From Platform Proficiency to Digital Pedagogy: Digital Competences at Uganda Christian University
ABSTRACT
The study examined the digital competences that enhance the capacity of technology-adapting educators to deliver online learning effectively in private universities in Uganda, with specific emphasis on the TPACK framework. Guided by a constructivist paradigm, the study adopted an exploratory qualitative case study design. Participants comprised 15 technology-adapting educators, three technical staff members, and two focus group discussions. Purposive sampling was used. Data were generated through in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and document analysis and were analysed thematically. Findings revealed that educators possessed developing digital competences characterised primarily by functional use of the learning management system Moodle, videoconferencing, and basic digital communication platforms. However, their competences varied in depth, with stronger evidence of technological knowledge than of pedagogical application. Through the TPACK lens, educators were able to select and use digital tools to support lesson design, learner engagement, classroom management, assessment, and feedback, while also enabling them to organise and communicate subject-specific concepts. The findings further indicated that online learning depends not merely on educators’ ability to use digital technologies but on their capacity to integrate technology with appropriate pedagogical approaches and subject content. The study concludes that digital competence among educators is multidimensional and is strengthened through meaningful interaction among technology, pedagogy, and subject content. It recommends professional development programmes that move beyond basic technological skills towards sustainable development of TPACK, leading to pedagogically and contextually appropriate technology choices for online learning in higher education contexts.
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INTRODUCTION
Higher education in recent years has witnessed a shift in the education system towards online learning (Tondeur et al., 2023). The technological shift towards online learning has been driven by the rapid growth of technology worldwide and the growing demand for accessible and flexible education (Liu et al., 2020). This transformation has enabled universities to expand learning opportunities, promote learner engagement, and support innovative pedagogical practices in digital environments (Kasule et al., 2023). As educators increasingly integrate technology into their teaching, they must adapt their instructional approaches to facilitate meaningful and effective interactions with learners in online settings (Cahyono et al., 2022). Technology-adapting educators facilitating online learning need integrated technological and pedagogical competences, not just technical digital skills. These competences are required for educators to facilitate online learning through course design, facilitation, pedagogical delivery, mentorship, and subject-matter expertise (Martin et al., 2019). However, effective learning in sub-Saharan Africa continues to face challenges related to inadequate internet access, inadequate online guidelines, and limited capacity-building programmes (Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2020). Such challenges limit the capacity of technology-adapting educators to facilitate online learning. Against this background, the study was guided by the question: What digital competences do technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University possess?
A study of college teachers in the Philippines examined TPACK, instructional competence, and attitudes toward internet use as related dimensions of readiness for online teaching, further supporting the need to examine digital competence beyond technical tool use (Besa & Limpot, 2023).
Despite the growing literature on educators' digital competence, much of the existing research has relied on quantitative self-report surveys. For example, studies of technology-adapting educators in Spain, Latin America, and the United Arab Emirates have predominantly used structured instruments to determine perceived levels of digital competence (Kiryakova & Kozhuharova, 2024). Although such studies provide useful measures of competence levels, they provide less insight into how educators understand, develop, and enact digital competence within their everyday teaching practices (Kiryakova & Kozhuharova, 2024).
Globally, the use of online platforms has affected higher education and the facilitation of online learning, compelling higher education institutions to align teaching and learning processes with technological and pedagogical innovation (Wang et al., 2024). Reforms relating to attitudes, technologies for pedagogical tasks, and problem-solving skills have emphasised the need for educators’ competences in facilitating online learning (Lucas et al., 2021).
In Uganda, the higher education sector has increasingly experienced a substantial transition from face-to-face learning to digital access, but maximising its impact requires the integration of technological, content, and pedagogical knowledge, together with further training and motivation, to support effective online learning (Nabukeera & Matovu, 2021). Recent Ugandan evidence from secondary education likewise reports uneven digital competence across technological knowledge, pedagogical ICT integration, digital content creation, and online assessment, indicating that competence can vary across domains (Emmanuel et al., 2026).
