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ABSTRACT

An understanding of the role of WhatsApp groups as social media tools used in the delivery of change in the
Zimbabwean education is still rudimentary. This study sought to assess the role played by a WhatsApp group for
Heritage Studies teachers in Zimbabwe in addressing new curriculum implementation challenges. The study was
guided by a symbolic interactionism theoretical framework. The lived experiences of the participants in this study
were elicited through the use of a questionnaire which was administered by the researchers. The questionnaire was
sent to the participants via the WhatsApp platform for Heritage Studies teachers. The study established that the
WhatsApp group for Heritage Studies teachers was utilised as a vehicle for the dissemination of the new Heritage
Studies Syllabus, syllabus interpretation, sharing of reading material as well as staff development. It can be
concluded from this study that Zimbabwean Heritage Studies’ teachers used WhatsApp groups to facilitate the
implementation of the new curriculum in general and Heritage Studies syllabus in particular.
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INTRODUCTION

This article foregrounds Heritage Studies teachers’ interactions via a WhatsApp group to address new curriculum
implementation challenges in Zimbabwe. Studying the interactions on the Heritage Studies teachers’ WhatsApp
group highlights the substantive insights of the role played by social media in the 2017 curriculum implementation
in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe’s Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (MoPSE) could potentially utilise the
power of the social media tools unpacked by this study in implementing future programmes. While
communication has been taking place for centuries, the way it occurs has evolved by the day. The evolution of
technology can be named as one of the causes and catalysts for changes in the way of communicating.
Advances in the field of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have drastically changed the way
people work, live, socialise, advertise, shop, teach and learn because they can perform a variety of tasks that
could not be easily performed before the emergence of new technologies (Bilbao-Osorio & Dutta, 2012). Social
media is amongst some of the technological tools birthed in the twenty-first (21s!) century used for communication
and information sharing (Abaido & El-Messiry, 2016). In the recent past a multiplicity of articles, chapters, theses
and books have been written on social media especially in the wake of the Arab Spring (Shabir, Mahmood,
Hameed, Safdar, Farouq & Gilani , 2014). Resultantly a number of explanatory models on social media have
emerged in discourse. Among the most vocal narratives to emerge in discourse is the political role played by
social media in the Arab Spring (Ali, 2011). Furthermore, Nadvi (2017, p. 200) reveals, “Other spontaneous
citizen protests, such as South Africa’s #FeesMustFall, Zimbabwe’s #ThisFlag, and the US’s #BlackLivesMatter
used social media for planning and mobilisation,...”. In Kenya, the #StopPoliceBrutality movement utilised social
media to encourage many people to protest. In addition, within the political narrative scholars such as Persily
(2017) have interrogated the social media role in the 2016 US Presidential elections. Thus, these available
narratives view social media as a political tool or platform for mobilising citizens for a cause and or to support a
particular candidate in an election. Wangui (2014) offers a divergent narrative of social media use which reveals
that it can be utilised positively and not for antagonism as aptly shown in Kenya. The Kenyan government utilises
various forms of social media to engage citizens and to create exchange of ideas with the citizenry on enhancing
social amenities and services (Wangui, 2014). However, these narratives reviewed above negate the facilitation
role of social media in education as well as curriculum adoption. In addition, Mustafa, Ghani, Zumrah, Ramly,
Azdi and Ahmad (2013) and Saleem, Prot, Anderson and Lemieux et al (2015) reveal the influence of social
media on the lives of individual Muslims. The study by Mustafa et al (2013) on the impact of social media had
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specific reference to Facebook users in Malaysia. While another study by Ab Halim Tumari Dan Zarin Ismail
revealed myriads of negative contents in the social media can result in negative impacts on its users (Mustafa et
al., 2013, p. 173). Therefore, it can be argued that these social media studies have been focused on the impact
of social media on Muslims without necessarily analysing the implications of education as pursued by this study.
Abaido and El-Messiry (2016) studied the level of usage of WhatsApp and impact on quality of education in
Dubai and established that there was an interaction of instructor-student as well as student-student. Another
study by Bouhnik and Deshen (2014) on class WhatsApp groups confirmed that they were used for four main
purposes: “‘communicating with students; nurturing the social atmosphere; creating dialogue and encouraging
sharing among students; and as a learning platform”. However, these studies by Abaido and El-Messiry (2016)
and Bouhnik and Deshen (2014) negate communication between teachers within the same school as well as in
other schools which is pursued in this paper. Moreover, it can be revealed that these studies have been carried
out outside Zimbabwe and therefore there is a need for a study to be carried in Zimbabwe.

