Refining the Distance and Face- to-Face Continuum
WIP – Revised 19 September 2012
A continuum of education provision – not a single ‘mode of delivery’

Many commentators have remarked that education provision is on a continuum from purely face-to-face (contact) tuition through to education purely at a distance, the latter traditionally conceptualised as correspondence tuition with no face-to-face interaction between teachers and learners. For example:  

The reality is that all educational provision exists somewhere on this continuum, but cannot be placed strictly at either pole. The continuum of education provision can be used to describe a range of educational practice, on which educational provision can be located based on its mix of methods. The greater use there is of educational methods that assume temporal and/or spatial separation between students and educators, the more this provision will tend towards the distance education pole of the continuum. The more direct contact between educators and learners, the more it will tend towards the face-to-face pole. (Council on Higher Education 2004: 28)

Although useful in suggesting that there is not a single ‘mode of delivery’, the notion of a continuum needs revision as increasing use is now being made of technology to support learning. The situation in African contexts is different from that in the United States or Australia, in which distance education or distributed learning has for a number of years been associated with the use of technology leading to the conflating of e-learning/online learning and distance education
.  This conflation can be seen in the following continuum.

Figure 1: A distance/e-learning continuum (Bates 2008)

[image: image4.png]



In terms of this understanding, fully-online learning is by its very character, distance or distributed learning; and blended learning consists of a hybrid of face-to-face, distance, and online learning. 

However, many distance education programmes make very little use of information and communication technologies, instead using combinations of paper-based materials and tutorials/contact sessions/site-based practicals for learning support.  Although this is changing (with some African institutions now using the term ODeL – open distance e-learning) we are of the opinion that a grid rather than a continuum is more useful in representing variations in mode of delivery. 

From Continuum to Grid

Distance education has traditionally been defined as: 

the quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner throughout the length of the learning process (Keegan 1986: 49).

In understanding mode of delivery, consideration needs to be given not only to the extent of temporal
 or spatial separation of teacher and learner, but also the extent to which digital technology is used to support the teaching and learning in a programme. Technology can be used to support contact tuition as well as tuition for students who are geographically separated (or distributed).  

The first continuum would be the extent of geographical separation of the learner – whether s/he is campus-based or remote/off campus, or comes to the campus or learning centres associated with the campus for tutorials or contact sessions. This is the spatial dimension. 
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As is also pointed out by the Council on Higher Education (2004:37), determining whether programmes using online communication fit on the continuum may be tricky. 

Online communication allows learners and educators to remain separated by space and time (although some forms of communication assume people congregating at a common time), but to sustain an ongoing dialogue. Online discussion forums, for example, reflect an instance where the spatial separation between educator and learners is removed by the ‘virtual’ space of the Internet, but where there remains temporal separation. Scholars may wish to debate the intrinsic nature of this form of communication, but, as a discussion forum allows sustained, ongoing communication between educators and learners, it is clearly a form of contact and not a form of independent study. This suggests that there may be cause to introduce a new descriptor for educational methods of direct educator-learner contact that are not face-to-face, but are mediated through new communications technologies.

In an attempt to assist with this, Saide proposes the use of a second continuum where distinct types of technology support learning are plotted – from fully offline, to fully online:
Offline 

Internet-supported

Internet-dependant
          

Fully online 
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This is the technology dimension. 

In internet-supported programmes, participation online is optional for students. Enrolled students can access information on units of study that is additionally available in the university’s calendar and handbook. The information may be course descriptions and study guides, examination information, assessment overviews, reading lists and other online learning resources. The information is to supplement face-to-face instruction.

In internet-dependent programmes, participation online for one or more of the following is a requirement: 

· students must use the internet to interact with the education content necessary for the study;

· students must use the internet to communicate with staff and/or other students;

· students must use the internet both to interact with content and to communicate with staff and/or other students. However, other methods are also used – for example, face-to-face instruction.

In fully online programmes, there is no face-to-face component. All interactions with staff and students, educational content, learning activities, assessment and support services are integrated and delivered online. 
However, in African contexts, there is a need to consider not only internet access (requiring connectivity), but also other forms of digital support for learning. Offline programmes could still be digitally supported (for example, include CD ROMs in the learning pack) or not require the use of any digital resources at all. This can be illustrated by adding detail to the previous continuum.

