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Abstract

Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that traditional classroom activities where face to face teaching is the dominant method, is an inappropriate delivery method within the context of outcomes-based education with its embedded learner-centered approach. The 21st century with its wealth of information technology opportunities poses an array of authentic alternative learning facilitation methods, i.a. experiential learning, practical Learning and E-Learning technologies. These methods offers new ways for the delivery and dissemination of content material, provide for supplementary instruction and ensure a move away from a teacher- to a learner-centered approach (cf. Kolbe & Turnage, 2002).  Grobler (2002), however, asserts that though e-learning has proven to be largely successful, effective knowledge transfer can only be achieved if e-learning is blended with instructor-led training. The argument the authors of this paper would like to raise is that learning experiences of learners can be greatly enhanced by introducing a blend of delivery methods that complement the learning material and the learners involved.  This will be done by discussing the Central University of Technology, Free State’s  (CUT) approach towards blended learning method.

Rationale 

Recently the high drop-out rates at the CUT,FS have become a matter of concern.  The socio-economic and educational background of the ”typical” CUT student forces the institution increasingly to find innovative but effective teaching strategies to address this problem.  It became clear that the traditional lecturing, face to face delivery is insufficient to create an effective learning experience.  For this reason the CUT decided to institutionalised a learner-centered approach towards teaching and learning. In this approach learning requires that the learner must experience the learning process as it takes place when concretisation starts in the mind of the learner. It was agreed that a blended learning approach should be implemented and experimented to see whether it addresses some of the learning problems experienced. However, when compiling the blend of methods it is important to carefully select methods that suit the content and the aim of the learning activity. Mosher (2002) argues that an effective learning experience includes the content being presented and skills to master and the application of the content once the experience is over. It is therefore essential to analyse the present learning situation to implement the most effective blended solution.

Subsequently CUT embarked, although only recently, on blended learning as delivery method where e-learning on the campus will be one element of the delivery methods. This decision is also aligned with one of the elements of the mission of the CUT which is to facilitate and enhance access for all learners (Technikon Free State, 2003). This implies that a learner must freely have access to learning material and learning activities. It is argued that the use of only one delivery method restricts access. Blending more than one method can also create confusion for a learner. The need for a management tool is obvious to give structure to the blended solution. 

The Central University of Technology, Free State uses WebCT™ as a Learning Management System. With WebCT activities and learning material are electronically available for the learner. The lecturer facilitates the learning process by using the WebCT™ platform to guide the learner through the learning experience.  Hofmann (2001) touches on quality control when he states that interactions that will meet the same standards as traditional programmes should be created. By selecting the correct methods, interactions and activities using a blended learning approach, it is therefore possible not only to ensure that the quality on the campus and at the regional learning centres is on par, but also to regulate the quality of the learning process itself. The quality of the content and the facilitation of the learning process by means of WebCT™ should be carefully monitored and evaluated, so that improvements and corrections could be made.

The purpose of this paper is thus to share the experiences and reflections of CUT in this regard and to report on progress made in this regard and to identify those areas that needs further investigation.
Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that traditional classroom activities where face to face teaching is the dominant method, is an inappropriate delivery method within the context of outcomes-based education with its embedded learner-centred approach. The 21st century with its wealth of information technology opportunities poses an array of authentic alternative learning facilitation methods, i.a. experiential learning, practical learning and e-learning technologies. These methods offer new ways for the delivery and dissemination of content material, provide for academic support and ensure a move away from a teacher- to a learner-centred approach (cf. Kolbe & Turnage, 2002).  The argument the authors of this paper would like to raise is that learning experiences of learners can be greatly enhanced by introducing a blend of delivery methods that complement the learning material and the learners involved.  This will be done by discussing the Central University of Technology, Free State’s (CUT) approach towards blended learning method.
This research article also strives to formulate a management model to assist both academe and learners to overcome learning problems within this new concept. It endeavours to open opportunities, enhance computer skills and to counter act the dropout rate.
The purpose of this paper is thus to share the experiences and reflections of CUT in this regard and to report on progress made in this regard and to identify those areas that needs further investigation.
Situation at CUT
Recently the high drop-out rates at the CUT have become a matter of concern.  The change in the socio-economic and educational background of the ”typical” CUT learner forced the institution increasingly to embark with innovative but effective teaching strategies to address this problem. It became clear that the traditional lecturing, face to face delivery is insufficient to create an effective learning experience.

In South Africa a new approach, called Outcomes Based Education (OBE), was introduced by the Government (National Council for Higher Education) One of the cornerstones of OBE is a learner centered approach where the learner gets more involved in the learning experience. 

The CUT decided to institutionalise a learner-centred approach towards teaching and learning to address both issues. (Technikon Free State, 2003)
The OBE-project at the CUT is therefore guiding the transformation into the learner centered environment. Much research and development was done and the first pilot projects will be implemented in 2005. Development of the remaining courses will start in 2005. (Snyman, 2003)
Blended Learning – the way we understand it

In a learner centered approach learning requires that the learner must experience the learning process because learning takes place when concretisation starts in the mind of the learner. It was agreed that a blended learning approach should be implemented and experimented to see whether it addresses some of the learning problems experienced. Action research already commenced with various D.Tech students and scientific articles (cf references)
When compiling the blend of methods it is important to carefully select methods that suit the content and the aim of the learning activity. Mosher (2002) argues that an effective learning experience includes the content being presented, skills to master and the application of the content once the experience is over. It is therefore essential to analyse the present learning situation to implement the most effective blended solution. Learning experiences can include face to face delivery, practical work, demonstrations, experiential learning, service learning, etc. The importance of integrating the method with the learning material must be emphasised so that the learning experience is effective. 
The development in electronic educational aids recently exploded as the information age's impact worked through to education. The use of computers and later the Internet with its Web based technology started to make inroads into the education field.