A social network is a platform that connects people based on common interests and relationships. It does
this through the use of technology, which is referred to as social media. The relationship between modern social
networks and social media is complex making it difficult for some scholars to separate the two when defining
them. In the Cambridge online dictionary (2017), a social network is defined as “a website or computer program
that allows people to communicate and share information on the internet using a computer or mobile phone”.
Whereas, the Oxford Online Dictionary (2017) refers to a social network as “a network or social interactions and
personal relationships” and “a dedicated website or other application which enables users to communicate with
each other by posting information, comments, messages and images”. Scott and Jacka (2011, p. 5) cited in
Sokolova, 2013, p. 5) define social media as a “set of web-based broadcast technologies that enable the
democratisation of content, giving people the ability to emerge from consumers of content to publishers”.
According to Miller et al (cited in Haynes, 2016), “social media are those forms of communication that provide a
middle ground between public broadcasting and private communication.” In addition, Chen (2013) defines social
media as a “way to describe a collection of online systems that allow for the production, storage and distribution
of user-generated content (UGC). Social media allows for the creation of a virtual social space where groups of
users can come together in synchronous and asynchronous interactions”. As noted in the definitions presented
above the diversity of social media makes it is very difficult to coin a concrete statement that out defines it
explicitly. This study focused on WhatsApp use as a case study of social media. Sayan (2016, p. 88) avers,
“WhatsApp is a Smartphone application that operates on nearly all current types of devices and operating
systems”. The versatility of WhatsApp which enables it to operate on many types of devices has made it a
platform of choice for teachers in Zimbabwe. This has been coupled with affordable custom data packages and
bundles provided by the mobile internet service providers in Zimbabwe. The custom made WhatsApp packages
range from daily, weekly as well as monthly bundles. In addition, Sayan (2016, p. 89) avers, “The simple
operation scheme makes the program accessible to a variety of people of different ages and backgrounds.
WhatsApp enables communication with anyone who possesses a Smartphone, has an active internet connection,
and has installed the application”. Church and de Oliveira ((2013) cited in Chiridza, Yorodani, Sigauke, &
Katsaruware, 2016, p. 46) state, “WhatsApp is a cross-platform instant messaging application for smartphones”.
Furthermore, it uses the Internet to send text messages, images, videos, user location, audio messages to
individuals or groups in real-time at no cost and of late, making calls (Chiridza et al., 2016). The use of WhatsApp
in Zimbabwe has largely been promoted by the flooding of cheap smart phones from China and Dubai.
WhatsApp use in Zimbabwe has also been necessitated by an increase in the number of Zimbabweans living in
the ‘diaspora’.

As noted in the definitions above social media, social networking applications and social network sites
connect people who may be located in different geographical locations, which mean that they are dependent on
the availability of the Internet for them to work. International Telecommunication Union (ITU) (2016b, p. 3), the
official United Nations arm mandated with collecting and reporting ICT statistics globally reported that 2016
recorded “a greater ICT use than access” when compared to previous years. The ITU (2016a) 2016 facts and
figures report revealed that currently (that is as at December 2016) the internet penetration rates are pegged at
81% in developed countries, 40 % in developing countries and 15 % in the Least Developed countries. Both ITU
reports indicate the improvements noticed in the use of ICTs the world over is due to the continued reduction of
ICT related products’ prices. The 2016 ICT statistics also show an uneven distribution of the 185,000 Gigabits per
second bandwidth that was used globally, owing to the fact that Internet access to the International backbone grid
still needs to improve for developing and least developed countries (ibid). On the contrary, ITU reports of a wider
mobile coverage estimated at 95% of the world population in 2016, with only 53% of this percentage connected
to the internet as advanced mobile broadband network technologies like Long Term Evolution (LTE) have been
spreading quickly. Kabweza (2015) avers that about 97% of the Zimbabwean populace uses cell phones which
makes Zimbabwe the second highest mobile phone users in Africa after South Africa. In addition, Kabweza
(2015) also reports that Zimbabwe has 6.1 million Internet subscriptions with 99% of those being mobile device
based. Thus, the Heritage Studies teachers who participated in this study are part of the 6.1 million internet
subscribers in Zimbabwe.
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Surveys conducted in America over a decade (2005-2015) to systematically track adults’ social media use of
social networking sites revealed that social media use changed from 7% in 2005 to 65% in 2015 (Perrin, 2015).
According to (ibid) adults with high levels of education and income are more likely to be regular social media
users. The WhatsApp platform connected social actors (teachers), which in turn broke communication barriers
that are normally associated with setting up formal forums and participants benefitted from the social network.
According to a census conducted in 2012, Zimbabwe is a landlocked country with 33% and 67% of the population
located in the urban and rural areas (respectively) (ZimStat, 2013). The Government of Zimbabwe’s (2015)
National ICT policy notes that inadequate information communications infrastructure is one the ICT sector
challenges bottlenecking the widespread of Internet services to all parts of the country. According to the statistics
mentioned above the majority of the people and teachers in this particular study are located in the rural areas
where Internet access is restricted to the expensive broadband mobile based connections due to the
infrastructure constraints in those areas.