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased the use of online learning, but pedagogical applications were often less developed than technological adoption (Bond et al., 2021). As a result, educators are expected to integrate pedagogy with technology in the classroom and technology with content knowledge to facilitate effective online learning while creating learner-centred teaching approaches under constrained conditions (Akram et al., 2021). Evidence indicates that many technology-adapting educators struggle to adapt to these changing instructional demands because of inadequate preparation, resistance to change, and limited capacity-building programmes (Kasule et al., 2023). These limitations have been associated with reduced effectiveness in facilitating online learning in higher education institutions. Therefore, there is a need to examine the competences of technology-adapting educators in facilitating effective online learning with the support of capacity-building programmes (Kasule et al., 2023). Recent systematic evidence in higher education also highlights the value of contextualized professional development that responds to diagnosed areas of lower digital competence (Trujillo-Juárez et al., 2025).
Many technology-adapting educators perceive themselves as possessing developing digital competences, with differences emerging in pedagogical application (Esteve-Mon et al., 2022).
Digital competence is increasingly conceptualised as a set of knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for a technology-adapting educator to make effective use of technologies (Caena & Redecker, 2019). Digital competence involves the confident, critical, and responsible use of and engagement with technologies for work, learning, and participation in society (European Commission, Joint Research Centre, 2022).
Similarly, studies based on the DigCompEdu framework have demonstrated that digital competence encompasses several interconnected areas, including professional engagement, digital resources, teaching and learning, assessment, empowering learners, and facilitating learners' digital competence (Tondeur et al., 2023). Recent higher-education research further supports a multidimensional view of educator digital competence, linking professional engagement, digital resources, digital pedagogy, assessment and feedback, learner empowerment, and facilitation of digital competence (Chifla-Villón et al., 2025).
Research on university teachers has shown that educators may be able to operate digital platforms while experiencing difficulties in integrating technology into teaching and learning in pedagogically meaningful ways (Martin et al., 2019). Studies have consequently emphasised the need to conceptualise digital competence as an integrated professional capability rather than simply a collection of technical skills (Kiryakova & Kozhuharova, 2024). A recent systematic review of in-service university educators similarly identified multiple frameworks and dimensions for evaluating digital competence, including frequent use of TPACK, reinforcing the need for context-sensitive examination in university settings (Lan et al., 2024).
This creates a need for contextually grounded qualitative research that explores the experiences of university educators who are adapting to technology-mediated teaching. Such an approach is particularly relevant in contexts where educators have had to transition from predominantly conventional forms of teaching to digitally supported and online learning environments.
RESEARCH GAP
Although the manuscript identifies uneven digital competence and the limitations of predominantly quantitative self-report evidence, there is limited qualitative, context-specific understanding of how technology-adapting educators in Ugandan private higher education integrate technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge during online facilitation. This gap is particularly relevant to Uganda Christian University, where the study seeks to understand educators' experiences of technology-mediated teaching.
OBJECTIVE
The objective of this study was to examine the digital competences possessed by technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University in facilitating effective online learning through the TPACK framework.

PROBLEM STATEMENT
The increasing adoption of online learning in universities has created a need for educators who can effectively integrate digital technologies into teaching and learning (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 2022). However, the availability of digital platforms does not automatically guarantee educators' competence in using them for pedagogically effective instruction (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 2022). Evidence from higher education indicates that educators may demonstrate competence in some areas of digital technology use while experiencing limitations in others, particularly in the pedagogical integration of technology (Kiryakova & Kozhuharova, 2024).
At Uganda Christian University, educators have increasingly engaged with digital platforms and technologies to support online and technology-mediated learning. However, although qualitative evidence exists regarding the specific digital competences possessed by educators, there remains a need to understand how these educators develop, perceive, and apply these competences across the facilitation of online learning in the university context (Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2020). The problem is therefore not simply whether educators use technology, but the nature, depth, and pedagogical application of the digital competences they possess.
Consequently, this study examined the digital competencies of technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University. Understanding these competencies provides an empirical basis for identifying areas of strength, areas requiring further development, and institutional strategies for supporting effective facilitation of online learning.
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY
The study examined the perceptions and experiences of technology-adapting educators regarding the digital competences required to facilitate online learning (Basantes-Andrade et al., 2020). Online learning has increased because of the drastic shift from face-to-face to online learning following the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 (Bond et al., 2021). This study was conducted within the context of the increasing integration of digital technologies and online learning in higher education in Uganda, with a particular focus on Uganda Christian University. It comprised academic staff (professors, lecturers, and teaching assistants) selected from various faculties and academic ranks, as well as a technical team from e-learning. The transition from predominantly face-to-face teaching to technology-supported and online learning has required university educators to develop and apply new digital, pedagogical, and technological competences (Alvarez et al., 2009). The study focused on technology-adapting educators who facilitate online learning through synchronous and asynchronous approaches.