Offline 




             Online
No digital support
|    Digitally supported 
|   Internet-supported | Internet-dependant | Fully online
Furthermore, rather than view these two continua separately, we have found it useful to conceptualise them in relation to each other as horizontal and vertical axes. Situating various courses or programmes on the resulting grid allows one to describe both the distance (spatial) dimensions and the technology supported dimensions of a programme. 

In the grid that follows, examples are given of programmes that could be plotted at various points on the grid. These are merely illustrative. They are not intended to favour any particular mode of delivery. 

Figure 2: Mapping different examples of provision

	    Online 
	Fully online
	Mostly or fully online curriculum for on-campus students 
	
	
	Fully online curriculum with all learning done online with distant students and no face-to-face component

	
	Internet-dependent
	
	Students in classes on campus with significant, required online components that extend learning beyond the classroom
	Extensive use of materials available through the internet with some contact sessions or tutorials held off campus at a learning centre or local facility
	

	
	Internet-supported
	Classroom instruction with supplementary information  online but limited or no requirement for students to access these.
	
	Print-based curriculum resources with some communication and interactivity such as online discussion forums   
	

	Offline
	Digitally supported
	Traditional face-to- face setting with use of digitised resources such as  text, audio and video
	
	
	Correspondence course with digitised (e.g. CD/DVD) as well as print/paper resources

	
	No digital support
	Traditional face-to-face setting with no digital resources or online communication
	
	Print-based curriculum with face-to-face tutorial groups at local centres
	Correspondence course with no digital resources or online communication  and off campus distributed students

	
	
	Campus-based                                                                                       Remote/ off campus


In addition to the spatial and technological dimensions illustrated above, a third (human) dimension needs to be considered, across all forms of provision. This is the underpinning educational approach and the extent to which this is fit for purpose in terms of the target audience, the purpose and level of the course being offered, as well as the extent to which an equivalent learning experience is offered across different contexts of learning and practice. Laurillard (2002) has observed that although they use different terms, educational theorists for the past 100 years or so have consistently argued that deep, meaningful learning requires active student engagement including interactions between students and content, students and other students, students and faculty and, when appropriate, students and workplaces and/or communities. These kinds of interactions are illustrated in the following diagram. 

Figure 3: A model for online learning (Anderson 2008:61)
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A diverse range of ICTs are now available to enable this interaction but they need to be selected and utilised purposefully for this potential to be realised. In an insightful paper on emergent learning and the affordances of learning ecologies in Web 2.0, Williams, Karousou and Mackness (2011: 39) caution:

… although social networking media increase the potential range and scope for emergent learning exponentially, considerable effort is required to ensure an effective balance between openness and constraint. It is possible to manage the relationship between prescriptive and emergent learning, both of which need to be part of an integrated learning ecology.

In South Africa, and in African contexts generally, experiences at the school level will have been largely characterised by teacher-led and content-driven approaches. Therefore, learning pathways need to be deliberately designed to gradually move the locus of power from teacher to learner through communities of learning, to help learners ‘to move to mediated learning, without losing their ability to achieve situated learning’ Kinross and McKenzie (2009), and from an emphasis on rote learning to one which foregrounds the process of reasoning, taking into account the learner’s local context. So we need to be concerned not only with what supporting technologies are being used in teaching and learning and where, but also with how they are being used and whether there is a progression towards increasing student autonomy in making decisions about what, how, where and when to learn.

A Note on the Impact of Scale on Pedagogy 

The scale of the programme (the typical or expected annual enrolments) is also important to consider. Methods that will be appropriate for small scale programmes (such as extensive use of forum discussions moderated regularly by the lecturer, or synchronous virtual meetings) will be unmanageable for more than 20 students at a time, unless a cohort of tutors is deployed to manage small (<20) virtual groups. In a large scale programme with students that require considerable mediation/support, methods such as paper-based or electronic course materials that have built-in support such as activities with feedback will need to be used. These can then be complemented by online tutorial/mentoring support. 
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Appendix: Examples of Programmes

The examples in Table 1 are based on actual higher education programmes. For each of the examples, ‘structural’ aspects of the programme or course are described: 

