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Preface

Preface
This doctoral dissertation is the result of a series of studies on the quality of online and blended
learning (OBL) in adult education in Flanders. The overall study was part of the project ‘Adult
Learners Online!’1 financed by the ‘AGENTSCHAP INNOVEREN & ONDERNEMEN’ of
the Flemish government (Project Number: IWT140029). The dissertation is composed of seven
chapters. Chapter 1 provides a general introduction. This chapter addresses the internal and
external quality improvement, gaps in the literature and necessities for improvements, and an
overview of the research context. We then introduce a conceptual framework for quality of
OBL in higher education. Chapter 1 also includes and introduction of the study objectives and
scope, including the research questions, the overall research design, and, for each of the studies
that have been performed, detailed research questions as well as methods used. Chapters 2
through 6 constitute the core of the dissertation2. The first four of these chapters address the
development of the conceptual quality framework and its validation introduced in chapter 1 for
the context of adult education. This validation process resulted in a conceptual quality model
(Chapter 2), a quality instrument for the strategical adoption of OBL (qiSA-OBL) (Chapter 3),
a quality instrument to assess the quality of OBL for quality assurance and to inform quality
improvement (qiQA&I-OBL) (Chapter 5) and complemented with an approach for effective
quality management in a conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQImOBL) (Chapter 4). Chapter 6 is essentially an implementation study that reports upon the
implementation of the previous chapters in the field. This chapter reports about a field study in
which two cases participated. The chapter is available for both cases as part of their obligation
to report to the government (more specifically the Agency for Higher Education, Adult
Education and training). The dissertation ends with Chapter 7 in which the main research
findings are discussed, the limitations of the research are addressed and suggestions for future
research and implications the practice and policy of blended learning in adult education
presented.

In this dissertation., we choose the concept ‘students’ instead of ‘learners’.
Chapters have been presented at international conferences (Chapters 2, 3, and 5), have been published
(Chapters 2 and 3), entered the peer review process (Chapter 5) or are to be submitted to peer-reviewed
international journals (chapter 4). Chapter 4 and 6 are accepted for the International Congress for School
Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI) conference and chapter 4 is prepared for publication in the
journal ‘The Electronic Journal of e-learning’.
1
2
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1
General Introduction
Abstract
In this chapter we provide a general introduction to the studies in this
dissertation. First, online and blended learning (OBL) is introduced. We then
provide a background to the topic and a statement of the main problem. We
explain the common structure in extant quality models in higher education (HE)
and suggest ways to improve them and make them useful for effective quality
management in adult education (AE). In the second section, we provide an
overview of the AE-research context. In the third section, we introduce the
conceptual quality framework for OBL in HE and address its potential to guide
improvements to extant OBL-quality models. In the fourth section, we present
the scope, primary questions to address, and practical and academic relevance of
the research. We conclude with a presentation of the overall research design, the
structure of the dissertation, and an overview of the studies undertaken to
validate this conceptual quality framework for HE.
1.1 Introduction: OBL in education
The emergence of online and blended learning (OBL) worldwide has meant that teaching and
learning are no longer restricted to traditional classrooms (Shea, 2007). Different terms are used
to refer to OBL in the literature, e.g., e-learning, blended learning or distance education.
However, from a technological viewpoint, all are situated on the continuum between no elearning (only face-to-face learning) and distance education (no face-to-face), with blended
learning situated between the two (OECD, 2005). Boelens, De Wever and Voet (2017, p. 2)
conceptualise blended learning at the course level as ‘a deliberate blending of face-to-face and
online instructional activities with the goal of simulating and supporting learning’. This
conceptualisation allows the blending of (parts of) one or more courses in a programme along
the technical continuum (OECD, 2005). It is possible that while some courses are delivered
face-to-face, blended, or fully online, all are part of a programme that can be considered
blended. We can thus extend the conceptualisation of Boelens et al. (2017) to the programme
level. Hence, OBL refers to all modes of instructional activities that use technology to support
learning within a programme, i.e., face-to-face, blended, or fully e-learning courses.
OBL is omnipresent in higher education (HE) to enhance the accessibility and
flexibility of education for all students (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005; Graham &
Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007). Technology is also beneficial for other reasons, e.g., to transform
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instruction and teaching (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Graham, 2005;
Graham & Robison, 2007) or as a cost-reducing measure (Twigg, 2003; Shea, 2007).
Adult education (AE) is a context where flexible learning is defined as a particular need
that enables students experiencing difficulties due to work and family restrictions to participate
in education (Shea, 2007). The flexibility of its access and learning mode means OBL is a
promising format in adult education. In line with Boeren and Nicaise, we refer to adult
education as: ‘the extra learning activities that people undertake at the end of the initial learning
career’ (in Vanderleyden, Callens, & Noppe, 2009, p. 315). Boeren and Nicaise state that,
according to the literature, AE is part of lifelong learning and can be offered in different types
and formats (in Vanderleyden et al., 2009, p. 316). In this research, we refer to the first of the
three forms of AE mentioned by Boeren and Nicaise (in Vanderleyden et al., 2009, p. 316)
which is: ‘the formal learning that takes place in institutionalised contexts such as schools and
training institutions and after successful completion of this training the participant receives a
certificate or diploma (Vanderleyden et al., 2009, p. 316)3.
With the adoption of OBL, either in HE or AE, comes the need to address quality
management of this learning mode within institutions (Jara & Mellar, 2009). This is important
because OBL challenges institutions to simultaneously encourage the adoption of technology,
e.g., online platforms and mobile technologies, and provide flexible programmes without
compromising the quality of the education on offer (Moskal, Dziuban, & Hartman, 2013).
Institutions, governments and quality assurance agencies therefore need to know how to assess
and manage the quality of OBL (Parker, 2004, in Jara & Mellar, 2009).
1.2 Background and problem statement
1.2.1 Effective quality management of OBL in education
The concern and need for quality management has long been present in education in general
and OBL in particular. Since the 1990s, the emphasis has gradually shifted from quality control
towards continuous quality improvement (CQI) (Ossiannilsson, 2012; Wiklund, Klefsjö,
Sandvik Wiklund, & Edvardsson, 2003).
CQI is a quality ‘[...] management approach [...] to continuously improve the efficiency
and effectiveness of all aspects of the organisations’ programmes and services in order to
maximise the benefits for clients. [...] relying on evidence-based information to support the

3

The other two forms of AE are: non-formal learning that takes place in an institutionalized
context but for which no diplomas are awarded, and informal learning that takes place
spontaneously in everyday life and often, occasionally and non-intentionally (Vanderleyden et
al., 2009, p. 316).
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organisations’ success in achieving its goals and outcomes (Sonpal-Valias, 2009, p. 2). Since
Deming (1950) first introduced the typical cycle for quality management: plan – do – check
and act, the literature has shown that CQI has been identified as comprising different variants
of this cycle (Moen & Norman, 2010). In accordance with Sonpal-Valias (2009), we define
CQI as: plan – do – check – reflect and act (figure 1.3). Effective CQI implies that quality
assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) follow and inform each other as part of a
continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). In practice, as depicted in figure 1.1, this
means that first a QA-phase is initiated in which: OBL is strategically adopted, programmes
are planned (plan), developed and implemented (do) in accordance with this strategical
adoption, and quality is monitored and assessed during and upon implementation (check). The
process of monitoring and quality assessment in the QA-phase provides feedback that informs
the QI-phase (Bloxham, 2010). The ‘reflect’ phase is an essential element of effective CQI
(Sonpal-Valias, 2009). During this phase it is necessary to interpret the feedback and identify
appropriate ways to improve quality (Sonpal-Valias, 2009). It has been shown that the use of
data is a driver of CQI (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008). Both quantitative and qualitative data,
derived from instruments that measure quality, can provide feedback to inform the QI-phase.
This latter phase begins when the results from the QA-phase are interpreted (reflect) and actions
are taken (act) to improve the overall performance of the institution, which is ultimately
reflected in student performance (Sonpal-Valias, 2009). Implementation of a subsequent CQIcycle is then initiated.

Figure 1.1 The CQI-cycle (plan-do-check-reflect-act), and its two alternating phases of quality assurance
(QA) and quality improvement (QI), (Elassy, 2015; Sonpal-Valias, 2009; Williams, 2016).

In this doctoral study, CQI is chosen because it focuses on the process of quality
assurance and quality improvement. The achievement of quality is a continuous improvement
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process that involves all stakeholders in a process of permanent quality assurance and
improvement (Harvey & Green, 1993, 2006; Ehlers, 2007). Achieving quality implies a topdown approach, meaning that the management implements quality instruments with indicators
to assess and improve quality (Ehlers, 2007). This process demands the commitment of faculty
members at both individual and collective levels of the programme to strive for quality (Ehlers,
2007). Central in CQI is the belief that management together with faculty look for improvement
opportunities in the institution (Ehlers, 2007). In CQI, improvement measures are ultimately
focused on the end users, namely the students (Harvey & Green, 1993, 2006; Srikanthan and
Dalrymple, 2003). In line with Ehlers (2007), we agree that effective CQI management
demands active negotiation between all stakeholders and students. This approach is also in line
with the recent trend toward ‘empowering’ (Harvey & Green, 1993, 2006). The active
negotiation of quality and a focus on quality improvement is a condition for effective quality
management and is central in CQI (Ehlers, 2007).
This negotiation of quality raises two questions. The first concerns how CQI can be
installed to support a negotiation process between the different stakeholders4 in education
(Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003; Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). The second question concerns
the negotiation process, which relates to the concept of quality in education (Harvey and Green,
1993, 2006) and the implications for quality models and instruments. In the following
paragraphs we answer both of these questions.

1.2.1.1 Relevant stakeholders in CQI
Deepwell (2007) emphasises that a broad group of stakeholders at all levels in educational
institutions are responsible for quality and all need to participate in CQI (Ehlers, 2007). As
depicted in figure 1.2, the stakeholders in institutions are the management at the meso level
(institution), the faculty at the micro level (courses/modules in a programme or department),
and the students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Moskal et al., 2013). CQI entails that
professionals at the meso level and micro level participate in quality management through
dialogue and consultation with the students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). This is crucial
because the successful adoption, implementation, and also the improvement of OBL
specifically requires that the needs of different stakeholders in institutions are taken into
account (Moskal et al., 2013). This is vital in ensuring that the institution establishes a reliable
and robust infrastructure and has sufficient resources in place to support both faculty and
students during OBL (Moskal et al., 2013).

4

Although the literature distinguishes four stakeholder groups, employers fall beyond the scope of this
doctoral study (Srikanthan and Dalrymple, 2003).
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Figure 1.2 A dialogue for internal quality improvement and external quality assessment between the
stakeholders in education at the interfaces between the meso level and the macro level, the micro level,
and students.

Although CQI takes place at the interface between the meso and micro level, and
(consultation with) students in institutions, CQI does not run in isolation from the macro level
(governments, inspectorates and accreditation bodies). At this level (figure 1.2), governments
provide a regulatory framework and funding for institutions to operate and entrust external
quality assessment to competent organisations. The decisions governments take in relation to
these aspects influences how institutions operate (Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, &
Brown, 2015). In the following sections we elaborate on the relationship between the meso
level and both the micro and the macro level.
1.2.1.2 Internal Quality Improvement at the interface between the meso with the micro level
Over the years, the focus of quality management in institutions has gradually shifted from
internal accountability towards internal improvement (Mutch, 2012), i.e., CQI (figure 1.3). The
main aim of CQI is to implement a quality model that clearly guides choices in improving and
restructuring programs and management, and to evaluate an institution’s progress (Bloxham,
2010). In accordance with the principles of CQI, a quality model with quality instruments and
a quality management approach should be put into place. The purpose is to help professionals
in institutions, at the interface between the different levels, to set goals, identify resources and
strategies, and measure progress towards an institution’s ideal vision of its distinctive purpose
(Moore, 2005). If quality assessment (quality assurance) reveals insufficient infrastructure or
resources (such as support for students enrolled in OBL courses), appropriate improvement
measures need to be taken. For instance, if it appears that students do not receive sufficient

21

Chapter 1
support in using the technology, the institution must take actions to address this. This implies
that professionals from the meso (the management) and micro level (the faculty responsible for
courses/modules in a programme) enter into dialogue, consult the students, and decide what
measures are appropriate (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007).

Figure 1.3 The CQI-cycle (plan-do-check-reflect-act), and its two alternating phases of quality assurance
(QI) and quality improvement (QI), in the quadrant model of complementary evaluation (Elassy, 2015;
Mutch, 2012; Sonpal-Valias, 2009; Williams, 2016).