Within this context, the study examined the digital competences possessed by educators. The study was informed by the TPACK framework, which emphasises the integration of technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge in effective technology-mediated teaching.
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The digital competences of technology-adapting educators in facilitating online learning have been studied by several authors. Bwire et al. (2020) investigated the challenges affecting online learning in Ugandan universities and identified inadequate educator skills in online course design. The study examined online learning within a university context rather than importing evidence from technologically different contexts. The methodological approach appeared more focused on barriers than on understanding the competences educators possess. However, methodological limitations remain because the findings were numerical and quantitative. This study therefore aims to provide an in-depth understanding of the digital competences educators possess to facilitate technology-mediated programmes effectively.
In another study, Buluma et al. (2023) examined teachers’ technological competences and their readiness to use technology-enhanced pedagogy. The study provided a broad measurement of secondary school teachers’ technology readiness rather than an in-depth exploration of their experiences. The cross-sectional design was limited because it provided a brief account of teachers’ reported competences and readiness but did not adequately explain how teachers develop those competences over time or how they negotiate technological and pedagogical challenges in their facilitation. The present study therefore targeted university technology-adapting educators, unlike the secondary school teachers in the earlier study, and aimed to examine not only educators’ readiness but also how technology-adapting educators experience and apply these competences in facilitating online learning. Methodologically, Buluma et al. (2023) used a quantitative cross-sectional survey with a sample of 349 participants and administered a questionnaire to collect data. Buluma et al. (2023) established quantitatively that Ugandan in-service teachers had significant gaps in technological readiness and professional-development needs. The present study goes beyond measuring readiness by qualitatively examining university educators' actual experiences and practices: the digital competences they possess, how they apply those competences in synchronous and asynchronous online learning, and how capacity-building programmes enhance their online facilitation competences. Thus, the present study extends the evidence from secondary education to higher education and from reported readiness to educators’ lived experiences and application of digital competences.
Akram et al. (2021) found that TPACK was relevant for teachers shifting from face-to-face to technology-mediated learning because such a transition requires educators to integrate technological knowledge with their existing pedagogical and content knowledge. This study indicated that educators differed in their technological preparedness and TPACK during the rapid shift to online teaching, with educators who were more comfortable with TPACK experiencing an easier transition. There remains limited contextual evidence on how technology-adapting educators in Ugandan private universities integrate technological knowledge with their existing pedagogical and content knowledge. This study addresses the gap by examining the digital competences of technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University through the TPACK framework.


METHODOLOGY 
The study employed a constructivist research philosophy and an exploratory qualitative case study design to examine the digital competences of technology-adapting educators in facilitating effective online learning. This design allowed an in-depth exploration of technology-adapting educators’ experiences of facilitating online learning. Interviews and focus group discussions were incorporated into data collection.
Population and Sampling
The study population included technology-adapting educators who transitioned from face-to-face to online teaching. Online learning in Uganda was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which required educators to shift towards using technologies to interact with students. Therefore, participants included professors, lecturers, and teaching assistants who were directly involved in teaching students. The study participants comprised technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University who had experience facilitating teaching and learning through digital technologies. Participants were purposively selected based on their relevance to the research objectives and their experience with technology-mediated teaching. Data were generated through 15 individual interviews and two focus group discussions.
Trustworthiness
The trustworthiness of the study was established through credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability. Credibility was enhanced through triangulation of 15 individual interviews and two focus group discussions and the use of verbatim quotations. Dependability was supported through a systematic audit trail documenting sampling, data collection, transcription, coding and thematic analysis. Confirmability was enhanced through reflexivity, documentation of analytical decisions and grounding interpretations in participants' accounts. Transferability was addressed through thick description of the Uganda Christian University context, participants and research processes, enabling readers to assess the applicability of the findings to comparable higher-education contexts.

Ethical considerations
The study considered ethical approval from the research Committee, informed consent, voluntary participation, the right to withdraw, confidentiality, anonymity, privacy, protection from harm, secure data management and researcher reflexivity. Attention was given to the fact that participants were university educators, so I ensured that participation was voluntary and that their responses, particularly potentially critical views about institutional online-learning practices, could not be traced to individual participants but instead codes were used to protect anonymity while retaining authenticity of their voices.