· level and title the course

· target audience

· geographic location of the students (off campus/distributed or on campus)

· extent of mediation/support for students likely to be  required for learning success,

· expected annual enrolments on the programme are listed to give a sense of the scale of the programme
In the second part of the table, the pedagogy of the course/programme is described in terms of course materials, support and assessment. These should be clearly related to the aspects described in the first part of the table.
Table 1: Examples of Programmes

	Course Title and Level
	Post graduate coursework LLM in International Trade Law
	Certificate course in Leadership and Management for Change
	B Ed Honours
	MSc e-Learning
	Honours module in advanced learning technologies
	B Ed (Foundation and Intermediate Phase)

	Structural Aspects

	Target audience
	Practising attorneys & advocates
	Participants from human rights organizations 
	Education studies students or practising teachers 
	Higher & further education professionals
	Students with background in information systems/ computer science 
	Practising teachers

	Location of target audience
	Off-campus (throughout country)
	Off-campus

(throughout continent)
	On-campus

(in same town)
	Off-campus

(not specified)
	On-campus

(at institution)
	Off-campus 

(throughout province)

	Expected level of support required
	Moderate to high
	Low
	Moderate 
	Moderate to high
	Moderate
	High

	Annual enrolments
	Not more than 20 
	Maximum of 40
	Typically 100
	Typically 20
	Typically 20
	Between 300 and 500 

	Pedagogy

	Course Materials


	Print–based readers comprising case studies, legislation, rules and legal articles.

Tutorial letters (courier/email)
	Self-instructional materials on CD ROM, as well as print materials and a novel. 

The use of CD-ROM obviously allowed a level of interactivity as well as the use of video clips. 
	Paper-based supplemented by CD. Not designed as self-learning materials, but ordinary journal publications and textbook extracts. 

Peer and lecturer interaction only on attending face-to-face sessions otherwise individualised.
	Independent study, online reflection. Access to Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) & digital library. Group work: blogs, forums and asynchronous social media; also synchronous live chat, virtual worlds.
	Research papers, independent study, online digital resources & VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) 

Group work: Multi Media Project, sync & async coms & media.
	Self-instructional materials (print-based, delivered unit by unit)

Tutor guides to support contact sessions

	Learning Support
	Two or three synchronous, interactive video conference lectures per semester at 30 centres distributed nationally.

One-on-one support by lecturers per telephone and email.

Legal librarian: doc searches & photocopies for students
	Weekly email discussions between four day workshops for peer as well as tutor support; discussions also facilitated dialogue between course materials and students
	Students attended face-to-face 2 hour sessions twice a week over a semester. For the rest of the time they studied on their own at home, using reading resources supplied by the lecturer.
	1-1 online support for foundation module, thereafter tutor and peer support online. 
	Mostly online, team teachers and peers.

Face-to-face (F2F) & video conferencing 2x /week, everything else online.
	Fortnightly Saturday contact sessions facilitated by tutors carefully trained and supported by central team

	Assessment
	Formative feedback on assignments (students may submit more than one draft)

One assignment per module 40% of final mark; One examination per module 60% of final mark

A research project report (marks equivalent to a whole module).
	Assessment – assignments as well as a supervised work-based project 
	Feedback on written assignments from the lecturer. These assignments contributed towards final assessment. In place of a sit-in examination, they wrote a structured examination equivalent task. All were sent for external examination
	A variety of in-course assignments.
	Formative feedback and assessment on assigned research, online participation, group Multimedia project, seen exam question.
	In-text activities

Tutor-marked key activity assignments

Assignments requiring evidence of work done by teachers with learners in their classrooms 

Portfolio of evidence externally moderated through presentation (affirmation) sessions 


� See Taylor (1995) as well as Heydenrych and Prinsloo (2010) for a discussion of the ‘generations’ of distance education.


� The flexibility of the temporal dimension in technology-supported teaching and learning provides a great pedagogical strength. Interaction can either be synchronous (at the same time) or asynchronous (with delays ). The asynchronous nature of many of the communication and collaboration technologies currently available allows learners to reflect and contribute more meaningfully in an online dialogue, thus developing and improving their critical thinking skills.
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