As shown in figure 1.3, internal quality improvement differs from internal and external
accountability (Mutch, 2012). Stakeholders from the micro level (the faculty responsible for
courses/modules in a programme/department) have to answer for the actions they take towards
the meso level (the management) in their institution (internal accountability). For example,
faculty are accountable for how they develop and implement OBL courses. This can be for the
internal purposes of the school or it can be undertaken to meet some regulation or requirement
from the macro level, i.e. the government or its representatives (external accountability)
(Mutch, 2012).
1.2.1.3 Internal Quality Improvement in relation to External Quality assessment at the interface
between the meso and the macro level in education
The primary aim of external quality assessment is to implement a quality model. The
methodology should enable quality in institutions to be assessed both for the purpose of external
accountability and to leverage the CQI in institutions (external improvement) (Mutch, 2012).
This process is termed complementary evaluation (Mutch, 2012). One of the requirements
needed to achieve complementary evaluation is an agreed quality model between stakeholders
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from the different levels in education. CQI is able to capture the quality perspectives of both
external and internal stakeholders to produce a quality management approach comprising both
quality assurance and quality improvement (Becket & Brookes, 2005).
1.2.1.4 The concept of quality as subject of the negotiation process
The negotiation of quality in education raises the question of how the different stakeholders
view quality (Harvey & Green, 1993, 2006; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). In relation to
‘quality’, the research literature, starting from Harvey and Green (1993, 2006), distinguish five
conceptualizations of quality: value for money, perfection, excellence, fitness for purpose and,
last but not least, whether it is transformational, i.e., creating a fundamental change by
enhancing the participant(s). We assume, in line with Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003), that
these different conceptualizations of quality can be related to the perspectives of different
stakeholders. Funding bodies are mainly concerned with ‘quality as value for money’ (Harvey
& Green, 1993; 2006) as they look for a good return on investments (Srikanthan and Dalrymple,
2003). This is the case if institutions make optimal use of the resources they receive from the
government to provide an acceptable level of quality in the education they offer (Srikanthan &
Dalrymple, 2003). Management and faculty in institutions are concerned with quality as
‘perfection’ or ‘consistency’ (Harvey & Green, 1993; 2006). This means that the quality of the
education is maintained at an excellent level through adequate use of the available resources
(Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). Students are concerned with quality as ‘excellence’ (Harvey
& Green, 1993; 2006), meaning that the education on offer meets or exceeds high standards as
this ensures students a relative advantage in terms of career prospects (Srikanthan & Dalrymple,
2003). The fourth conceptualization of quality as ‘fitness for purpose’ (Harvey and Green,
1993; 2006) suggests that quality only has meaning in relation to the purpose of the education
(Harvey & Green, 1993; 2006). This relates to the concerns of the management, faculty, and
students. From a management and faculty perspective, this would be through fulfilment of the
institution’s mission (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). From the perspective of the students,
this relates to their concerns and needs (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). Both of these
perspectives are ultimately related to the career prospects of the students (Srikanthan &
Dalrymple, 2003). The fifth and final view of quality as ‘transformational’ (Harvey &Green,
1993; 2006), i.e., creating a fundamental change by enhancing and empowering the
participant(s), lies at the heart of the CQI philosophy and relates to all stakeholder perspectives
(Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003).Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) argue that other
interpretations of ‘quality’ are, from the perspectives of different stakeholders, possible
operationalisations for the transformative process of CQI. We also assume that a view of quality
as involving ‘transformation’ of the participants is indeed potentially capable of addressing the
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concerns of all stakeholder groups (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). Therefore, quality models
and instruments must enable all stakeholders to enter into a dialogue, negotiate, and then agree
on what is needed from their own perspective to fulfill the transformational potential of CQI,
which is to enhance and empower the students (Harvey & Green, 1993, 2006; Srikanthan &
Dalrymple, 2003).
1.2.2 Extant quality models for quality management of OBL
Both CQI and external quality assessment thus require a quality model whereby: ‘A quality
model defines the set of variables in terms of which quality is measured and the way in which
it is measured’ (Inglis, 2008, p. 348). Inglis also states that: ‘Quality models are conceptual
structures used to identify the range of factors considered important to decisions in relation to
quality’ (Inglis, 2008, p. 348). Quality models are used to measure or assess quality (quality
assurance) and to provide the foundation for changing that which is judged to need
improvement (Elassy, 2015; Inglis, 2008; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015;
Williams, 2016). In the following sections we discuss how extant quality models to assess and
manage the quality of OBL are structured and how they are implemented for quality
management. We then highlight a variety of necessary improvements to these extant quality
models so that they can be used in AE.
Thus far, institutions of HE have been the main focus in research on quality models in
education (Contreras, Torres, Palominos, & Lippi, 2015). In this context, numerous quality
models for OBL have been developed (Ossiannilsson, Williams, & Brown, 2015). The
International Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE) analysed the current state of
art quality management models in open, distance, flexible, and online education from higher
education around the world (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). Their overall conclusion is that quality
can be assessed from the perspective of the macro level (national level – inspectorates and
accreditation bodies), the meso level (institutional level – management), and the micro level
(courses/modules – faculty). In addition, the ICDE (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) concludes that
all extant quality models from these different levels share a similar systemic structure
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson, 2012a), either explicitly or in the form of
different wording, and this has long been established in the literature (Phipps & Merisotis,
2000). Hansson et al. (2008) capture this need for a systemic structure in quality models when
they compare an institution to a puzzle in which all the pieces have to fit together. The ‘pieces
that need to fit together’ to achieve quality in OBL are referred to in the literature as quality
areas (management, services and products) that capture six common and specific quality
dimensions: strategic management, support of faculty, support of students, design of the
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programme, design of the courses, and delivery of the courses (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015)
(figure 1.4).
The ICDE concludes that quality is a complex multidimensional concept and that
stakeholders from all levels need to use these systemic quality models in collaboration
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).

Figure 1.4 Extant quality models for OBL capture three quality areas (management, services and
products) that capture six common and specific quality dimensions: strategic management, support of
faculty, support of students, design of the programme, design of the courses, and delivery of the courses
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).

The comparison and analysis conducted by the ICDE of the extant quality models for
OBL from HE resulted in a set of recommendations for further research to improve these
models (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). In order for these models to be used for CQI management
of OBL in AE, we highlight several of these recommendations (Ossiannilsson et al. 2015) along
with recommendations from other research studies in the paragraphs below.
1.2.2.1 Necessary improvements to extant quality models for CQI management of OBL
These improvements can be divided into three topics. First, contextualising the quality
indicators in extant quality models; second, adapting their structure to improve them, and third,
conceptualising how to implement the quality model for effective quality management.
1. Necessity 1: contextualise the quality indicators in extant quality models and ensure their
clear and concise wording
The quality indicators in extant quality models are used to operationalise quality areas and the
quality dimensions. The ICDE reports that quality models make assumptions, reflected in the
quality indicators, that do not apply in all contexts (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). Because extant
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quality models were developed and validated to be tailored to the context of HE (Contreras et
al., 2015), it is far from evident that such models can be used in other contexts such as adult
education (Inglis, 2008; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, et al., 2015). One of the
recommendations is therefore to contextualise extant quality models (Ossiannilsson et al.,
2015). For example, high speed internet is not available in all contexts nor is a personal
computer available to all students across contexts such as adult students in education. During
such contextualisation, care should be given to developing a clear and concise wording of the
quality indicators, operationalising the quality areas and quality dimensions so that everyone
agrees and understands the indicators in the same way. This is important for complementary
evaluation (Mutch, 2012) as research shows that the unclear wording of quality indicators often
leads to misinterpretation when quality instruments are used in practice (Faddar, Vanhoof, &
De Maeyer, 2017).

2. Necessity 2: adapt the structure of quality models to align them better with effective CQI
management
A second necessary improvement of extant quality models is linked to the way in which quality
is conceptualised from the perspective of the provider (Ehlers, 2004; Frydenberg, 2002; Jung,
2011, 2012), which is visible in the structure of extant quality models. As mentioned earlier,
quality models are structured in terms of the quality areas and quality dimensions in institutions
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) that need to ‘fit together’ (Hansson, 2008). Consequently, quality
models are not aligned well enough to be used for effective quality management according to
the principles of CQI recommended by Inglis (2008). Thus, the structure of extant quality
models is misaligned with the strategical adoption of OBL, which can be improved for quality
assurance, and with the quality improvement process of OBL. We explain why this is so in the
following paragraphs.

a) The strategical adoption of OBL
As mentioned earlier, stakeholders use extant quality models to assess the quality of OBL
(quality assurance) to identify areas in their institution in which to improve the quality of OBL
(quality improvement) (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). This is why the quality indicators in
these models are structured in terms of quality areas and quality dimensions. This use is in line
with the phases of quality assurance and quality improvement that alternate in successive cycles
(Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016).
However, it is widely agreed that a CQI-cycle starts from a planning phase (Abdous,
2009; Deming, 1950; Sonpal-Valias, 2009). This is important to strategically adopt of OBL.
During this phase, the dialogue between professionals needs to address a series of questions,
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such as: ‘Why should the institution engage in OBL? What are the goals? What outcomes are
expected to be achieved, both initially and in the longer term? What student benefits are sought
—improved success, increased persistence, shortened time-to-degree, etc? (Moskal et al., 2013,
p. 16). This raises the question as to whether extant quality models are useful in strategically
underpinning the adoption of OBL, given that the essence of CQI lies in whether the quality of
OBL after implementation is in line with why it was initially adopted, planned, developed, and
implemented (Moore, 2005). From this viewpoint it can be argued that quality models should
enable professionals to strategically adopt OBL.
Thus, although the current conceptualisation of ‘quality’ in quality models supports
quality assurance and quality improvement of OBL, the question arises as to whether the
concept of ‘quality’ as it is currently captured is suited for this purpose. The answer to this
question seems to be negative as many scholars have observed that the student perspective is
often overlooked in extant quality models (Bloxham, 2010; Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012).
Moreover, the student perspective on quality does not necessarily coincide with the views of
other stakeholders’(Ehlers & Pawlowski, 2006). Consequently, since 2004 several scholars
have empirically explored the student perspective by identifying their specific needs as captured
in the quality indicators related to the different quality dimensions (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011,
2012). In general, scholars recommend integrating this student perspective into extant quality
models (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012). In line with Becket and Brookes (2005), the key
argument is therefore that, to achieve a comprehensive measure of quality, it is important to
acknowledge the perspectives of all stakeholders, including the needs of students, in the
development and validation of quality models for CQI (Usoro & Abid, 2008).
Despite the added value of the studies reviewed in the previous paragraph, it is unlikely
that taking the student perspective into account as scholars such as Ehlers (2004) and Jung
(2011, 2012) have done will suffice. To ensure quality models can usefully support the
strategical adoption of OBL we contend that the students’ perspective should be captured in
clear and explicit concepts that differ from the concepts representing the providers’ perspective.
To support this claim, we refer to research by Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003, 2002) who
point to the necessity of making the pedagogical5 requirements of OBL explicit in quality
models. Although Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003, 2002) argue that a quality model in
education needs to be systemic, they also argue that pedagogical aspects should be explicitly
5

Related to pedagogy, the work on the concept of andragogy by Knowles (1973, 1990) is relevant.
Shea (2007, p. 22) indicates that, in relation to andragogy (Knowles, 1973, 1990) ‘[...] learning goals,
immediacy of learning application, independence, autonomy, self-direction, and ownership of learning
[...]’ are all components of learning environments important to adult learners. For readability, we
choose to use the concept ‘pedagogy’ in this dissertation.
Also of note is the fact that, in some parts of the world, the concept of ‘pedagogy’ is known as
‘didactical’ or ‘educational’.
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addressed. This view is clearly expressed by Hansson et al. (2008) who contends that all pieces,
i.e., quality dimensions, should functionally align; that is, ‘fit together in a coherent matter on
the basis of a pedagogical philosophy’ (p. 40). If the pedagogical requirements are addressed,
CQI principles will help institutions to successfully implement and effectively manage the
quality of OBL (Moskal et al., 2013; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003), which means to
strategically adopt, develop, implement, assess, and improve OBL in continuous cycles. Thus,
an explicit formulation of the pedagogical requirements is important for focused, strategical,
and effective CQI management (Hansson, 2008; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003, 2002). If this
assumption applies to pedagogical requirements, it can also apply to the student perspective on
quality as captured in the needs of students (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012).
A comprehensive measure of quality (Usoro & Abid, 2008) capturing both the
providers’ perspective and the students’ perspective in clear concepts distinct from the quality
dimensions, would be useful in facilitating a dialogue between stakeholders to support the
strategical adoption of OBL. Thus, extant quality management models can be improved if they
capture both the perspectives of the providers (quality areas and dimensions) and the needs of
students, including those related to the pedagogy of OBL, in clear and concise concepts. This
emphasises the need for an alternative conceptualisation of quality in addition to the way it is
currently captured in extant quality models. To achieve such a comprehensive measure (Usoro
& Abid, 2008) in line with the principles of complementary evaluation (Mutch, 2012) it is
important that the key stakeholders from the macro, meso, and micro levels and students agree
on the quality indicators and concepts of quality (Ehlers, 2007; Moskal, 2012; Ossiannilsson et
al. 2015). Thus far, consulting students together with other stakeholders in education has
validated no quality models for OBL; an area that clearly needs improvement.

b) Quality assurance and quality improvement
Because an excessive number of indicators can restrict practice (Ossiannilsson, Williams,
Camilleri, et al., 2015), it is recommended that the number of quality indicators should be
limited. The models should also be optimised for quality improvement (Ossiannilsson,
Williams, Camilleri, et al., 2015). In this respect, guidelines would be helpful in enabling
practitioners to identify the most relevant themes to prioritise and install improvements
following the (self)assessment of quality (Ardi et al., 2012; Ossiannilsson, 2012b).