Data Analysis
The study employed thematic analysis to analyse qualitative data generated from fifteen individual interviews, two focus group discussions, and document analysis. Thematic analysis was considered appropriate because the study sought to identify, interpret, and explain patterns of meaning within participants' accounts concerning digital competences.
The analysis commenced with the preparation and transcription of the interview and focus group recordings. The interviews and focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim to preserve participants' accounts as accurately as possible. The researcher repeatedly read the transcripts and, where necessary, listened to the original recordings to become familiar with the data and gain an overall understanding of participants' experiences.
Following familiarisation, the researcher conducted initial coding by systematically examining the transcripts and assigning descriptive codes to meaningful segments of data. Codes were developed from participants' accounts and captured issues such as the use of digital platforms, digital content development, online communication, synchronous teaching, asynchronous learning, online assessment, learner engagement, technical challenges and professional development.
The initial codes were subsequently compared and grouped into related categories. For example, codes relating to Moodle training, peer support, self-directed learning and technical assistance were grouped under a broader category concerning the development of digital competencies. Similarly, codes relating to recorded lectures, uploaded learning materials, discussion forums and online assignments were grouped under asynchronous online facilitation.
The categories were then examined for patterns, relationships, similarities and differences, leading to the development of broader themes. The emerging themes were reviewed against the original transcripts to ensure that they were sufficiently supported by the data and accurately represented participants' accounts. Themes that were overlapping, insufficiently supported or conceptually unclear were refined, combined or excluded.
The final themes were interpreted in relation to the objective of the study. The objective focused on the digital competencies possessed by technology-adapting educators in online facilitation. The themes were not treated as predetermined findings; rather, the objectives provided an analytical framework while the final themes were grounded in patterns emerging from the participants' accounts.
The interpretation of the themes was further informed by the Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework. The framework enabled the researcher to examine how educators integrated technological knowledge with pedagogical and content knowledge in their online teaching practices. The findings were also compared with previous empirical studies to identify areas of convergence, divergence and new insights.
Verbatim quotations from participants were incorporated into the presentation of findings to demonstrate how interpretations were grounded in the empirical data. Participant codes were used to protect confidentiality and maintain anonymity. Document analysis was used as a complementary data generation method to provide contextual and corroborative evidence concerning the digital competences of technology-adapting educators. The overall analytical process therefore moved systematically from raw data to initial codes, categories, themes, and interpretation, ensuring that the findings remained closely connected to participants' experiences and the research objectives.
RESULTS
The study sought to examine the digital competences of technology-adapting educators in facilitating effective online learning.
In one-to-one interviews and focus group discussions with technology-adapting educators, the following themes emerged from the study. These themes were developed inductively from the collected data.
a) Digital Technological Proficiency (TK)
b) Technologically Enabled Pedagogical Practices (TPK)
c) Technology-Mediated Content Delivery (TCK)
d) Integrated Online Teaching Competences (TPACK)
In this section, data were presented using a thematic criterion guided by study Objective 1 and the Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework.
The presentation was organised around the competences demonstrated by technology-adapting educators, beginning with Technological Knowledge (TK), followed by Technological Pedagogical Knowledge (TPK) and then Technological Content Knowledge (TCK). Where participants demonstrated the integration of technology, pedagogy, and subject-content knowledge, such evidence was interpreted in relation to the broader TPACK construct. This criterion enabled the findings to move beyond describing educators’ ability to use digital tools to examining how they applied those technologies pedagogically in facilitating online learning.
 Technological Proficiency Knowledge Competences (TK).
This theme emerged from the TPACK construct of Technological Knowledge (TK) and presents educators’ knowledge of using digital tools. During the interviews, educators acknowledged the availability of technology, and the majority of participants reported using the tools effectively, with some minor disruptions. They used technology owned by individuals and the institution. Educators confirmed their use of technological knowledge, as illustrated below: “Digital teaching is being able to use media platforms to teach students, to interact with students. Now the media platforms are varied, could be like the learning system here, MOODLE, it could be zoom, it could be Google meet and some of us have also improvised with WhatsApp. Different platforms have different functions like you can use breakout rooms; you can use the whiteboards even when you are virtual” (P1)
Another participant from a focus group discussion defined digital technology in relation to one’s ability to utilise digital spaces and applications such as MOODLE and Alpha during teaching. Additionally, it included the ability to evaluate students’ capacities through tests, quizzes, online discussions, presentations, and other assignments, as well as to grade students and upload their marks. One unique feature mentioned by a few participants was the ability to use digital services to supervise and invigilate research papers and dissertations (P15).