Initially e-learning was considered as an extension of distance education (Elloumi, 2004). The trend is however that e-learning is also used on campus as Grobler (2002) asserts that though e-learning has proven to be largely successful, effective knowledge transfer can only be achieved if e-learning is blended with instructor-led training. The possibilities that e-learning and web based training create open a new world of educational technologies. Anderson (2004) indicates that e-learning will be knowledge, community, assessment and learner centered. It will enhance interaction in the learning experience. His statement that course designers and teachers must choose, adapt and perfect educational actvities that maximize the affordances of the Web can be extended to include not only the Web but also blended learning.
Blended learning is therefore a model where the face to face learning experience is enhanced with appropriate educational technology, delivery methods and academic support.
Subsequently CUT embarked, although only recently, on blended learning as delivery method where e-learning on the campus will be one element of the delivery methods. This decision is also aligned with one of the elements of the mission of the CUT which is to facilitate and enhance access for all learners (Technikon Free State, 2003). This implies that a learner must freely have access to learning material and learning activities. It is argued that the use of only one delivery method restricts access. Blending more than one method can also create confusion for both the learner and academic staff. Due to the rapid development of computer technology, in service training and continuing education for post graduate learners are essential.

To assist the reader figure 1 provides an outlay of universal concepts of a blended learning model in Higher Education using e-learning within a multi mode delivery system at the CUT.
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Management of blended learning
The need for a management tool is obvious to give structure to the blended solution. The need for more frequent continuous assessment in OBE and greater numbers of learners in a classroom place a heavy burden on the administration of evaluation marks. 

The Central University of Technology, Free State uses WebCT™ as a Learning Management System (LMS). With WebCT activities and learning material are electronically available for the learner. The lecturer facilitates the learning process by using the WebCT™ platform to guide the learner through the learning experience. Some assessments and the assessment marks are managed on the LMS. 
The LMS therefore serves as a foundation on which the course is built and the lecturer can now use it to manage the learning process.
Supporting blended learning

The CUT has the privilege of top management being committed to the implementation of a learning model that incorporates e-learning. The Academic Development Unit, which is i.a. responsible for curriculum development, learning and teaching, e-learning and educational technology, is headed by a Dean. The blended learning model is driven and supported by the Academic Development Unit and the Deans of Academic Faculties under the approval of senate and the council. 
The newly established Centre for Curriculum Development is responsible for supporting the academe with the developing of their curricula which include the principles of blended learning. The Centre for Learning and Teaching also closely cooperate with the Centre for e-Learning and Educational Technology to support the training of lecturers and implementation of the blended learning model. 
The Centre for e-Learning and Educational Technology (CeLET), manages all staff training and support, helpdesk support and research in e-learning at the CUT. 

In Figure 2 the relationship between the Unit for Academic Development and the lecturers is illustrated.
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Due to the “technological shock”, the onus is on the Centre for e-Learning and Educational Technology to act as “change agents” in order to convince lecturers and learners about the technological shift – not only about the advantages, but also about the many pitfalls. However it is exactly the obstacles in blended learning that scares lecturers and learners off. To overcome these fears, the Director and his staff also have to be very diplomatic and absolutely patient with the whole process.

It is especially the renowned lecturer with high academic standing who does not want to let go and transform. These lecturers also serve faculty boards or even senate. They are usually well read and in some instances did a lot of globe trotting.

Although academe may have read or experienced the multiple methodologies of e-learning and distance education, they are sometimes more confused with the information explosion or get carried away with their known ideas about the issue. It is therefore not an easy debate, especially at financial meetings where the budget for technological education has to be approved.

Blended learning with all the technological high tech equipment, highly trained staff and ultra expensive budget cannot be considered as a nice to have. Only to use it as part of the corporative image and a show case for foreign visitors. It will soon be overtaken by the facts when learners enter the job market. They will experience with a shock that they were taken for a ride. Word will soon spread that e-learning is a farce at your institution.

Fools often rush in where angels fear to tread may be an apt description also of learners who get carried away with high tech fashions etc.  The typical yuppie fever also crash land many a learner in purchasing a computer or in selecting a “nice to have IT course”.

Learner support therefore is absolutely necessary to give “high tech guidance” if one can phrase it this way. Outdated counselling services will rather confuse learners than helping them to understand the new world of learning, i.e. how to manage their own learning with self paced skills.
Quality Control Measures

Hofmann (2001) touches on quality control when he states that interactions that will meet the same standards as traditional programmes should be created. By selecting the correct methods, interactions and activities using a blended learning approach, it is therefore possible not only to ensure that the quality on the campus and at the regional learning centres is on par, but also to regulate the quality of the learning process itself. The quality of the content and the facilitation of the learning process by means of WebCT™ should be carefully monitored and evaluated, so that improvements and corrections could be made.
Quality assurance in South African Higher Education Institutes is still in the early stages and needs to be improved as technology progresses (Bezuidenhout, 2004). Currently limited resources at the CUT are optimally utilised through quality learning materials and courses delivered through technology supported by academics in both the corporate and educational sectors.
Conclusionary Remarks
The advantages of Blended Learning outperform the disadvantages by far. E-learning for example can serve the entire community since it can be assessed through the entire day. Although costly to launch, the capital input in managed by maximum use.

Although it is a very costly experience, inter-institutional collaboration is compulsory to ensure marketability and sustainability for CUT blended learning in the Free State and Northern Cape regions. In essence it subscribes the overall idea of Act 101 on higher Education to enhance a single co-ordinated higher education system.
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