3. Necessity 3: implementation of the contextualised quality model for effective quality
management of OBL in AE.
The recommendations mentioned thus far are mainly related to improving the extant OBLquality models so that they are useful in AE. The final area for improvement is related to the
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question of how the contextualised and improved quality model, and its instruments, can be
implemented for the quality management of OBL to be effective in education and in AE. In
relation to quality management, the issue is how such quality models can be implemented to
install a dialogue at the interface between the meso and the micro level and consultation with
students (Ehlers, 2007; Ossiannilsson, 2012b), and between the meso and the macro level in
education (Mutch, 2012; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, et al., 2015). As noted previously,
the effective quality management of OBL implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality
improvement (QI) should follow and inform each other as part of a continuous cycle (Elassy,
2015; Williams, 2016). Students are increasingly being viewed as clients or consumers to whom
education is provided as a service; student satisfaction is therefore usually perceived as an
indicator for effective CQI in education (Ardi et al., 2012). However, OBL is claimed to
enhance the accessibility and flexibility of education for students (Bonk & Graham, 2012;
Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007). Such flexible learning environments
mean that the students, in addition to being consumers, are also responsible for the learning
process and thus the quality of education (Ehlers, 2004). For this reason, it is worth considering
whether other indicators for effective CQI should be used in place of or in addition to student
satisfaction. While the generic principles of CQI management are established in the literature
(Deming, 1950; Sonpal-Valias, 2009), only a few studies have been conducted on how to
organise and implement CQI so that the ‘I’ of ‘Improvement’ is realised (on a systemic basis),
mostly in HE. Moreover, ‘[...] scarce studies have attempted to measure the impact of a quality
assurance process on the actual quality of teaching and learning [...]‘ (Bates, 2010, in
Ossianillsson et al., 2015, p. 45). Therefore, the development, testing, and validation of
multiple, quality instruments for CQI in AE is both important and challenging.
Scholars such as Van Kemenade (2017) contend that contextual elements affect CQI at
the interface between the meso and micro level. Van Kemenades’ (2017) main argument is that,
like quality models and their instruments, generic principles of quality management need to be
adapted to different educational contexts. This is in line with the ICDE’s (Ossiannilsson et al.
2015) recommendation to assist institutions in adapting a quality management approach to their
specific context, i.e., adult education. This is important because, along with the need to improve
quality models (Bloxham, 2010; Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012; Srikanthan & Dalrymple,
2003, 2002), there are practical issues involved in implementing quality models for effective
CQI of OBL in HE (Jara & Mellar, 2009). These present two challenges that need to be
overcome which are related to the features of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). First, these features
challenge the involvement of the stakeholders at the interface between the meso and micro level
for quality management and also challenge the consultation with students (Jara & Mellar,
2009). Second, the features of OBL disrupt the coherence between quality assurance and quality
improvement (Abdous, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2009). Hence, the recommendation is to explore
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suitable participation methods to involve all stakeholders, i.e., providers and students, through
dialogue to achieve effective institutional quality management of OBL in education (Ehlers,
2007; Ossiannilsson, 2012b) and AE in particular (Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, et al.,
2015; Van Kemenade, 2017). The implication is that it is important to take the context within
which quality models and instruments are developed and validated into account so that their
implementation is facilitated. Therefore, in the following paragraphs we introduce the context
of adult education in Flanders (Belgium) upon which this doctoral study is focused We
conclude the literature section by introducing a conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson
& Landgren, 2012) that captures the needs of students related to OBL from the context of HE
and explain why it is useful to fill the gaps in the literature mentioned previously and how this
could be achieved.
1.2.3 Research context: the case of Flanders (Belgium)
Adult education in Flanders (Belgium) is recognised, financed, and subsidised by the Flemish
community6. The Flemish community organises AE in the Dutch speaking part of Belgium on
the basis of approved Centres for Adult Education (CAE) and Centres for Basic Education
(CBE). CAE offer secondary education, higher vocational education (HBO), and specific
teacher training. CBE offer primary level education for adults; however, they are not included
in this doctoral study. The Flemish Inspectorate, acting on behalf of the Flemish government,
is responsible for evaluating the quality of blended learning in AE (among other inspection
functions). Figure 1.5 presents an overview of the structure of AE in Flanders (Belgium).

Figure 1.5 The structure of adult education at the macro, meso and micro level in Flanders (Belgium).

6

The pedagogical counseling services are also recognised and funded by the Flemish government to
support educational institutions in AE on different topics related to education, including internal
quality management and OBL. These services are not included in figure 1.5.
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In the following paragraphs we provide a summary of the current state of OBL in adult
education in Flanders (Belgium), external quality assessment, and internal quality improvement
in institutions.
1.2.3.1 OBL is increasing in adult education
In Flanders (Belgium), CAE cater to a wide range of target groups. To meet the needs of these
adult students in terms of accessible and flexible education, the Flemish government, at the
macro level, promotes OBL (Vlaams Parlement, 2007).
To achieve this, it provides two mechanisms for incentivising CAE. First, CAE are
entitled to a financial incentive if at least 25% of a course is provided via OBL. Second, the
government provides project-based funding to CAE to develop and implement programmes
with a substantial share of OBL (at least 50%). In 2012, the inspectorate reported that 65 CAE
submitted a total of 267 proposals for additional funding (Vlaams Ministerie van onderwijs en
vorming, 2012). Of these, more than 62% were approved, the majority of which (67%) were
for secondary education. Compared to 2007-2008, the number of approved projects increased
from 44% (Secondary education and EQO level 5 combined) to 73% (secondary education).
As a result of the promotional policies of the Flemish government, OBL has been increasingly
adopted in CAE. The provision of OBL is thus increasing in the Flemish context (Belgium)
although, in CAE as it is for the external quality assessment of OBL, it is a fairly new topic.
1.2.3.2 External quality assessment at the interface between the macro and meso level.
At the macro level the Flemish inspectorate is responsible for external quality assessment
processes. At this moment, the evaluation of the quality of OBL by the inspectorate is informed
by the decree regarding adult education (Vlaams Parlement, 2007) and is based on a minimal
set of criteria. These criteria are currently not part of the inspectorate’s approach to external
quality assessment in CAE.
Since 2014, the inspectorate has progressively updated its methodology for external
quality assessment in line with contemporary expectations and standards of complementary
evaluation (Vlaams Ministerie van onderwijs en vorming, 2016). The implementation of this
updated methodology is planned for the fall of 2018. The Flemish inspectorate aims to leverage
the institutional internal quality improvement process through this external assessment by
placing internal quality improvement at the heart of external quality assessment. To achieve
this, a dialogue at the interface with the meso level within institutions will be established
(Vlaams Ministerie van onderwijs en vorming, 2016). The inspectorate specifically states in
their annual report that the dialogue between all partners will be beneficial if all share the same
expectations and the same concepts and therefore to achieve this goal ‘a connecting factor’ is
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needed (Vlaams Ministerie van onderwijs en vorming, 2016). Thus, in consultation with the
stakeholders in the field, the inspectorate developed a reference model for quality in education
(Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming - Onderwijsinspectie, 2016). Given that, in
Flanders (Belgium), there is no model for quality of OBL on which stakeholders agree, the field
can benefit by bringing together stakeholders’ views on the quality of OBL.
1.2.3.3 Internal Improvement at the interface between the meso and micro level.
As demand increases, staff of CAE at both micro and meso levels, along with scientifically
grounded quality instruments with indicators and guidelines to manage the quality of OBL, are
urgently needed. However, quality models suited for OBL in AE are rare in the literature.
It is also not clear how CAE address quality management. In the context of AE in
Flanders (Belgium), the inspectorate reports, amongst other things, on quality assurance in a
large-scale study comprising a representative sample of CAE (N=30). The Flemish inspectorate
conducted this research to investigate the implementation of Dutch as a second language in AE
(Flanders) (De Niel et al., 2016). Despite the difference between Dutch as a second language
and OBL, the study is relevant for quality management of OBL. This is because, first and
foremost, the variables used by the inspectorate to operationalise quality management are
relevant for OBL (see table 6.28 in chapter 6). Second, the focus of the studies in this
dissertation is the quality management of OBL from the moment CAE decide to adopt OBL to
innovate their educational provision.
The report presents a current state of the quality assurance phase in the CQI-cycle in
CAE in Flanders (De Niel et al., 2016). The assessment of the QA-phase in CQI management
was informed by four variables derived from the literature and operationalised in four research
questions as follows:
(1) Does quality policy pay attention to Dutch as a second language?
(2) To what extent do course teams at the programme level support the internal quality
assurance procedure?
(3) What evidence or data does the CAE collect and what happens with these data?
(4) How strong is the innovative capacity of the CAE?
The Flemish inspectorate translated these research questions into four quality
indicators: quality policy, programme course teams, innovative capacity, and data and
evaluations (De Niel et al., 2016). A matrix with criteria (appendix 3) for these indicators was
used to assess the internal quality management approach in the CAE. This matrix allows a
qualitative assessment at the nominal level: strong (A), sufficient (B), insufficient (C), and
largely insufficient (D) (De Niel et al., 2016). As shown in table 1.1, the Flemish inspectorate
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reports that the quality management (quality policy) at the meso level is sufficient to strong in
most CAE and that course teams (micro level) either strongly or sufficiently support the meso
level (course teams). The majority of CAE have sufficient capacity to innovate which means
that a culture focused on innovation and improvement was installed in the CAE (innovative
capacity). However, CAE struggle with the use of data in quality management (evidence or
data):
“Collecting data, analysing and interpreting these data scores globally low in our
study. For this variable, it is very difficult for CAE to complete the PDCA-cycle.
The danger lies in the fact that CAE start with the 'DO' phase and collect data
without addressing it systematically. The questions 'What do we want to measure?'
and 'How are we going to measure that?' are not given enough thought. CAE
collect data but realise that thorough analysis requires time and resources. If this
was not planned, it stops at the data collection. The data is collected but analyses
are postponed. CAE keep track of data, but there is no real research culture that
involves everyone. […]” (De Niel et al., 2016, pp. 322–323)
While it is common practice in CAE to derive data from student and teacher surveys,
at times these are insufficiently comprehensible to students (De Niel et al., 2016). Finally, CAE
adopt an ad hoc approach to data analysis resulting in superficial analysis (De Niel et al., 2016).
To conclude, although large amounts of data are available, there is hardly any monitoring, not
least because data registration is not coherent and a number of concepts are ambiguously
defined (De Niel et al., 2016).
Table 1.1 The quality of the quality assurance in CQI concerning Dutch as a second language as assessed
by the Flemish inspectorate in Flanders (De Niel et al., 2016). (N=30 CAE).
Percentage of the centres with the assessment:
A
B
C
D
Strong
Sufficient Insufficient Largely insufficient
20%-40%
0%-20%
0%-20%
1. Quality policy
40%
2. Programme
course teams
3. Data/evaluations
4. Innovative capacity

20%-40%

40%-60%

0%-20%

–

0%-20%
20%-40%

0%-20%
60 %

40%-60%
0%-20%

0%-20%
–

Due to the lack of quality models for OBL in AE, CAE have to use what is available
in the context of HE. The field can therefore benefit from a comprehensive and contextualised
quality model and instruments for OBL that are in line with the principles of CQI, i.e.,
strategical adoption, quality assessment, and the improvement of OBL. Care should be taken to
ensure that quality is captured in clear concepts, including those related to pedagogy, and that
quality indicators allow effective CQI management of OBL from strategical adoption, over
quality assurance towards continuous quality improvement. Second, adult education providers
in CAE can benefit from an approach with scientifically sound guidelines for effective quality
management. More specifically, guidelines on how to use data during CQI management in
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practice. Addressing these gaps in the field of AE, while taking the necessary improvements
mentioned previously into account, makes this highly challenging and demanding doctoral
study relevant beyond the context of AE.
1.3 A conceptual framework7 that captures the quality of OBL from the student
perspective
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) recently introduced a conceptual quality framework for
OBL (figure 1.6). Their work (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) is based on experiences with
three international projects benchmarking the quality of OBL in HE. Starting from the
similarities in their findings, the researchers analysed the discourse regarding OBL in the
literature, which resulted in a conceptual framework for quality that encompassed a range of
success factors: transparency, flexibility, accessibility, interactivity, personalisation,
productivity, and participation.

Figure 1.6 The conceptual framework for OBL in HE (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) with success
factors (Ossiannilsson, 2012a) that are important for meeting the needs of students in HE. This has the
potential to capture quality in the three common areas in extant quality models that are from the
providers’ perspective.