Texting someone through the social media platform is way cheaper compared to sending an SMS. The
competition between telecommunication companies has even made it cheaper as there are predefined social
media internet access packages for accessing the popular social networking sites and applications like
WhatsApp and Facebook using mobile devices. According to Gambanga (2016a), 30us cents can grant a user,
20Megabytes of WhatsApp data access over a period of 24 hours in Zimbabwe. Major Zimbabwean
telecommunication companies that include: TelOne, Zimbabwe Online (ZOL), Liquid Telecomms, Africom,
Telecontract, Dandemutande and Powertel and Econet Wireless have setup Wireless Fidelity (Wi-Fi) hotspot
zones in public urban areas like food courts and parks to improve access (Gambanga, 2016b). One of the
telecommunications provider Econet Wireless recently launched a facility to boost the mobile Internet access
through the installation of cheaper mobile Wireless Fidelity (Wi-Fi) in selected commuter omnibuses (Kabweza,
2017). Teachers travelling from one point to another can/could now be guaranteed of near-ubiquitous internet
access on their intermittent WhatsApp capable smartphones.

The use of WhatsApp groups to disseminate information by a publishing house in Zimbabwe to Heads of
Departments (HODs) for each learning area sowed the seeds for collaboration amongst teachers. The publishing
house created national WhatsApp groups, comprising HODs pooled together sampling ten (10) schools in each
of the ten provinces in Zimbabwe. The groups were created as a marketing strategy to get feedback from
teachers on the publishing house’s products. The initiative was later expanded by the participants through the
creation of splinter groups. The authors of this paper participated in these WhatsApp groups for HODs and
witnessed the metamorphosis of the WhatsApp groups from marketing the publishing house’s books to the
discussion of the examination tips towards the end of 2016. Teachers used the electronic platform to discuss past
exam papers. Past examination papers and examination tips were shared amongst the teachers on the
WhatsApp groups. Teachers in different parts of the country managed to bridge geographical distance through
their interactions on the WhatsApp platform. Experienced teachers used the platform to share their expertise
while the ‘novice’ teachers took the opportunity to benefit from the tips and advice of the seasoned teachers.
There was free interaction among the teachers which was facilitated by the anonymity that came with the
WhatsApp groups. Therefore, we argue that the WhatsApp groups which connected teachers in Zimbabwe were
an avenue for mutual values and vision, helpful and communal leadership, collective learning, supportive
conditions and mutual practice. The groups had powerful interactions which were very vibrant and engaging for
most participants. With the adoption of the new curriculum in 2017 (Dokora, 2015; ZBC, 2017), the groups shifted
their focus to the new curriculum. The implementation of the new primary and secondary education curriculum in
Zimbabwe came with a number of teething challenges, which necessitated a shift in the focus of the WhatsApp
groups. Some of the challenges included; teachers’ realisation that the changes in the curriculum which included
the introduction of new learning areas were not matched by adequate preparedness, financial constraints and the
lack of textbooks in support of the curriculum’s new learning areas (Murava, 2017; Nkala, 2017). Instead of
teachers fault-finding the minister over the approach and timing of the introduction of the new curriculum they
resorted to using WhatsApp groups to share, and the staff develop themselves on the new curriculum. New
WhatsApp groups were created for the new learning areas such as Heritage Studies, Economic History, and
Physical Education. This study is premised on the role played by these WhatsApp groups which we argue
replaced formal staff development platforms such as subject panels.