The findings revealed that educators used digital technologies to facilitate online learning, as illustrated by the following participant: “I have taken kin interest in these digital technologies; I bought some of them. I use writing pads if I have like a calculation to make, I can use them even for online classes. Though these devices are not cheap” (P 5)
These findings were challenged by P4, who said: “For us the young, we have adopted very fast. Our colleagues who have advanced in age have found difficulties. You find someone who cannot even set a google meet link. Even after training, some people gave up with the big blue button. Even up to this day, some people find it hard to enter marks.”
In this category, there was general agreement that educators of advanced age struggled with technology more than the younger generation. However, it is important to note that the technology-adapting educators’ technological competences were not considered dependent on age, and they were not regarded as lacking technological knowledge. Instead, they encountered some challenges in using emerging technologies but had to adapt with confidence. This was not considered solely a case of older educators because age was not viewed as a hindering factor.
One focus group participant explained: “those who have the computational subjects have struggled because of Moodle alignment. There is the equipment you can use when doing the computation. With reference to UCU, I have seen them struggle, especially when it reaches that area. Then also in terms of skill, people are skilled differently and there are some who are really good and there are some who are really bad, so it is kind of a normal distribution that there are some who are really good and there are some who are really terrible but the bulk is kind of in the middle there. I would say necessary skill that can be enhanced”. (FGD P3)
During the focus group discussion, findings revealed a preference for physical rather than online classes because of flexibility. One participant explained: “Whenever I am taking up something and I am online I look at myself having a burden of explaining every other thing but when I am physical, I can drive the point home and you see really the students understand. Even attendance becomes lower online because when some of them are straining, they just leave or simply join the online class to show that they attended but when they ignored it” (P 8).
Technological Pedagogical Practices (TPK)
This was practised through Moodle-based teaching, the use of breakout rooms, Moodle forums, and online discussions. The findings revealed that some educators had never used the Big Blue Button, although it was the official channel for synchronous facilitation and live interaction with students; nevertheless, they understood the use of digital tools. The following is a response from one of the educators.
“…………... Personally, I only post material for students but I have not used the blue button to teach because the courses that I teach are physical”. It can be inferred that more technical courses, or courses requiring computation and illustration, may require specialised skills and knowledge in digital teaching to a greater extent than more theoretical courses (P10).
This agrees with earlier findings that online learning is more technically demanding and requires extensive explanation. P8 stated that, when facilitating online learning, explaining content to students can be more difficult than in a physical class, where technical aspects can be addressed in ways that support attendance and effective facilitation.
Similarly, P3 revealed: “I am able to use the computer, , communicate with it, whether online or otherwise and for purposes of teaching and those that I am teaching, they  do understand and are able to react and respond “
Another participant said: “I teach the …. programs and they are entirely taught online so we do prepare the material because Moodle has different learning activities there is sharing slides the power point slides you prepare ahead of time but of course there are other learning activities you can use” (P 9).
This shows that the participant used digital tools to communicate with students and was able to receive feedback after the lesson, thereby demonstrating the interaction of technology and pedagogy. However, this participant expressed less confidence in online pedagogy: “to be honest, if I am to give my lecture orally, I feel much more confident because... of flexibility..., I see how they act, they react and then where there is need.. change approach which can not be done once facilitating online.“.(P 4)
Technology-Mediated Content Delivery (TCK)
This concerned the relationship between competence and disciplinary requirements. Participants from computational, engineering, health, scientific, and other practice-oriented fields described greater difficulty translating some forms of subject knowledge into online environments. Demonstration, calculation, visualisation, laboratory procedures, programming, and hands-on practice created demands that could not always be met through generic presentation and videoconferencing tools.