The success factors are considered crucial in meeting the needs of students enrolled in
an OBL-programme, including those related to pedagogy (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008;
Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). This conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012) clearly differs from studies that have identified quality from a student

7

In the literature on quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g. Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, &
Brown, 2015) and 'framework' (e.g. Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In
both cases, it is a model or framework that is used for quality management. To avoid confusion, we
use 'framework' when we refer to the work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and use 'model' to
refer to the research within this doctoral study and to extant quality models developed in HE.
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perspective (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012). This is because quality of OBL is captured in
concepts that differ from the common quality areas and dimensions present in quality models.
From the students’ perspective, success factors are essential: ‘to be successful in e-learning
from an academic and educational point of view but also with regard to their [students] personal
and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren 2012, p. 49). It thus appears that these success
factors capture the students’ perspective, i.e., how students assess the quality of OBL.
Nevertheless, despite this conceptual difference, Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) claim that
the success factors relate to the common quality areas and quality dimensions in quality models.
The relationship between these quality dimensions from the providers’ perspective and the
success factors is that the latter are essential for an organisation to achieve its mission
(Ossiannilsson 2012a). If these success factors can be connected to quality areas and quality
dimensions, e.g., by a set of quality indicators, this would mean that the success factors can
also capture the perspectives of other stakeholders, i.e. how providers assess the quality of
OBL.
The conceptual quality framework for OBL by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) has
the potential to address the necessities to improve extant quality models for OBL identified in
the literature. A conceptual quality model containing clear and concise quality indicators linked
to both the success factors and the common quality areas and their dimensions can be useful
for CQI of OBL in general and AE in particular. There are two main reasons for this. The first
is that a relationship between quality indicators and the success factors (Ossiannilsson &
Landgre, 2012) is useful for the strategical adoption of OBL (to ensure that the adoption of
OBL is in line with the institutions’ goals and the pedagogical needs of students). Second, a
link between the quality indicators and success factors would allow an assessment of whether
the (pedagogical) needs of students are met, while a link with quality dimensions would indicate
relevant areas to improve in the institution to fulfil the institution’s vision.
Consequently, we assume that the success factors in the conceptual quality framework
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are useful in establishing a dialogue in the effective CQI
management of OBL provided all stakeholders agree on a limited number of concisely
formulated quality indicators that link the success factors to the common quality dimensions
(Faddar, Vanhoof, & De Maeyer, 2017; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015;
Usoro & Abid, 2008). However, because the conceptual quality framework for OBL developed
by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) was derived from research in the context of HE it needs
to be contextualised to AE (the first necessity). In so doing, the other two necessities for
improvement in the literature also need to be addressed.
The second necessity to address is the structure of the conceptual quality framework
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). In this respect it is not clear if the success factors relevant
in HE are equally relevant in the context of AE. Although Ossiannilsson (2012a) reports
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definitions of the success factors in HE these are not yet validated in the context of AE. To be
useful for dialogue in the context of AE the success factors need to be conceptualised and
defined in this context. It is also not clear how the success factors can be captured in indicators
to measure the quality of OBL. Furthermore, the relationship between the success factors and
the common quality areas and quality dimensions present in quality models needs to be made
explicit.
A third necessity relates to how the conceptual framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012) can be implemented for effective CQI management of OBL in general and adult
education in particular. More specifically, we need to determine what approach needs to
complement it to support dialogue between the stakeholders from the meso and micro levels
and the consultation of students in OBL.
1.4 Objectives and scope of the PhD study
There is currently no contextualised quality model for effective CQI management of OBL
specific to the context of AE. To bridge this scientific void, this PhD research aims first to
identify a conceptual quality model and instruments with scientifically grounded indicators for
effective CQI management. Next, we aim to identify an approach with guidelines for effective
CQI management of OBL. Finally, we aim to implement these elements for effective CQI
management in the context of AE. The purpose is to support the stakeholders, in dialogue and
through consultation with students, to strategically adopt, implement, assess, and improve the
quality of online and blended learning in a continuous loop.
Taking the recommendation to contextualise and the necessities to improve extant
quality models for OBL into account we take the conceptual quality framework by
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) as the starting point to achieve our objectives. The quality
indicators in extant quality models from HE need to be contextualised to AE. Related to this
recommendation, the contextualised quality model should offer explicit concepts, also related
to pedagogy, to allow the strategical adoption of OBL and inform stakeholders in institutions
so that they can select and prioritise areas in which to implement improvement measures in
their institution after assessing the quality of OBL. In so doing, the perspectives of all the
stakeholders, including the students, need to be taken in to account. Finally, an approach for
effective CQI management of OBL needs to be added to the quality model to implement it in
order to initiate a dialogue with all stakeholders at the interface between the meso and micro
levels and to consult students in education in general and AE in particular.
Three research questions therefore need to be addressed in this doctoral study (table
1.2). The first addresses which indicators are imperative in –and which approach should be
added to quality instruments for effective CQI management of OBL. More specifically, it aims
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to identify scientifically valid quality indicators and a quality management approach relevant
to the context of adult learning at the meso-level and at the interface between the macro and
micro levels. The second research question addresses how adult education providers can
implement these elements in quality instruments for effective CQI management of OBL at the
interface between the meso and micro level in institutions. The implementation at the interface
between the meso and the macro level, however, falls beyond the scope of this doctoral study.
In the scientific community, few studies have attempted to measure the impact of a quality
management process on the actual quality of teaching and learning (Bates, 2010, in
Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2015, p.45). Therefore, the third research question is concerned
with the effect of the CQI management approach on the quality of online and blended learning
in adult education. These research questions are covered and discussed in several studies.
Table 1.2 Research questions
Which indicators (a) should be included in –and what approach (b) should be added
RQ1
to instruments for effective CQI management of online and blended
programme/courses at the meso-level and at the interface between the macro and
micro level?
How can adult education providers implement these elements in instruments for
RQ2
effective CQI management of online and blended programme/courses at the interface
between the meso-level and micro level?
What are the effects of the CQI management on the quality of online and blended
RQ3
learning programme/courses offered in adult education?
1.4.1 Relevance of the study
The main aim of the current PhD project is to contextualise and validate the conceptual quality
framework proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and to develop and validate quality
instruments in AE. The resulting conceptual quality model for effective CQI management may
serve as a ‘connecting factor’ to foster quality dialogue and align approaches for quality
management at the intersections of the meso with both the micro level and students
(institutional CQI), and with the macro level (complementary evaluation). By addressing the
limitations in existing research, the added value of this doctoral study will have relevance
beyond the context of AE.
At the interface between the meso and the micro level it is essential for institutions to
strategically adopt OBL to meet students’ needs. If, at the level of the success factors, quality
instruments provide clear concepts, quality expectations between stakeholders and students can
be clarified and assessed at the indicator level. First, at the level of the success factors, it can
enable the dialogue between internal stakeholders, at the meso and micro level, to set goals,
identify resources and strategies, and measure progress towards the institutions mission and
vision for OBL. Second, it will be useful to consult students to assess whether the quality of
OBL is in line with their needs. The conceptual quality model and its instruments can provide
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a narrative for such dialogue and for consultation with the students. Third, at the level of the
quality dimensions, areas needing improvement can be identified.
At the interface between the meso with the macro level, the success factors offer
concepts that can be used to indicate how OBL was strategically adopted and the quality was
assessed. The connections with the quality dimensions allow to substantiate how the available
resources are used to develop, implement, support, and effectively improve the quality of OBL.
1.5 Research design and structure of the dissertation
In this section, we provide a general overview of the central methodological choices and briefly
introduce the methods employed to address the research questions. A detailed description of
the methods is included for each of the studies. Each study thus provides a partial answer to the
research questions.
1.5.1 Integration of quantitative and qualitative methods
Inglis (2008) notes that a variety of qualitative and quantitative approaches are used to develop
and validate quality models. The main methods that have been used are: ‘reviewing the research
literature related to effectiveness in online learning, seeking input from an expert panel,
undertaking empirical research, undertaking survey research, conducting pilot projects and
drawing on case studies’ (Inglis, 2008, p. 357). Because no single set of procedures is accepted
in the scientific community, Inglis (2008) calls for a mix of objective and robust methodological
approaches:
‘It is important that developers of quality frameworks not fall into the trap of
substituting intuition and guesswork for evidence-based validation processes. If
the validity of judgments about quality depends on the appropriateness of the
make-up of the quality framework that is being used, then it is turn dependent on
the adequacy of the procedure used to validate the framework.’ (p. 361).
In addition to a call for scientifically sound methods, Inglis (2008) recommends opting
for methods that enable researchers to address the different issues that impact the validation
process. These recommendations relate to the context, the expiration date, and the structure
of quality models. First, the validation process of a quality model takes place within a context,
or setting, that has an impact on the results (Inglis, 2008). In this particular case it means that
the quality framework is derived from higher education (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). It
is therefore important to verify whether the concepts are relevant for the context of adult
education. Quality indicators that have proven their value in HE must be contextualised to AE.
Second, Inglis (2008) recommends revalidating quality models at intervals because quality
indicators do not apply indefinitely. This means that, next to contextualisation, it is important
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to verify whether quality indicators are still relevant. If they are not, rephrasing might prove
necessary or else the quality indicators should be dropped. Finally, the aim of validating quality
models is to ensure that their structure is in line with the way quality models are to be used
(Inglis, 2008), in this case the principles of effective CQI management mentioned previously.
Thus, it is crucial that the structure of the quality model with quality instruments for quality
management in adult education suits different purposes. This conceptual quality (reference)
model needs to be able to support dialogue to strategically adopt, assess, and improve the
quality of OBL.

1.5.2 Methods for validation studies and the structure of the dissertation
In line with Inglis (2008), an optimal mix of quantitative and qualitative validation methods is
employed. To cover all research questions (table 1.2) we opt for a mixed methods approach
(figure 1.7) across different studies (figure 1.8). The specific research questions for each of
these studies are presented in the separate chapters.

Figure 1.7 Overview of the quantitative and qualitative methods used to validate the conceptual quality
framework proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) (adapted from Inglis, 2008).