It was against a background of a myriad of challenges bedevilling the education sector in Zimbabwe, the
MoPSE initiated a curriculum review process which culminated in a new curriculum in 2017 (Pachikoro Staff,
2016). The curriculum review process witnessed the participation of various stakeholders ranging from business,
teachers’ colleges, polytechnic colleges, universities, uniformed forces, traditional and religious leaders as well as
parents. The new curriculum introduced a new learning area known as Heritage Studies. Heritage Studies was
introduced against a backdrop of the realisation that there was a dearth in the curriculum of a special focus on
culture and inherited traditions. Matseketsa and Mashaah (2017) aver that the subject speaks for the past
generations and preserves embodiments of the way we live and pass it on to the future generations.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study in pursuance of the role played by a WhatsApp group for Heritage Studies teachers enlisted the
symbolic interactionism theoretical framework. Aldiabat and Navenec (2011) reveal that the symbolic
interactionism theory was proffered by Mead (1863-1931) and it is based on three principles, meaning, language
and thought. The symbolic interactionism theory holds that meanings are products of “process of interaction
between people” (Mackinnon, 2005, p. 89). Thus, in this study meanings on the implementation of the new
curriculum in general and Heritage Studies syllabus in particular stems from the interaction of Heritage Studies
on the WhatsApp platform. Heritage Studies teachers are viewed as constructing meanings on the role of
WhatsApp in the new curriculum implementation according to the symbolic interactionism theory.

METHODOLOGY

This study on the role played by the WhatsApp group for Heritage Studies teachers in the implementation of the
new curriculum was situated in the interpretive paradigm. This entailed studying, “things in their natural settings,
attempting to make sense of or to interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2008, p. 3). The population for this study was composed of 256 Heritage Studies teachers who were
participants in a WhatsApp group. The researchers utilised a questionnaire that was disseminated via the
WhatsApp group and yielded a hundred responses from the Heritage Studies teachers. The findings were
triangulated with observations by the researchers as participants of the group. The study followed a
phenomenological research design. A phenomenological research design pronounces the meaning of several
individuals of their lived experience (Hammersley, 2000) and hence, in this study described the meaning of
several Heritage Studies’ teachers of their lived experience with the new curriculum implementation in Zimbabwe.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Findings from this study revealed that the WhatsApp group for Heritage Studies’ teachers in Zimbabwe was
instrumental as a vehicle for the dissemination of the Heritage syllabus which was introduced in 2017. Ninety
percent of the participants in this study acknowledged receiving their copy of the Heritage Studies syllabus via
the WhatsApp group. It was further noted from this study that when schools opened for the 2017 first term, copies
of the Heritage syllabus had not been received by schools from the MoPSE via the formal communication
system. Hard copies of the Heritage Studies were only distributed to schools by the relevant authorities at the
end of January 2017. One participant revealed, “The Heritage Studies group was a life saver as | managed to get
my first copy of the Heritage Studies syllabus. | was getting desperate waiting for the hard copy to come via the
formal system”. Hence, we argue from this study that WhatsApp was utilised by the Heritage Studies teachers
who participated in this study to disseminate the new syllabus. Therefore, this study further revealed that
WhatsApp was a faster communication platform for disseminating information on the newly introduced syllabus.

In addition, the study further revealed that the WhatsApp platform was also used for syllabus
interpretation by Heritage Studies teachers. One participant stated, “The ministry did not conduct syllabus
interpretation workshops for the new Heritage Studies syllabus. Syllabus interpretation was done on our
WhatsApp group. Teachers discussed the syllabus topics, aims and objectives of the syllabus on the WhatsApp
group”. Thus, instead of waiting for the ministry to conduct workshops in schools on syllabus interpretation the
teachers used WhatsApp to discuss and interpret the syllabus. In addition, the WhatsApp platform provided a
cheaper, fast hassle-free and cost-cutting avenue for the staff development of teachers in Zimbabwe. A number
of studies have established that teacher professional development in Zimbabwe is curtailed by poor funding
(Delport & Makaye, 2009; Maphosa, Mutekwe, Machingambi, Wadesango, & Ndofirepi, 2013; Chikoko (2005)
cited in Nyandoro, Mapfumo, & Makoni, 2013, p. 264). We noted from this study that the ministry was yet to
conduct syllabus interpretation workshops in some parts of the country five months after the adoption of the new
Heritage Studies syllabus. Therefore, it can be argued from this study that the loopholes in the rolling out of the
new syllabus were being addressed through the use of the WhatsApp platform by Heritage Studies teachers in
the district. Hence, our argument that the Heritage Studies platform for teachers in Zimbabwe was not only a
vehicle for the dissemination of the new Heritage Studies Syllabus but also for the interpretation of the new
Heritage Studies syllabus to a large extent.

