tool that could support the teaching and learning 
of courses outside the classroom in economically challenged communities. A relatively large 
number of learners could not log in or join lessons on time. Most of them failed to do so due to not 
having data and some competing personal and household programs. The school might have 
overlooked this factor of data or internet connectivity as one of the determinants of success in 
online learning. The lack of data might have affected their consistency in online learning. This 
finding resonates with those several studies discovered that in some low- and middle-income 
countries, although the governments provided schools with online learning solutions, most of the 
learners could not access them due to a lack of devices and connectivity constraints (Almahasees et 
al., 2021; Ikram and Rosidah, 2020; Munoz Najar et al., 2021; Munoz Najar et al., 2021). Some 
learners could not access the learning content because of the use of mobile phones, which were not 
compatible with e-learning platforms (Agung et al., 2020). Almahasees et al. (2021) discovered that 
some learners could not afford to always buy the data. Similarly, Ikram and Rosidah (2020) posit 
that they could not participate fully in online learning mainly because of limited internet 
connectivity. Moreover, Batmang et al. (2021) discovered that the learners’ success and enjoyment 
in online learning were, to some extent, connected to data packages. 

Failure to log in on time or disturbances in online learning due to some competing personal 
and household programs could be a result of a lack of proper online orientation and training for 
both learners and parents. Parents should be taken on board in online learning to play their 
expected roles to make it a success. Parental involvement in online learning, e.g., creating a 
conducive learning environment and monitoring learner online engagement, is vital. Panoura’s 
(2020) findings applaud parents’ training on online learning issues to get them well informed 
about it. An unsuitable online learning environment was the most common disturbance 
encountered by learners at home. Most of them complained of the noise from their homes or 
neighbours. Some lacked proper facilities to conduct online learning. This disturbance is more 
likely in low- and medium-income homes or communities. This finding aligns with the results of 
studies like Munoz Najar et al. (2021), Bast (2021), and Cranfield et al. (2021) findings that the 
take-up of online is dependent upon the educational and economic level of the parents or families 
or communities. The poorer families, communities, or countries were observed lagging far behind 
the richer ones in the scale and scope of their online learning. 

Not understanding concepts taught online was one of the major challenges they encountered. 
This could have been coupled with limited bidirectional teacher-learner interaction in lessons. 
Learners could not ask questions and receive immediate feedback in some online learning 
platforms like WhatsApp. Some online learning materials are not suitable for self-access. A similar 
challenge was discovered by Asrowiah et al. (2021) and Elango et al. (2008). Learners in their 
study encountered difficulties in understanding the online learning materials. 

The major factors contributing to their enjoyment of online learning were receiving less 
cognitively demanding tasks, well-explained concepts, and engaging activities. Though they 
enjoyed receiving less cognitively challenging tasks, the expectation is a delivery of a balanced 
curriculum at cognitive levels. This could jeopardise their engagement and success in online 
learning if not well managed. The online tasks should be of appropriate cognitive levels as 
stipulated in the curriculum guidelines and able to engage all learners of different learning styles. 
On this issue, Kamsurya (2020) discovered that teachers faced challenges in designing the 
appropriate teaching and learning materials for online learning. 

A high proportion of them enjoying satisfactory explanations of concepts and a low proportion of 
them enjoying quick feedback in learning might, somehow, reflect the dominant kind of interaction 
that transpired in the lessons. The unidirectional way of communication (teacher to learner) seems to 
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dominate other forms of interaction. In conjunction with delivering well-explained content, the teacher 
should assess and verify both the intended and the constructed knowledge in learners. This facilitates 
on-spot correction of misconceptions and timely feedback. Thus, the active interaction of all 
participants in a lesson cannot be overlooked (Ganesh Kumarau et al., 2021). Kamsurya (2020) 
discovered that teachers and learners used online platforms that could not interactively facilitate 
learning activities. Moreover, Almahasees et al. (2021) point to learners’ lack of the influence of peer 
learning, probably because of a lack of direct contact and interaction among them. Sadly, they viewed 
online learning as a barrier to their engagement in real class activities. 

Although a small proportion of them had poor or limited digital literacy, a small proportion 
enjoyed accessing many different online resources. This can be attributed to data and connectivity 
constraints. Exploration of different online resources might largely depend on the availability of 
data, knowledge of the available online teaching and learning resources, and level of digital literacy. 
Marban et al. (2021) discovered that learners’ limited digital literacy adversely affects their 
effective online take-up. Most of them battled with online learning platforms. It was sad to note 
that they could not take advantage of the technological networking platforms for learning. 

A higher proportion of them expressed some positive experience of online learning in the 
teaching dimension. They had memorable, engaging lessons and tasks, access to recorded lessons 
or videos anytime, fast work coverage, and could do their school anytime-anywhere. Muthuprasad 
and Girish (2021) discovered that learners in their study preferred recorded classes and questions 
at the end as a form of assessment. From the social dimension of online learning, a smaller 
proportion of them could express themselves freely without stage fright, unlike in face-to-face 
learning. The teaching presence contributed most to learners’ enjoyment of online learning. This 
was followed by cognitive presence. More social presences need to be added to online learning to 
stimulate learner interest and enjoyment in learning. 