In line with the objectives of this doctoral thesis, both tools (quality instruments) and
guidelines for practice (quality management approach) are needed in adult education.
Therefore, we opt for an overarching design-based research approach (Amiel & Reeves, 2008;
Barab & Squire, 2004; Herrington, McKenney, Reeves & Oliver, 2007; Reeves, 2006). Designbased research is defined by Barb and Squire (2004) as ‘a series of approaches, with the intent
of producing new theories, artifacts, and practices that account for and potentially impact
learning and teaching in naturalistic settings’ (p. 2). Design-based research employs a mixed
methods approach and is focused on designing, validating, and ultimately implementing tools
and guidelines in real educational contexts (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). Design-based
research helps to bridge the gap between theoretical understanding and practical applications
by delivering research results that are relevant to practitioners in the field (Herrington et al.,
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2007). In line with Barab and Squire (2004), the findings of the different studies will be used
to produce artifacts (a conceptual quality model, quality indicators, and quality instruments for
OBL in AE) and guidelines for practice to be used for effective CQI management of OBL in
education in general and AE in particular (figure 1.8).
The different studies within this doctoral study resulted in a series of papers that have
been converted into chapters. For this reason, there is a degree of overlap between the different
chapters. We categorise Chapters 2 through 5 as development studies and Chapter 6 as an
implementation study. All these studies were conducted to validate the conceptual quality
framework proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). The first four chapters are based
on three research papers in which the conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012) is developed and validated in AE, and on one conceptual paper in which the
implementation of the conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) for
effective CQI of OBL is conceptualised. In the fifth chapter, we report the actual
implementation in two CAE (Flanders, Belgium).
To provide the dissertation with a logical structure, the chapters are ordered in
accordance with the different phases of a typical CQI-cycle: plan-do-check-reflect and act
(Sonpal-Valias, 2009). Ordering the chapters this way means that the artifacts and guidelines
for practice derived from the studies are also logically ordered.
1.5.2 Overview of the chapters
For each of the chapters we introduce the focus of the corresponding study, the design
(including samples), and the data analysis techniques. At the end of this chapter (table 1.3) we
present an overview of the research questions (RQ) related to the chapters and their studies, and
the derived artifacts and guidelines for effective CQI management of OBL in AE.
Chapter 2 (Study 1) ‘Validation of a Conceptual Quality Framework for Online and
Blended Learning with Success Factors and Indicators in Adult Education: A Qualitative
Study’ aims to ascertain whether Ossiannilsson and Landgren’s (2012) conceptual framework
for quality in e-learning to meet students’ needs is relevant in the context of AE. In line with
Inglis (2008), the validation was conducted by referring to appropriate research literature and
the tacit knowledge of experts in the field of AE. For that purpose, qualitative data were
obtained from group interviews (N=12 groups) in five CAE.
The principles of theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) were used to select
CAE and respondents. Professionals from the meso level, namely policy makers and quality
assurance coordinators (N=17), and from the micro level, namely teachers and faculty (N=20)
were interviewed. The conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) was
used to conduct a thematic analysis of the interviews as this enabled a deductive matrix analysis
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Figure 1.8 Overview of the research questions (RQ) related to the chapters with the corresponding studies and the artifacts and guidelines for effective CQI management
of online and blended learning (OBL) in education in general and adult education (AE) in specific.
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to be combined with the principles of grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Findings from
the literature and the interviews were then integrated to validate a conceptual quality model for
OBL that was contextualised for AE.
Chapter 3 (Study 2) ‘Consensus among Stakeholders about Success Factors and
Indicators for Quality of Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education: a Delphi study’
validates the conceptual quality model at the level of the success factors, their definitions, and
the connection to the quality indicators. This study was undertaken to verify the results from
the previous study against the opinion of all relevant stakeholder groups in AE.
Consistent with Inglis (2008), the Delphi method was chosen as this facilitates dialogue
to achieve a consensus between experts (von der Gracht, 2012) regarding quality indicators and
success factors. Respondents were recruited exclusively from the context of AE in Flanders
(Belgium) as the validation context has an impact on the results (Inglis, 2008). In line with Hsu
and Sandford (2007), representatives from four groups were invited to participate: the Flemish
inspectorate (macro level), professionals at policy (meso level) and programme levels (micro
level), and adult students from five AE institutions. The indicators and the success factors from
the first study were used as a survey tool in this study. Hierarchical stopping criteria were used
to assess the responses of the participants during the Delphi study (Dajani, Sincoff, & Talley,
1979). The findings from this study led to the development of a quality instrument for the
strategical adoption of OBL (qiSA-OBL) in AE.
Chapter 4 (Study 3) ‘Conceptual Model for Effective Quality management of Online
and Blended Learning’ addresses how a conceptual quality framework (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012) that captures the needs of students can be implemented for effective CQI of
OBL. This question is relevant for two reasons. First, while quality management needs both
dialogue between professionals in an institution and consultation with students, the literature
indicates there are practical problems with this (Ehlers, 2007; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Moskal et
al., 2013). Second, although effective CQI implies that QA and QI follow and inform each other
as part of an on-going continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016), scholars report that
effective CQI is difficult in practice (Abdous, 2009; Elassy, 2015; Jara & Mellar, 2009;
Williams, 2016).
Thus, the question of how to implement necessitates an approach that requires critical
scrutiny of the literature to arrive at a possible answer. We therefore opt for a conceptual paper
because, according to Gilson and Goldberg (2015), this enables to take a problem-focused
approach and link and integrate work across fields to find solutions and highlight directions for
future research. The findings from this study resulted in the development of a generic
conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQIm-OBL) in education in
general.
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Chapter 5 (Study 3) ‘Investigating the Relationship between Success Factors and
Student Participation in Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education: A Pilot Study’ serves
three related purposes. Validation of the connections between quality indicators and i) the
success factors and ii) the quality dimensions is important if the quality of OBL is to be assessed
in a valid and reliable manner. Confirmation of the connections with the quality dimensions is
important in enabling the results of the quality assessment to be used for quality improvement,
which is the third purpose of this study.
Structural equation modelling (SEM) has been successfully used to validate quality
models in line with the three purposes described (Ardi et al., 2012; Lagrosen, Seyyed‐Hashemi,
& Leitner, 2004; Tsinidou, Gerogiannis, & Fitsilis, 2010). This study was conducted in Flanders
(Belgium) on six OBL programmes in four CAE. CAE were selected using purposive sampling
(Matthews & Ross, 2010) and involved students (N=191) from six OBL programmes: at the
level of secondary education (N=2), level five of the European Qualification Framework (N=2),
and teacher training (N=2). These students have successfully completed, or were about to
complete, their OBL programme. Data were collected through a survey; the items were derived
from our second study along with 11 items to measure participation as perceived by the
students.
The findings from this study resulted in the development of an instrument to assess the
quality of OBL for quality assurance and to inform quality improvement (qiQA&I-OBL). The
instrument can be used as a survey to consult students in order to check and assess the quality
of OBL in a valid and reliable manner and presents practitioners with a guideline that will help
them choose the most relevant themes for effective quality improvement.
Chapter 6 (Study 4) ‘The Implementation of a Conceptual Model For Effective Quality
Management during Quality Assurance of Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education:
An Exploratory Case study’ was set up for two reasons. First, to investigate how the validated
quality model (Study 1) with the derived instruments (Studies 2 and 3) for effective CQI
management (conceptual paper) can be implemented in real-life contexts. Second, to
investigate the effect of the CQI management (conceptual paper) approach on the quality of
online and blended learning programmes/courses offered in adult education as perceived by
students (Study 3).
A case study approach is most appropriate as it can be used for both descriptive and
explorative research (Yin, 2009). Case studies are appropriate when: ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions
are posed, the investigator is involved in the research, has little control over events, and the
research focuses on a contemporary phenomenon in a real-life context (Yin, 2009).
The three programmes in CAE that were awarded project-based funding by the
government in June 2016 were the focus of this study as these had decided to adopt OBL. Two
CAE decided to participate after an intake. During this intake, respondents were first provided
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Table 1.3 Summary of the different chapters in relation to the research design and sample, data-analysis techniques, and research questions (RQ).
Chapters (studies, their focus and the derived artifacts and guidelines for practice)
Research design and sample
Data-analysis techniques
RQ
Chapter 1 – General introduction (Background and problem statement, literature review and conceptual model, objectives and scope of the PhD research and research design)
Chapter 2 – Study 1 validates the Conceptual Quality Framework for Online and Blended
Qualitative research design: semi-structured
Combination of deductive matrix analysis
Learning with Success Factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) in Adult Education. The
interviews
with the principles of grounded theory
aim is to confirm the concepts (success factors), detect quality indicators and how these are
(Charmaz, 2006): open, axial and
sample:
related to the quality dimensions and quality areas present in most quality frameworks.
Policy makers and QA coordinators (N=17)
selective coding (Corbin &Strauss, 1990).
Nvivo 10 for Mac
Derived artifact: Faculty at the programme level (N=20)
a conceptual quality model for OBL in AE from CAE (N=5)
1A
Chapter 3 – Study 2 validate the conceptual quality model for OBL, taking a set of quality Mixed method research design: Delphi method Qualitative analysis based on quantitative
indicators and analysing them in terms of seven success factors (Credibility, Accessibility, (von der Gracht, 2012)
hierarchical stopping criteria (adapted
Transparency, Flexibility, Interactivity, Personalisation, Productivity).
sample: 5 CAE, respondents:
from Dajani, Sincoff, & Talley, 1979).
The aim is to consult stakeholders from all levels in education to agree on the success factors
Macro level (1st round N=1, 4th round N=1)
Limesurvey and SPSS 23
and the indicators relevant for the quality of OBL in AE.
Meso level (1st round N=12, 4th round N=8)
st
th
Derived artifact: Micro level (1 round N=19, 4 round N=14)
a quality instrument for strategical adoption of OBL(qiSA-OBL) in AE Students (1st round N=29, 4th round N=14)
Chapter 4 – In the conceptual paper the implementation of the conceptual quality
A conceptual paper allows taking a
Qualitative research design:
framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) is conceptualised.
Conceptual paper
problem-focused approach and link and
1B
integrate work across fields in order to
Guideline for practice: sample: a conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQIm-OBL)
highlight directions for future research
2
(Gilson & Goldberg, 2015).
Chapter 5 – study 3 serves two purposes. First, validation of the conceptual quality model at
Quantitative research design: Partial least
Three step analysis: assessment of the
the level of the success factors and the quality indicators. Second, examination of the
squares structural eqaution modeling
measurement models, structural model
structure of the conceptual quality model at the level of the success factors and (perceived)
sample: adult students from different groups
and IPMA analysis (Hair et al., 2014)
1A
student participation.
(N=3) enrolled in an OBL programme (N=6)
SmartPLS 3.1.9 (Ringle et al., 2015)
Derived artifact: from CAE (N=4)
a quality instrument to assess the quality of OBL for quality assurance and to inform quality
improvement (qiQA&I-OBL) in AE
Chapter 6 – study 4 is designed to investigate how teams implement the conceptual quality
Qualitative research design: Descriptive and
Single case analysis, matrix analysis to
model for effective CQI management of OBL during quality assurance and the effects on the
exploratory mulitple case study (Yin, 2009).
match empirically observed events to the
2
quality of an OBL programme as perceived by students.
sample: 2 teams in 2 CAE
predicted events (Yin, 2009). Descriptive
statistics (Mean and Standard deviation)
Guideline for practice:
a conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQIm-OBL) in AE
are used to assess the effects,
3
And Cross case analysis (Yin, 2009).
Nvivo 11 for Windows and Microsoft
Excel for Mac (14.7.2)
Chapter 7 – general conclusion and discussion (Rationale of the research, summary and discussion of the main results in relation to the research questions, limitations of the research and suggestions for
future research and implications for practice and policy)
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with information about the conceptual quality model and, supported by the researcher, were
then asked to assemble a team consisting of faculty from the meso level and/or the micro level.
The cM-eCQIm-OBL (conceptual paper) informed the single case analysis. This
focused on how adult education providers implemented the conceptual quality model (Study
1) and the qiSA-OBL (Study 2) (Yin, 2009). To investigate the effect of the CQI management
on the quality of OBL the single case analysis then focused on the elements of the qiQA&IOBL (study 3) (Yin, 2009).
To confirm the generic implementation principles, a cross case analysis was conducted
to match the empirically observed events in both teams to the predicted events (conceptual
paper) (Yin, 2009). To discuss the effect of quality management on the programme/courses as
perceived by the students these findings are compared with the results from our third study. To
gain insight into the transferability of the findings to other contexts the current state of the
quality assurance process in both CAE was then assessed in accordance with De Niel et al.
(2016). The findings from this study resulted in the development of a conceptual model for
effective CQI management of OBL in CAE (Flanders).
Chapter 7, ‘General discussions and conclusions’ revisits the rationale for the research.
We provide a comprehensive summary and discuss the main results and conclusions in relation
to the research questions. The focus will be on what has been learned from this research. We
then consider the limitations of this research, propose future research studies, and present a
series of recommendations for practice and policy.
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Chapter 2
Validation of a Conceptual Quality Framework for Online and Blended
Learning with Success Factors and Indicators in Adult Education: a
qualitative study8
Abstract
This qualitative study was designed to identify a framework for the quality of
OBL in adult education (AE), which is of interest to the needs of students.
Following a review of the literature, we opted for the conceptual framework as
proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). This framework suggests
success factors for OBL that are of interest to the needs of students. Qualitative
data was collected through group interviews (N=12 groups) with stakeholders
involved in AE. Professionals from five institutions, at the policy level (N=17)
or programme level (N=20) were interviewed. Findings were discussed and
agreed upon by the researchers to validate a conceptual quality model for OBL
in AE. At the level of the success factors, it is useful to underpin the adoption of
OBL, to formulate a mission statement. The indicators can help set goals,
identify resources and strategies and measure whether the provision aligns with
adult students’ needs. All success factors and indicators are linked to quality
areas and dimensions most extant quality models are built on. At this level the
model is useful to mainstream the quality of OBL into traditional frameworks.
Keywords: Quality, Success Factors, Blended Learning, E-learning, Online
Learning, Quality enhancement.
2.1 Introduction
Online and blended learning (OBL) is highly valued in education but at the same time
challenges educational institutions. It is valued e.g. to enhance accessibility and flexibility in
education (Graham & Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007), to reduce the costs of instruction (Shea,
2007) and even to transform traditional approaches to instruction and teaching (Garrison &
Kanuka, 2004; Graham & Robison, 2007). OBL is appealing for institutions in order to tailor
the educational provision to the needs of (adult) students in terms of pedagogy and to support

8

Blieck, Y., Ooghe, I., Zhu, C., Depryck, K., Struyven, K., Pynoo, B., & Van Laer, H. (2017). Validation
of a Conceptual Quality Framework for Online and Blended Learning with Success Factors and
Indicators in Adult Education: A Qualitative Study. The Turkish Online Journal of Educational
Technology, 16(3), 162–182.
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them to balance education with other responsibilities. OBL is equally highly challenging for
institutions because quality management requires a systemic approach and the involvement of
many, including students (Deepwell, 2007; Jara & Mellar, 2009). Yet it is not easy in education
to consult students, and even more difficult in the case of OBL as a result of the limited presence
of students (Bloxham, 2010; Jara & Mellar, 2009).
Knowledge of what defines quality of OBL from the student perspective is therefore
beneficial but was lacking until recently. This knowledge can support institutions to underpin
the adoption of OBL and set goals, identify resources and strategies and measure whether the
provision aligns with (adult) students’ needs (Moskal, Dziuban, & Hartman, 2013).
We first present commonalities in extant quality models for OBL from the providers’
perspective reported in literature. Then we will discuss a conceptual framework9 for quality
of OBL to meet students’ needs (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). Finally, we will address
both empirical studies and studies on extant quality models that define quality of OBL for
(adult) students in the context of HE in relation to the conceptual framework and the
commonalities in extant quality models.
2.2 Literature review
With the rise of OBL in HE came the need to address the quality of this learning mode in the
institutions quality management (Jara & Mellar, 2009). Effective quality management implies
that quality assurance (QA), i.e. the assessment of quality, and quality improvement (QI) follow
and inform each other as part of a continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). Such
continuous cycle of quality improvement is well known as continuous quality improvement
(CQI) (Sonpal-Valias, 2009).
Institutions, governments and QA agencies needed to know how to assess the quality
of OBL (Parker, 2004 in Jara & Mellar, 2009). In order to meet this need, several quality models
were developed for OBL-education in higher education (HE) worldwide (Ossiannilsson,
Williams, Camilleri & Brown, 2015). These models differ by scope, structure, type of
institution they are aimed at and intended way of use (Inglis, 2005). Nonetheless the differences
between quality models, scholars noted that they have similar ‘constituents’ (Frydenberg, 2002;
Jung, 2011; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). According to Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) these
can be clustered in three quality areas (management, services and products) and six quality