The findings revealed that some subjects require a higher level of digital technology proficiency than others, as illustrated by the following participant: “I tried having online the feedback but it wasn’t good because it was a programming class and these were students who had never done programming before, they didn’t like it so I just decided never to use it again for that I stick to physical classes if am not able to come physically I record a session and give it to them where they can go rewind pause what but teaching online may have limited interaction” (FGD 1 P4)
This implied that some content requires substantial or additional skill to present to students, depending on the subject content. The integration of technology and content knowledge leads to Technological Content Knowledge (TCK), which helps the educator to understand content and share it with students using technology in the most appropriate way for effective facilitation.
One participant explained: “Online could still work but being face to face and the practicability of it so some times when it comes to particular disciplines or even certain themes or topics with in a discipline it would be nice to know which one works well online and which one needs face to face yeah because now like when am teaching the key terms in research that’s different but when I start doing work on topic discovering a problem you to need to share their needs interaction so it’s a bit different”(FGD 2 P2)
One participant described purchasing a writing device to support online calculations. These examples show competence as contextual problem-solving at the intersection of technology and disciplinary content. A lecturer teaching a discussion-oriented theoretical course and a lecturer teaching programming, laboratory procedures, or calculation-intensive content confront different digital teaching problems. Discipline-responsive competence therefore represents a deeper level of TPACK integration and should be treated as a distinct target for professional development.
Integrated Online Teaching Competences (Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge)
This theme demonstrated the ability to identify or create digital representations that fit disciplinary tasks. Participants described using screen sharing, simulations, writing tablets, recorded sessions, and other forms of improvisation. One participant noted that computing simulations could allow large classes to practise network configurations even where physical equipment was insufficient. Another described purchasing a writing device to support online calculations. These examples show competence as contextual problem-solving at the intersection of technology and disciplinary content.
The implication is that generic staff training can establish foundational digital competence but may not be sufficient for all academic disciplines. A lecturer teaching a discussion-oriented theoretical course and a lecturer teaching programming, laboratory procedures, or calculation-intensive content confront different digital teaching problems. Discipline-responsive competence therefore represents a deeper level of TPACK integration and should be treated as a distinct target for professional development.
One participant demonstrated this integration as follows: “I created a Moodle page where students submit their concept proposals and the final dissertation, and I made sure that all students in the school…….  are enrolled on that course so if it comes to a time of proposal or concept, we open up the link and they can submit up to 100 submissions” (P6). This indicates that the participant integrated technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge by using Moodle as a digital tool to provide feedback to students.
DISCUSSION
Findings reveal that technology-adapting educators had some level of understanding of digital competences. Although they demonstrated this understanding, they lacked sufficient technological pedagogical knowledge and TPACK integration to function as holistic educators who not only use technology but also integrate it with pedagogy. This finding concurs with Nguyen et al. (2024), who found that university teachers were more confident in Content Knowledge (CK) and Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) but reported relatively lower competence in Technological Pedagogical Knowledge (TPK) and Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPCK). This demonstrates that technology-adapting educators possess digital technological competences but still lack sufficient knowledge to integrate pedagogy with technology.
The finding is consistent with research that treats educator digital competence as multidimensional and developmental. Cabero-Almenara et al. (2021) and Dias-Trindade et al. (2020) show that competence varies across domains rather than existing as a single trait. Martin et al. (2019) similarly demonstrate that online teaching includes multiple roles extending beyond technological expertise. In the UCU case, lecturers’ comfort with Moodle or Zoom did not necessarily imply equivalent strength in instructional design, interaction management, or discipline-specific adaptation. The paper therefore reinforces the argument that digital teaching competence should be judged by how technology is mobilised for learning rather than by familiarity with tools alone. The study contributes to TPACK scholarship by demonstrating that, in resource-constrained African higher education contexts, technology integration should be understood not only as an interaction of technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge but also as a contextually situated capability whose enactment depends on institutional infrastructure, support, and development.
The central finding is that digital competence among technology-adapting educators at UCU is neither absent nor complete; it is layered. Most participants demonstrated functional competence with core platforms and could manage many routine online teaching processes. The less developed area was the movement from operational use towards pedagogically intentional and discipline-responsive digital teaching. This competence gradient is more analytically useful than classifying educators as digitally competent or incompetent because it identifies the specific point at which capability begins to weaken.