Despite having positive perceptions of the social dimension, most of their challenges and 
dissatisfaction were on inadequate social presence in online learning, especially in class discussions 
and lack of or delayed feedback. This agrees with the findings of Almahasees et al. (2021). They 
observed that opportunities for learner-learner interactions were rarely availed to them. They had 
positive perceptions of the cognitive dimension of online learning. For example, positive 
perceptions were discovered concerning accessing the internet, exchanging ideas online, enhancing 
learning, and completing a course online. There was a need to promote more learner-content 
interactions for effective knowledge construction. 

They had mixed perceptions of the teaching dimension of online learning. Positive 
perceptions were centred on the effectiveness of online learning in bringing joy, easy 
communication, quick feedback, corroboration, and satisfaction in learning. On the other hand, 
they doubted its effectiveness compared to face-to-face learning. Similarly, Ikram and Rosidah 
(2020) observed that learners in their study became less motivated, less active, and less productive 
when their courses turned to online instruction, probably because they preferred face-to-face to 
online learning. This finding contradicts Ogbonnaya et al. (2020), who found that Ghanaian 
learners’ motivation to learn increased when their courses were turned to online learning. Overall, 
they were discovered to have positive perceptions of online learning. These perceptions could be 
partially regarded as products of their past online learning experiences and social peer interactions. 
Arguably, they are constantly evolving due to exposure to new experiences. For rich online learning 
experiences, an effective blend of the cognitive, social, and teaching presences in the online 
learning environment should be aimed for (Fiock, 2020; Garrison, 2009). This could optimise the 
learning outcomes and modify learners’ perception of e-learning. 

 
7. Conclusion 
The experiences of learners in online learning could be classified into social, cognitive, and 

teaching dimensions. They had both positive and negative experiences in each dimension. Under the 
cognitive dimension, they had challenges with data, connectivity, and understanding concepts. They 
enjoyed working on engaging activities and exploration of various online learning resources. In the 
social dimension, they enjoyed the freedom of speech (free self-expression). They could freely express 
themselves in online lessons. Most of their dissatisfaction was with the inadequate social presence in 
the online lessons. They queried the available opportunities for learner-learner interactions, as the 
teacher-learner interaction dominated the lessons and delayed or lacked immediate feedback. 
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In the teaching dimension, they enjoyed good explanations from the teachers, though they 
perceived it to be inadequate and inconsistently provided in lessons. Some negatives were difficulties in 
understanding the learning materials and high learner workload with sometimes no explanations. 
The WhatsApp platform dominated other platforms of e-learning. This platform was in favour of 
learner-content interaction at the expense of other forms of interaction. Learners received more work 
sets than explanations. The problem was worsened by a lack of immediate teacher feedback on the 
challenges encountered in learning and unconducive home learning environments. 

Their perceptions of online learning could be classified into negative, positive, and very positive 
perceptions. They had both negative and positive perceptions of the teaching dimension of online 
learning. Some positives were well-explained concepts and enhanced understanding of concepts. 
Teachers could explain some concepts clearly with the aid of technology. An example of teaching 
presence found inadequate was the ability to bring motivation and satisfaction to learning. Some 
learners preferred face-to-face to online learning. They had positive perceptions of the cognitive 
dimension of online learning. Their positive perceptions were on issues relating to accessing the 
internet, exchanging ideas online, understanding concepts, and completing the course through online 
learning. Very positive perceptions were on the social dimension of online learning. Seemingly, they 
approached online learning with high expectations of engaging in different learning interactions. It was 
disappointing to note that their interactions were probably limited due to circumstances or factors 
beyond their control, such as data and connectivity or the online learning platform. 

Overall, the perceptions of learners on online learning were positive. Based on this finding, 
it can be concluded that they approached online learning as directed by their positive perceptions. 
The positive perceptions could enhance or be a barrier to effective learning if the teaching, 
cognitive and social presences are not skilfully mixed in the online learning lessons. 

 
8. Limitations 
This paper presents an analytical description of learners’ online perceptions under the 

Community of Inquiry framework. It utilises the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative 
research techniques in quantifying and describing their online teaching and learning perceptions. 
However, the data analysis did not consider the possible interactions among the independent 
variables, the teaching, cognitive, and social presences. A more integrated analytical data analysis 
approach, such as structural equation modelling or multiple regression analysis, could have 
explored the relationships between the constructs. This paper studied one city school. As such, the 
results obtained might only apply to this school. 

 
9. Implications for research and intervention 
In light of these findings, this paper recommends (a) the adoption of more interactive online 

learning platforms; (b) teacher development workshops on effective implementation of the 
Community Of Inquiry framework in the design and delivery of lessons; (c) teacher development 
workshops on the production of teaching and learning materials that are suitable for online 
learning; and (d) teacher and learner support on the provision of devices, data, high-speed 
internet, and conducive teaching and learning environments. 
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