9

In the literature on quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g. Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, &
Brown, 2015) and 'framework' (e.g. Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In
both cases it is a model or framework that is used for quality management. To avoid confusion, we
use 'framework' when we refer to the work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) while we use the
'model' to refer to the research within this doctoral study and extant quality models developed in HE.
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dimensions (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015): management, student support, support to teachers and
staff, curriculum design, course design and delivery.
2.2.1 Quality of OBL from the providers’ perspective in Higher Education
The concept of quality dimensions originates from the CQI10 movement in industry during the
previous century (Bloxham, 2010; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002). Srikanthan and Dalrymple
(2002) advocate for holistic quality models that address service and pedagogical aspects.
Quality models are traditionally presented from an institutional perspective by the quality areas
and quality dimensions (Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). This is
important because the deployment and CQI process (of OBL) demands a holistic, often also
called systemic or process approach. The consensus in the scientific community for this
statement (Hansson, 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) is clearly expressed by Hansson (2008a):
‘When implementing e-learning, it is important to adopt a holistic approach. … aspects … are
part of a puzzle in which all the pieces have to fit together. When one part of the puzzle changes,
e.g. technology, student behaviour, knowledge needs, society, finances or staff requirements,
all other parts needs to be re-aligned accordingly’ (Hansson, 2008a, p. 56).
CQI models cover management processes, but miss the focus on the student learning
experience (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002). Dumont and Sangra (2006) came to the same
conclusion when assessing different quality models in European HE. Scholars report that
quality models in HE are often conceived from the perspective of the provider (i.e. institutions,
government) (Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011). Ehlers and Pawloski (2006) state that the student
perspective of quality does not necessarily coincide with other stakeholders’ views. In view of
recent literature which emphasises that educational quality is the result of a negotiation process
between all participating parties in education (Ehlers, 2009a, 2009b) the student perspective is
important.
Moskal et al. (Moskal et al., 2013) refer to alignment as ‘institutional alignment’, which
implies that institutional (meso level), faculty (micro level) and student goals are aligned.
Institutional alignment requires a culture focused on quality in which key stakeholders actively
participate in dialogue (Ehlers, 2009a, 2009b; Moskal et al., 2013). However, the limited
opportunities to interact with students in OBL puts pressure on their involvement (Jara &
Mellar, 2009). It is thus important that quality models comply with the needs of students.
However, the question what contributes to quality of OBL from a students’ point of view
remained unanswered until recently.

10

CQI and total quality management (TQM) have become synonymous in academia and business
(Bloxham, 2010). For this reason, we consider that TQM and CQI can be used interchangeably. While
some scholars referred to in this study use the term CQI, others use TQM. For readability in this study,
we chose to use the concept CQI.
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2.2.2 Quality of OBL from the students perspective in Higher Education
2.2.2.1 Conceptual framework of Ossianilsson & Landgren (2012)
The work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) focuses on the quality models for OBL in HE.
These authors compared the output of international benchmarking projects, the e-learning
quality model (ELQ) outlined by the Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (NAHE)
(Hansson, 2008) and analysed literature from that comparison. A conceptual framework with a
range of critical success factors: accessibility, flexibility, interactivity, transparency,
participation, personalisation and productivity for quality in e-learning to meet students’ needs
emerged (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). The latter three success factors are related to
pedagogy (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008). Success is described by Ossiannillsson and Landgren
(2012) as: ‘to be successful in e-learning from an academic and educational point of view but
also with regard to their personal and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012, p. 49).
The authors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) suggest that the success factors should be
embedded in all quality areas and quality dimensions: managerial levels (strategic planning and
development), services (staff support and student support) and products (curriculum and course
design, course delivery).
This conceptual framework presents a view to what ‘constituents’ add to quality of
OBL when looked at from the students’ perspective. While the authors describe the success
factors, definitions of the concepts are not given (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). How the
quality dimensions are connected to the success factors is neither made explicit. The selfassessment tool e-xcellence (Kear et al., 2016; Ubachs et al., 2007; Williams, Kear & Rosewell,
2012), developed by the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU), is
built upon this conceptual framework and contains benchmarks. Yet, the assessment tool is
presented from the traditional institutional perspective i.e. quality areas and quality dimensions
instead of the students’ perspective.
2.2.2.2 Empirical studies on quality dimensions from the (adult) student perspective in Higher
Education.
The framework of Ossiannilsson and Landgren these (2012) can be fine-tuned for application
in the context of adult education. While several of the quality dimensions reported in these
studies coincide with the success factors reported by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) also
differences appear.
In an empirical study Ehlers (2004) interviewed experienced students in OBL in the
European context of HE. From these interviews Ehlers (2004) constructed a questionnaire,
analysed the answers of students by principal component -and cluster analysis and identified
seven quality fields (key factors) for OBL: tutor support, cooperation, technology, costs-
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expectations-value, information transparency, course structure and didactics, and thirty quality
dimensions. Several of these quality fields, with their underlying quality dimensions seem to
coincide with the success factors reported by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) (see table
2.4). Ehlers (2004) identified different student preference profiles for the quality of OBL.
Although the perception of quality can differ between students it can be defined by a limited
number of quality fields or ‘constituents’.
Table 2.4 Comparison of success factors reported by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) with reported
quality fields and quality dimensions by Ehlers (2004) and quality dimensions by Jung (2011).
Ossiannilsson and Landgren
Ehlers (2004)
Jung (2011)
(2012)
Reported success factors
Reported
Reported quality
quality fields or quality dimensions
dimensions
Institutional credibility
A. Flexibility (F)
B. Transparency (T)
Information transparency (QF 5)
Information and
publicity
C. Accessibility (A)
D. Personalisation (Pe)
Student vs. Content centeredness (D3) E. Interactivity (I)
Collaboration (QF 2)
Interaction
Interaction centeredness (D1)
F. Productivity (Pr)
G. Participation (Pa)
Quality areas/Quality dimensions
Reported
quality fields
Management
Institutional QA
 Strategic planning and
mechanism
development
Services
Tutor support (QF 1)
Student support
 Student support
Staff support
 Support to teachers and staff
Products
 Programme design
Course
structure
(QF
6)
 Course design
Didactics (QF 7)
Learning tasks
Technology (QF 3)
 Delivery
Costs – expectations – value (QF 4)
Moderation of learning processes
(D2)

Based on literature Jung (2011) developed a questionnaire with seven quality
dimensions: institutional support, course development, course structure, teaching and learning,
student support, faculty support, and evaluation and assessment. Responses of students familiar
with OBL were analysed by exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis to determine the
number of common factors and to examine the structure of those factors and intercorrelations
among them. Jung (2011) empirically identified the following quality dimensions important to
Korean adult students in HE: information and publicity, student support, staff support,
institutional quality assurance mechanisms, institutional credibility, learning tasks and
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interaction. Several of these quality dimensions also coincide with the success factors reported
by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) (see table 2.4).
Next to the similarities presented above, differences also emerged. No reference
towards attributes for accessibility is found in Jungs’ study (2011) and Ehlers (2004) indicates
that students acknowledge the importance of technology for quality of OBL only when it is
lacking. Productivity and participation were also not mentioned by Jung (2011) and Ehlers
(2004).
One might expect that flexibility is a prerequisite for the quality of OBL, crucial for
adult students to keep professional obligations balanced with educational engagement.
However, indicators related to flexibility e.g. ‘flexibility of the learning pace’ were excluded
from the final indicator list in Jungs’ study (2011). Little reference towards attributes for
flexibility is found in Ehlers (2004) study. Inglis (2008) indicates that the validation processes
of quality frameworks take place against (geographical) contexts which have an impact on the
result(ing) current practices, e.g. the way OBL is conceived in a region, can have an impact on
what is reported as important. This might be the reason why the indicator ‘flexibility of the
learning pace’ was excluded in Jungs’ study (2011) and not reported by Ehlers (2004) as both
studies were conducted in the context of HE. A context in which the flexibility of the learning
pace for students is likely limited. Contextualization of the findings to the context of adult
education seems thus necessary.
Another difference reported by Jung (2011) relates to the quality dimension ‘course
design’. It appeared that content and structure of courses was not important for adult students
per se. Jung (2011) concluded that the design of learning tasks might be crucial for adult
students instead. It should be noted that attributes of learning tasks (Jung, 2011) are similar to
the concept of personalisation: Problem-based learning tasks, individualised learning tasks and
collaborative learning tasks. Neither assessment and evaluation nor technological support
appeared to be critical for adult students (Jung, 2011).
Jung (2011) reports that ‘institutional quality assurance (QA) mechanism’ and
‘institutional credibility’ were important for adult students. These were not reported by Ehlers
(2004). Respondents valued that the institution was accredited at the national level and had
installed a QA policy with clear policies and guidelines (Jung, 2011). It is not clear how
‘institutional credibility’ is to be seen. It can be either interpreted as a quality dimension i.e.
‘management’ in Ossiannilsson and Landgrens’ (2012) conceptual framework or a new success
factor i.e. ‘credibility’. Credibility, according to Jung (Jung, 2011), stands for external
accreditation, international recognition and strong leadership.
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2.2.2.3 Studies on extant quality models, their quality aspects and quality indicators that define
quality of OBL for adult students in the context of HE.
Findings in Ehlers (2004) and Jungs’ (2011) study support the claim of Ossiannilsson and
Landgren (2012) that several success factors for quality of OBL in HE exist. Studies in HE
about extant quality models/systems or quality aspects/indicators that define quality of OBL
for AE provide additional support (table 2.5).
Table 2.5 Overview of articles (author and title) and comparison with success factors reported by
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and Jung (2011)
nr.
Author
Title
Success factors
C1 F2 T3 A4 I5 Pe6 Pr7 Pa8
1.

2.

Korres, Karalis,
Leftheriotou, &
Barriocanal (2009)
Dzakiria (2012)

3.

Zhang & Cheng
(2012)

4.

Volungeviciene,
Tereseviciene, &
Tait, (2014)
Stodel, Thompson,
& MacDonald
(2006)

5.

6.

7.

Integrating Adults' Characteristics
and the Requirements for Their
X
Effective Learning in an e-Learning
Environment
Illuminating the importance of
learning interaction to open distance
learning (ODL) success: a qualitative
perspectives of adult learners in
Perlis, Malaysia
Quality assurance in e-learning PDPP
X
evaluation model and its application

Framework of quality assurance of
TEL integration into an educational X
organization
Learners' perspectives on what is
missing from online learning:
X
interpretations
through
the
community of inquiry framework
MacDonald &
Structure, content, delivery, service
Thompson (2005)
and outcomes: Quality e-learning in
higher education
Harroff, P.A. (2002) Dimensions of quality for web-based
X
adult education

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X X

X

X X

X

X

1

Credibility (Jung, 2011), 2Flexibility, 3Transparency, 4Accessibility, 5Interactivtiy, 6Personalisation,
Productivity, 8Participation