Findings from this study further revealed that Heritage Studies teachers that participated in this study
shared reading material on their WhatsApp group. Despite conventional wisdom on the importance of ensuring
the availability of adequate reading material before the introduction of new subjects into the national curriculum,
Heritage Studies was introduced without availing textbooks. In spite of the narrative that the new curriculum is
informed by the recommendation made by the Nziramsanga educational report, it failed to take due cognisance
of the observation that, “there is a tendency to introduce new subject areas without the requisite textbooks,
equipment and expertise” (Nziramasanga, 1999, p. 243). Therefore, in order to overcome the reading material
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shortage challenge, the teachers who participated in this study revealed that they shared Heritage Studies
reading material on their WhatsApp group. One participant revealed that “Teachers who had access to Heritage
Studies lecture notes, hand-outs, textbooks as well as modules from local tertiary institutions shared with others
on the WhatsApp group. Any journal article or text thought as relevant to the learning area was uploaded and
shared by the group”. Hence, the Heritage Studies WhatsApp group provided reading materials which filled the
vacuum that had initially been created by the unavailability of textbooks in schools as highlighted in the
Nziramasanga Commission report (Murava, 2017; Nkala, 2017; Nziramasanga, 1999). Thus, we argue from this
study that WhatsApp was essential for Heritage Studies teachers in the facilitation of the introduction of Heritage
Studies in Zimbabwe.

In addition, the study established that Heritage Studies as a new learning area was curtailed by an
absence of staff development structures as compared to other learning areas like Science, Mathematics and
Geography among others. One participant bemoaned, “Heritage Studies is a new learning area and does not
have subject panel structures or cluster structures. There were no Heads in Charge, district or cluster structures.
Our Heritage group provided a platform which overcame the challenges brought about by the absence of these
structures”. Hence, we argue from this study that the Heritage Studies WhatsApp group provided structures for
staff development. Therefore, we argue that WhatsApp acted as a “vehicle for enhancing teacher professional
development” by connecting teachers’ networks for professional development as espoused by Zeichner (2003, p.
310), Huberman (2001) and Meletiou-Mavrotheris (2012). Subject panel meetings have traditionally been utilised
in Zimbabwe to address challenges in the adoption of new learning areas. However, as noted by this study,
subject panel meetings were non-existent in the adoption of the Heritage Studies learning area. Hence, teachers
were forced by circumstances to utilise their Heritage Studies WhatsApp platform to acquire relevant expertise on
the new subject.

Overall, the study also revealed that the Heritage Studies WhatsApp group provided the teachers who
participated in this study with a platform for sharing ideas on the new learning area. The majority of participants in
the study revealed that they did not have Heritage Studies professional qualifications but were mostly History
teachers. While there is evidently an overlap between the two learning areas there was a need for reskilling the
History teachers to make them more conversant with Heritage Studies. Thus, the Heritage Studies WhatsApp
group provided an opportunity for the teachers to improve their expertise in the learning area through sharing
ideas.

However, it was also noted from the study that some teachers on the Heritage Studies WhatsApp
platform abused the group to share irrelevant jokes, political news, chain messages and trade union updates.
One participant observed, “There are some unscrupulous individuals who abused our Heritage Studies group to
share jokes on numerous occasions, which later became a nuisance. It only took the firm hand of the group
administrators to nip these deviant characters and bring sanity to the group”. While another participant added,
“messages demeaning the person of the Education Minister were sometimes shared with the group. However,
the group administrator has been vigilant and eliminated the culprits from the group”. Thus, we argue that the
Heritage Studies WhatsApp group did not only yield positives as negatives were also encountered as revealed by
this study in Zimbabwe. In addition, intellectual property rights were also not respected as some reading material
was shared without seeking authority from the publishers. Thus, we argue that despite the numerous benefits
from the WhatsApp group for the Heritage Studies teachers in Zimbabwe intellectual property rights may have
been contravened to a certain extent.

CONCLUSION

This study on the use of WhatsApp by Heritage Studies teachers in Zimbabwe concludes that WhatsApp can be
utilised to facilitate the implementation of the new curriculum in a number of ways. The study established that
Heritage Studies teachers used WhatsApp to disseminate the new Heritage Studies syllabus, interpret the new
syllabus, share reading material and ideas on the new learning. Therefore, this study concludes that Heritage
Studies teachers utilised the WhatsApp platform for staff development. Some challenges encountered by
Heritage Studies teachers during the course of the implementation of the new curriculum were addressed
through interaction on the WhatsApp platform.
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