The TPACK framework helps explain this pattern. Technological knowledge was visible in participants’ ability to use platforms, manage meetings, upload resources, and troubleshoot. Elements of technological pedagogical knowledge appeared in digital assessment, feedback, group activities, and attempts to maintain engagement. Technological content knowledge was evident where educators adapted tools to subject-specific tasks through simulations, screen sharing, writing devices, or recorded demonstrations. The main limitation was inconsistency in the convergence of these forms of knowledge. Where the intersections remained weak, online teaching tended to reproduce familiar face-to-face practices through digital channels rather than exploit the pedagogical possibilities of the medium.
The disciplinary finding strengthens this interpretation. Recent Ugandan evidence from TVET similarly reports that practical fields face difficulties in online instruction and may require investment in digital learning tools and simulators (Aata et al., 2025). The UCU evidence suggests that this issue extends beyond technical and vocational institutions. Within universities, the technological requirements of teaching vary by discipline and even by topic. Professional development that focuses only on generic Moodle functions may therefore produce competence for some tasks while leaving substantial instructional problems unresolved.
The findings also challenge an overly generational account of technology adaptation. Some participants perceived younger educators as adapting faster, but the study did not show age to be a sufficient explanation of competence. Continuous learning, institutional exposure, access to support, and the demands of teaching tasks appeared more important for explaining why some educators moved further along the competence gradient. This matters for institutional policy because age-based assumptions can misdiagnose the problem. If an educator can operate a platform but struggles with online engagement, the relevant intervention is not basic computer literacy; it is pedagogical development. If the problem is representing practical subject content, the intervention may be disciplinary technology and instructional design support.
A further implication is methodological. Much digital competence research depends on self-assessment scales. Such measures are useful for institutional profiling but may obscure the difference between confidence and enactment. This qualitative case study adds value by comparing participants’ accounts with documents such as reports and institutional evidence. The documents supported claims of functional use but also showed less consistent use of interactive and advanced features. Competence assessment in universities should therefore combine self-report with evidence of actual course design and teaching practice where feasible.
IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE
Three implications follow from the findings. First, universities should stop treating staff digital training as a single introductory event. A staged competence pathway is more appropriate: foundational platform operation, online teaching process management, digital pedagogical design, and discipline-responsive integration. Staff should be supported according to demonstrated need at each stage rather than being repeatedly exposed to generic platform orientation.
Second, professional development should be anchored in authentic teaching tasks. Training is more likely to transfer when lecturers redesign an actual course activity, assessment, discussion, practical demonstration, or feedback process rather than merely learning a menu of platform functions. This approach would connect technological knowledge directly to pedagogy and disciplinary content, the intersection that the findings identify as least consistently developed.
Third, institutional support should recognise heterogeneity across disciplines. Schools that rely heavily on demonstrations, simulations, calculations, studio work, laboratories, clinical instruction, or programming may require specialised digital tools, instructional design support, and peer communities of practice. Equal access to the same LMS does not create equal capacity for online teaching when disciplinary tasks differ substantially.
LIMITATIONS
The study is a single qualitative case and does not aim for statistical generalisation to all Ugandan universities. The findings reflect the institutional conditions and participant experiences of Uganda Christian University. Some evidence also relies on self-reported competence, although this limitation was partly addressed through focus-group comparison, institutional documents, and Moodle artefacts. The study did not conduct a formal performance test of individual lecturers’ digital skills, and it therefore cannot rank participants by proficiency. Finally, the thesis does not establish whether focus-group participants were entirely distinct from in-depth interview participants; accordingly, the paper reports each data-source component separately rather than presenting a potentially misleading total number of unique participants.
CONCLUSION
Technology-adapting educators at Uganda Christian University demonstrated meaningful but uneven digital competences. Their strongest capabilities were functional: using Moodle and videoconferencing platforms, managing digital communication, organising course materials, administering assignments, grading, and providing feedback. Competence became less consistent when online teaching required pedagogical redesign, sustained learner engagement, and discipline-specific representation of content. The evidence therefore does not support a binary view of educators as digitally competent or incompetent. It supports a developmental competence gradient in which platform proficiency is an important starting point but not the endpoint of digital teaching competence.
The key institutional challenge is to help educators move from using technology to manage teaching towards integrating technology, pedagogy, and content to improve learning. For UCU and comparable universities, this requires professional development that is staged, practice-based, and responsive to disciplinary differences. The goal should not simply be more technology use. It should be more pedagogically purposeful use of technology.
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