7

Credibility, Volungevience et al. (2014) provide an argument to see ‘credibility' as a
new success factor related to the quality dimension ‘management’ because they plead for a
clear vision on the reason for implementing OBL. This is in line with Zhang and Cheng (2012)
who advocate for clear OBL implementation processes and guidelines. Strong leadership is
apparent when teachers who experiment and implement OBL are credited (Harroff, 2002).
Besides strong leadership, installation of adequate resources is considered necessary by several
authors, ranging from staff support through clear roles (Korres, Karalis, Leftheriotou, &
Barriocanal, 2009; Volungeviciene et al., 2014), adequate technical training (Harroff, 2002)
and training in applying new pedagogy (Korres et al., 2009; Stodel, Thompson, & MacDonald,
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2006). Finally, credibility refers to an internal QA system with a focus on written QA guidelines
for OBL (Jung, 2011), specific quality measures (Jung, 2011; Volungeviciene et al., 2014;
Zhang & Cheng, 2012) and consultation with different stakeholders such as students (Harroff,
2002) and staff (Jung, 2011). All these quality attributes are important to install a sustainable
OBL programme, and can be considered management responsibilities, no different from a
standard education programme, but with a specific focus for OBL. It is clear that this success
factor is important from a providers’ perspective and is indirectly relevant for students.
However Jungs’ (2011) study indicates that adult students also consider these attributes
important.
Transparency is important for adult students because it gives them a clear idea of what
to expect and to consider if the programme can be combined with their professional and
personal occupations. It is crucial to provide correct information, before and during the
programme, about: admission requirements (Harroff, 2002), costs (Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011),
programme length, expectations of technical knowledge and information on course
requirements (Harroff, 2002).
Accessibility can be looked at from different perspectives. Products such as courses
should be easily accessible and easy to use (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Volungeviciene
et al., 2014). This is equally true for services such as learning support (Harroff, 2002;
MacDonald & Thompson, 2005) that are provided. Stodel et al. (2006) focus on accessibility
of the design on a deeper, pedagogical, level. The use of technology must be in line with the
chosen pedagogy by using appropriate tools e.g. tools for synchronous and asynchronous
communication.
Personalisation seems also present in the literature on OBL in AE. It ranges from
content (Korres et al., 2009) or design (Stodel et al., 2006) that meets expectations and interests
of the students, over providing authentic and personally meaningful problems (Jung, 2011), to
even rapid redesign to adapt to the students’ needs (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005). Not only
does the design refer to personalisation, also the students’ support is personalised or need based
(Jung, 2011).
The instructional design needs to provoke activation or interactivity of the students
with the materials by providing authentic materials (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005) or to
initiate interaction between students by collaborative tasks (Korres et al., 2009) and meaningful
dialogue (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005). The student-student interaction is also intended as
technical support (Stodel et al., 2006) or emotional support (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005).
Finally literature refers to student-teacher interaction with a focus on the quality of the feedback
from the tutors (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005).
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Productivity is mentioned in relation to an indicator i.e. problem based learning (Jung,
2011) or higher-order thinking (analysis, synthesis, evaluation) (Korres et al., 2009) and
complex tasks integrated with assessments (Volungeviciene et al., 2014).
The way McLoughlin and Lee (2008) describe participation (communication,
collaboration, connectivity and community) is similar to the way interactivity is described by
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) (interactivity with content,
peers and teachers). It appears thus that ‘participation’ and ‘interactivity’ are closely related.
However, both success factors do not seem interchangeable. It can be argued that participation
is key to turning all factors into success factors for OBL given that the right decisions are made,
either by enabling participation (flexibility, accessibility, transparency) in education or by
inviting students to participate actively in the learning process (interactivity, personalisation,
productivity). This is in line with the concepts of enabling blend and transforming blend
reported by Graham et al. (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007).
In summary, it appears that quality models for OBL are often conceived and presented
from the perspective of the provider (i.e. institutions, government, QA agencies), lacking the
student perspective (Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011). Yet in education the concept of quality is a
client-oriented i.e. a student oriented concept defined by dialogue between students and
providers (Ehlers, 2007). Because it is not easy in education to consult students in the quality
dialogue, and even more difficult in the case of OBL as a result of the limited presence of
students (Bloxham, 2010; Jara & Mellar, 2009) this is an issue.
Despite all differences between quality models for OBL (Inglis, 2005) it appears they
have similar ‘constituents’ (Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000) which
can be clustered in three quality areas and six quality dimensions (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). Scientific knowledge about the ‘constituents’ of quality of
OBL from the students perspective and how these are related to quality areas and quality
dimensions present in most current quality models is lacking. This knowledge is beneficial
because it can allow institutions to underpin the adoption of OBL, set goals, identify resources
and strategies and ultimately measure whether their provision is tailored to the needs of (adult)
students.
Until recently it was not clear how quality of OBL from the students’ perspective could
be defined. The conceptual framework by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) provides an
answer to this question. Although literature supports it, the framework remains conceptual. It
appears that until now HE institutions have been the central focus in research regarding the use
of quality models in education (Contreras, Torres, Palominos & Lippi, 2015). It is not clear if
the findings from studies (with adult) students in HE are transferable to students in other
educational contexts.

59

Chapter 2
This study is designed to provide scientific knowledge about the ‘constituents’ by
which students measure quality of OBL in adult education and how these are related to quality
dimensions present in most quality models. The work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) is chosen as a conceptual framework.
The research questions in this study are:
(1) Which success factors are essential for the success of OBL in adult education as
perceived by adult education stakeholders (RQ1)?
(2) Which quality areas and dimensions are essential for the success of OBL in adult
education as perceived by adult education stakeholders (RQ2)?
(3) Which quality model can be validated for OBL in AE and which indicators for quality
can be identified (RQ3)?
2.3 Methods
According to Inglis (2008), quality frameworks can be validated by either reference to
appropriate research literature or against the knowledge of experts in the field or through a
combination of both. While it is appropriate to draw on literature it may not be sufficient
especially in new contexts (Inglis, 2008). Stakeholders can be assembled to elicit their expert
knowledge, which is tacit as well as explicit (Inglis, 2008). Therefore, qualitative data were
drawn from group interviews (N=12 groups) in five institutions in addition to literature to
validate the framework. Professionals were interviewed at the policy level (N=17) and
programme level (N=20).
The principles of thematic analysis is chosen as a method. This method allows to
combine deductive matrix analysis with the principles of grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss,
1990). Grounded theory is a method which is based on inductive analysis from the data focused
on creating conceptual frameworks (Charmaz, 2006).
2.3.1 Research context
This study was conducted in Flanders (the Dutch speaking part of Belgium). The Flemish
government, operating at the macro level, promotes OBL in AE to satisfy the demand for
flexible education for adults (Vlaams Parlement, 2007). The Flemish Inspectorate is responsible
for the external quality assessment of centres for adult education (CAE) in this context. The
context, input, processes, and output model (CIPO-model) (Scheerens, 1990, 2006) is a generic
quality model that is used by the Flemish Inspectorate to perform quality audits in different
educational contexts amongst which are centres for adult education (CAE). Currently the
quality of OBL in CAE is assessed separately by the inspectorate based on a minimal set of
criteria by decree (Vlaams Parlement, 2007). Another governmental body, ‘verification’, exerts
control on attendance of adult students to the educational provision on which institutional
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funding is based.
While external quality assessment of OBL is not part of the regular methodology used
by the inspectorate, their reports reveal information about the centres with respect to the CAE
internal CQI. Inspection reports (N=4) not older than five years of the CAE involved in this
study were scanned. Analysis of these indicates that: ‘... Digital learning in specific courses.
.... currently internal quality is implemented at institutional level, the institution is still looking
... for indicators to measure the educational process. Align the (internal) quality assurance with
monitoring the quality of the core process’.
CAE, operating at the meso level, can apply for a financial incentive if they choose to
adopt OBL in their educational provision. Beyond adoption of OBL, CAE are challenged to
incorporate quality of OBL into the institutional quality procedure. They have been compelled
to examine and systematically monitor the quality of their provision since 2009 (Vlaams
Parlement, 2009). Institutions offer programmes for a diverse audience, from participants in
basic education (primary and middle school education for adults), (vocational) second chance
education, to programmes at Level 5 of the European Qualification Framework and teacher
training. For CQI of OBL institutions either turn to what is available in HE or adopt an ad hoc
approach. They need to know how to mainstream the quality of OBL into their implemented
CQI approach.
2.3.2 Procedure
To explore the current approaches and experiences with CQI, qualitative data were drawn from
semi-structured interviews in five CAE. In each CAE an interview was conducted with policy
makers and quality assurance coordinators (N=17), at the meso level, followed by an interview
with professionals from programmes (N=20), the micro level.
Respondents were interviewed about current approaches and experiences with CQI in
general and OBL specifically. Although the interviews focused on CQI, the topic of the quality
of OBL was omnipresent, interviewees talked about the quality of OBL in adult education. The
interview guideline was structured by the PDCA-cycle (Plan, Do, Check, Act) (Deming, 1950)
and addressed topics regarding CQI of OBL in the institution: institutional policy, implemented
quality model (including quality domains and indicators), implementation of CQI in the
institution and involvement of different stakeholders, effect and impact of QA and plans for
improvement.
2.3.3 Participants
Principles of theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) were used to select CAE and
respondents. To be selected, CAE had to: (a) currently provide (or have provided in the past)
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part of their provision through OBL; (b) have experience with OBL exceeding more than one
year. Sample characteristics are displayed in table 2.6. CAE were contacted and informed about
the purpose of the study and about criteria for the inclusion of respondents. The researchers
aimed for programmes at secondary education level and at Level 5 of the European
Qualification Framework.
Table 2.6 Sample characteristics of CAE, the number (N) of respondents at meso -and micro level.
Case a
Case b
Case c
Case d1
Case e
Total
N=3
N=3
N=3
N=5
N=3
Meso level
N=17
2
3
3
3
3
N=3
N=1
N=7
N=2
N=3
N=20
Micro level
N=23
N=23
1
In case d three interviews and in other cases one interview was conducted.
2
Level 5 of the European Qualification Framework,
3
Secondary education

Criteria for inclusion of respondents from the programmes at the meso level were: (a)
to have at least one year of experience with OBL; (b) all teachers participating in an interview
had to teach in the same programme. For details of the experience in education, the current
position and with OBL of all the respondents see table 2.7. The selection of programmes and
respondents was trusted to the CAE. One CAE pointed out that in total three programmes were
experienced with OBL. All were included to increase data saturation.
Table 2.7 Experience of the respondents at the meso level and the micro level in years.
Experience in years <5y
6y - 10y
11y – 20y
21y – 30y
At the meso level
In Education
1
1
8
4
In Current position
4
5
7
With OBL
8
8
1
At the micro level
In Education
3
2
8
3
In Current position
3
1
14
1
With OBL
13
5
2
-

>30y
3
4
1
-

The interviews (N=12) were conducted over a period of three months. During each
interview two researchers were present. One acted as the moderator and one as the observer,
which allowed the interviewer to focus on the discussion. The observer took notes and assured
all topics were covered. The first author was present at all the interviews. Interviews were
transcribed in full and are the focus of this analysis.
2.3.4. Data analysis
Interviews were coded and analysed by the first researcher, according to the coding scheme as
proposed by Corbin and Strauss (1990): open, axial and selective coding.
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First all parts in the interviews in which respondents expressed anything that from their
perspective was important for either OBL or CQI were free coded (open coding). Only
explicitly mentioned success factors were coded according to pre-defined codes, but not limited
to: flexibility, accessibility, transparency, interactivity, personalisation, productivity,
participation (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012).
During a second phase, first, open codes were thematically clustered based on the
quality areas and quality dimensions, but not limited to, the work of Ossiannilsson and
Landgren (2012): management (strategic planning and development), products (design –
(curriculum/programme, course, learning activities and assessment) and delivery) and services
(teacher and staff support, student support). Distribution (over cases and interviews) and
frequency of coded statements were used as the criteria to identify themes. For inclusion, it was
decided that themes were to be coded in at least four cases or seven interviews because of
scientific consensus in literature about their existence. Then, axial and selective coding was
performed to establish relationships between them and quality areas and dimensions.
Thematically clustered codes were re-coded in terms of the success factors. Descriptions of
these concepts that are mentioned in the e-xcellence manual (Kear et al., 2016; Ubachs et al.,
2007; Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012) which is built upon the conceptual framework for
quality in e-learning developed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and the three P’s of
pedagogy (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008) were used to guide the analysis.
During a final coding round of the interviews, remaining codes were re-examined and
coded in terms of success factors, after which seventy-four codes remained distributed over all
cases and interviews.
The results from the interviews and literature e.g. ‘Credibility’, ‘external QA’ and
‘internal QA’ (Jung, 2011) were combined to validate the conceptual framework with success
factors and determine indicators for OBL in AE. To enhance credibility results from the
interviews were challenged and discussed with another researcher who was not involved in the
analysis of the interviews. The processes from the CIPO-model were used to structure this
iterative process. Concordance between researchers was reached by agreement about success
factors, indicators and their links to quality areas and dimensions. The integration resulted in
an adapted framework.
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2.4 Results
Findings from the interviews are presented in relation to each of the research questions.
2.4.1 Which success factors are essential for the success of OBL in adult education as
perceived by adult education stakeholders (RQ 1)?
Except ‘productivity’ and ‘credibility’ all success factors were explicitly mentioned and coded
during the first coding phase, but not all success factors were distributed (mentioned) equally
over cases or interviews (see table 2.8). While ‘flexibility’ and ‘personalisation’ were explicitly
mentioned in all cases (resp. in ten and eight interviews), ‘interactivity’ and ‘participation’ were
mentioned respectively in three cases (four interviews) and in three cases. ‘Accessibility’ and
‘transparency’ were mentioned only once.
Table 2.8 Coding by success factors by coding round.
Success factors 1st coding round
2nd coding round

Flexibility

Distribution
over cases,
interviews
5,10

Distribution
Frequency over cases, Frequency
interviews
74
5,11
110

Final coding round
Distribution
over cases,
interviews
5,11

Frequency
121

Accessibility

1,1

1

3,7

27

3,7

29

Transparency

1,1

1

5,11

90

5,11

96

Interactivity

3,4

14

5,8

33

5,8

33

Participation

3,3

5

4,4

9

4,4

13

Productivity

0,0

0

4,4

6

4,4

6

Personalisation

5,8

22

5,9

29

5,9

29

Integration

-

-

4,6

37

4,6

37

Credibility

-

-

-

-

-

-

During the second coding phase, remaining free codes were thematically clustered
based on, but not limited to, the quality areas and quality dimensions reported by Ossiannilsson
and Landgren (2012) and Jung (2011): Management (strategic planning and development),
products (design – curriculum/course/learning activities and assessment; delivery) and services
(teacher and staff support, student support), ‘external QA’ and ‘internal QA’. The thematically
clustered free codes were then recoded in terms of the success factors. After this, distribution
and frequency increased for all success factors except credibility. All were mentioned in at least
three cases and at least four interviews.
After this coding phase, remaining free codes and thematically clustered based were
re-examined and coded in terms of success factors to establish relationships between the themes
and the success factors. After this, third and final coding round, distribution and frequency
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increased for all success factors except ‘credibility’. After this coding round seventy-four codes
remained.
2.4.2 Which quality areas and dimensions are essential for the success of OBL in adult
education as perceived by adult education stakeholders (RQ 2)?
Several themes emerged that could be categorised within Ossiannilsson and Landgrens’ (2012)
and Jungs’ (2011) quality areas and quality dimensions; see table 2.9. Two themes did not fit
with the pre-defined quality areas and quality dimensions (N=4). These were labelled:
‘integration’ and ‘evolution’.
Table 2.9 Thematical clustering of elementary codes from interviews.
Exter Managem Teacher and staff
Student
Desig Delive Evolut
support2
support2
n3
ry3
nal
ent1
ion
QA
Distribu
5,12
5,11
5,12
5,11
4,7
4,7
tion over 4,4
articles

Inter
nal
QA
5,12

18
103
132
198
163
44
9
68
Frequen
cy
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012): Management1 (strategic planning and development), products2
(design – curriculum/course and assessment; delivery) and services3 (teacher and staff support, student
support).

By recoding the remaining free codes that were thematically clustered in terms of
success factors, relationships between themes and success factors were established (table 2.10).
The ‘design’ of the provision (course, programme, learning activities and assessment) could be
linked to ‘flexibility’, in total thirty-six statements, distributed over all cases and ten interviews.
Both ‘student support’ (2,3-6) and ‘(online) delivery’ (3,6 -20) could be linked to
‘accessibility’. ‘Interactivity’ (nineteen statements distributed over all cases and seven
interviews) appeared to be a success factor for the ‘design’ of the provision (course,
programme, learning activities and assessment). ‘Design’ could also be linked with
‘personalisation’, (2,3-7) while only six statements from the ‘design’ of the provision (course,
programme, learning activities and assessment) could be linked to ‘productivity’ (4,4). Both
‘student support’ (1,1-2) and ‘design’ (1,1-5) could be linked to ‘participation’. All quality
dimensions, with the exception of ‘support for teachers and staff’, are linked to ‘transparency’
(‘management’ 3, 3 – 7; ‘student support’ 5,10 – 49; ‘design’ 5,6 – 14 and ‘delivery’ 2,3 – 19).
Within ‘design’ (course, programme, learning activities and assessment) thirty-seven
statements (4,6) which were labelled as ‘integration’ emerged which appeared to be important,
but could not be linked to a success factor reported by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012).
Management and the themes: ‘external QA, ‘evolution’, ’integration’ and ‘internal QA’ could
not be linked to any of the success factors.
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Table 2.10 Connections between success factors and emerging themes.
Teacher and Student
Success factors
Management
Design
staff support support
(5,12 – 103)
(5,11 – 132) (5,12 – 198) (5,11 – 163)

Delivery
(4,7 – 44)

Distribution over cases, interviews – frequency
Flexibility
(5,11 – 110)
Accessibility
(3,7 – 27)
Transparency
(5,11 – 90)
Interactivity
(5,8 – 33)
Participation
(4,4 – 9)
Productivity
(4,4 – 6)
Personalisation
(5,9 – 29)

-

-

-

5,10 – 36

-

-

-

2,3 – 6

-

3,6 – 20

3,3 – 7

-

5,10 – 49

5,6 – 14

2,3 – 19

-

-

-

5,7 – 19

-

-

-

1,1 – 2

1,1 – 5

-

-

-

-

4,4 – 6

-

-

-

2,3 – 7

-

Credibility

-

-

-

-

-

Integration
(4,6 – 37)

-

-

-

4,6 – 37

-

2.4.3 Which quality framework can be validated for OBL in AE and which indicators
for quality can be identified (RQ 3)?
Flexibility and transparency are mentioned in all cases and interviews. The use of technology
helps students to combine education with professional and private obligations. The way OBL
is designed i.e. flexible deadlines for learning activities: ‘[…] if they give me a reason, it's good
I'll mention: “has a reason.” Or “will catch up later” […]’, and the programme: ‘[…] there
are not enough days in a week to actually do it all (ed. the programme) in one year. Plus also
the people who work, […] full time […]’, ‘[…] we think if we are targeting students for distance
learning in programme X, we’ll start with a percentage of OBL in the range from 25% to 35%
[…]’. ‘[…] students ask for distance learning occasionally to not come some evenings […]’,
’Yes’, ‘[…] but they surely still want to come to class’. Transparency is seen as important to
empower students, from enrolment throughout the programme. This success factor could be
linked to all quality areas and domains: Management: ‘[…] you should, indeed, have a vision
on OBL. […] but you must also make a lot more advertising for it. […], ‘Yes’, ‘[…] we make
informational films which we put on our website’, Services: ‘[…] there are students who enrol
in a programme and realise that it will not work (for them), in which case the counsellor has a
conversation with the student to redirect him/her to a different programme’ and products: ‘[…]
I wrote: “create more uniformity.” Not that I like […] would like all to be the same will but
[…] that students can still find their way in that course […]’.
Accessibility, linked to delivery and student support, is mentioned in not more than
half of the interviews and three cases. Online delivery has to be accessible at all times via
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mainstream technology which students are able to use: ‘I choose the tools that are not so
difficult for them. I would like to use smartphones, but if I notice that there are only one or two
who have one, I will choose not to use it’. Accessibility was mentioned in not more than half of
the interviews and three cases.
It seems that flexibility: ‘Flexibility related to time. When do you study, when do you
learn? But also flexibility in terms of pace (going slower or faster through the programme) […]’
and accessibility: ‘[…] because one needs performant internet connection to be able to play al
those movies […]’, are crucial to enhance access to education and make participation in
education convenient for students, while transparency: ‘[…] we try to advise students, we
have extensive information sessions at the start of the school year.’, is important to inform
students of what is expected or possible.
Success factors related to pedagogy (productivity, personalisation, interactivity and
participation) are less prominent in the interviews. The quality dimension ‘design’ is related
to the success factors productivity: ‘[…] for validity of assessment […] language training
implies for example, that there are assignments that require individual processing by students.
A set of grammatical or lexical exercises which is not an example of a good assignment.’, and
personalisation: ‘[…] assessment is no longer a purpose in itself. […] now you are working
with the student for the added value. For their independence and for (ed. to achieve) those
competencies’.
Statements coded for online interactivity between peers is under-reported or even
absent in favour of interactivity with content: ‘[…] you, give a bit of info (ed. online) […] And
they must apply that. And then click on the button submit and they see “what you've done now
is right or wrong.” and teachers: ‘[…] when I give feedback I keep in mind that […] not in the
style of “this is not good” or “this was a bit too weak.” But that really is about what is wrong
and what they can do to remedy it […]’.
The codes for the success factor ‘participation’ were scarce. What is mentioned is
similar but not equal to codes related to ‘interactivity’. It seems that participation can be seen
as a central success factor. It can be argued that decisions taken at the level of the other success
factors have consequences on the way students participate in the educational provision: ‘[…]
the way of looking 100%, because ultimately you look at some: is there participation, is there
material available and is it being worked with, is there feedback to the students?’.
The theme ‘evolution’ could not be linked to a success factor. In this theme respondents
state that the way OBL is designed and the amount of OBL in the provision evolved over time:
‘Indeed, I think that our distance education and the way we use it to work has evolved
tremendously’, ‘And that really is also a choice that we made as an institution. And we really
want to go for it. In the past it was blended learning. But now is what we call open CVO, in
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which almost the entire course is given in distance education’. Although mentioned in only half
of the interviews, codes for the theme ‘evolution’ were present in four cases.
None of the themes ‘management’, ‘internal QA’ and ‘external QA’ could be linked to
the success factors. What is mentioned focuses on the management principle of integration of
the vision into the organization: ‘Yes, distance learning and contact education should be
structurally aligned to each other. That's in terms of documents etc… So, that the rules, are
uniform, ECTS sheets are uniform[…]’ Researcher: ‘And you mean are ‘aligned with each
other’, it is about the provision. Not the course but, […]’, respondent: ‘Yes, both with respect
to the courses as anything outside of the courses. Where do I have to go for a document when
I need one, when do I have to do this or that? if I have to. Oh, boy sometimes at times this is
very difficult […]’. Management is also about providing clear roles for educators, staff support
and internal QA processes. In that respect respondents mention: ‘We therefore work with
projects or project groups, […] to actually learn from collaboration […]’, ‘[…] there is so
much expertise yet everyone is still […] working on an island, I think. I think there could be
much more cooperation.’, ‘[…] collaboration divides the work and strengthens it […] I think
is a creative way of using resources. But yeah, that's easy for me to say, because we were forced
at some time because we had to survive. But I am a believer of supporting micro design teams
rather than individual teachers’.
The theme of ‘external QA’ is related to the topics of external quality assurance,
verification and funding. Respondents report that how funding and external quality assurance
are conducted impinges on how they organise OBL. Respondents complain about external QA
and verification: ‘[…] now we are funded based on attendance. For distance education this is
based on participation which is operationalised as how long someone is logged into the system,
what they (students) have actually done is not taken into consideration, this tells nothing’.
The theme ‘integration’ is related to ‘design’. Respondents referred to different things
about this theme: programme - ‘[…] distance education and face to face education should be
structurally aligned’, course/learning activities and assessment - ‘The goals or better skills,
which are important, how they relate to the course material. And how it relates to your
assessment. That should actually be all in one, all in the same line, which is not so evident.’,
‘I've added here: fraud resistance. Sooner or later we're going to be caught on. How can you
prove that an assignment is really made by student X? Oh yes, by the end through an oral exam,
a jury or whatever […]’, ‘[…] (they) can have their tasks made by someone else […]’. It seems
thus that the emerging theme ‘integration’ cannot be seen as a success factor in its own right
because it appears related to different things i.e. design and assessment. Researchers agreed that
this is not specific for OBL. Integration also refers to how face-to-face and online education is
structurally aligned to one another and to ‘assessment’ i.e. validity. The researchers agreed that
these concepts were covered by other success factors, respectively ‘productivity’ and
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‘flexibility’. From the analysis an adapted framework is proposed, an overview of the success
factors, their connections to quality dimensions and the number of indicators can be found in
table 2.11.
Table 2.11 List of seven success factors with tentative definitions, citations from interviews, connections
to quality areas/dimensions and number of indicators. (Kear et al., 2016; McLoughlin & Lee, 2008;
Ubachs et al., 2007; Williams et al., 2012).
Success Factors and Tentative Definition
Credibility – Credibility implies the translation of a clean view on OBL into
measurable targets. It implies efficient use of potential means and personnel.
Finally, it entails the integration of these targets into the quality assurance system,
monitoring the development of OBL and adjusting it if necessary.
Transparency – All initiatives taken to inform potential students about the
programme from enrolment until graduation.
‘[…] also we try to advise students, we have extensive information sessions at the
start of the school year. […]’ – E_L_3
Flexibility – The degree in which students have the possibility to fine tune educational
needs to professional or private needs and obligations.
‘Flexibility related to time. When do you study, when do you learn? But also
flexibility in terms of pace (going slower or faster through the programme).
Intensity, time, intensity, learning style […]’. – A_B_1
Accessibility - Is determined by the online accessibility of students and by what is
available for them on the campus.
‘[…] that student has no internet connection … our open learning centre is also
accessible to students. […] We … train students in ICT skills. […] the basics like an
on/off button of a computer.’ – C_B_1
Interactivity – Refers to the online interaction that is supportive for the learning
process between students and the material and students and teachers. Interactivity is
related to design and student support.
‘[…] I think that if you design the learning path differently it is possible to do it online.
But the learning path is like, well like mine that I now have developed for instance
that you don't need to do that. Where you just, you're giving a piece of info and ok
now let’s apply that. And they (students) must do that. And they click on a button
'Submit’ and they see: 'What you've done now is correct or is incorrect ' – C_L_?
Personalisation – The extent to which students have, and (can) make use of the
possibility to personalise (customise/maximise) their learning experience to personal
needs by their own choice. Personalisation ranges from personal learning (a lot of
freedom of choice for students) to personal instruction (absence of choice).
‘One part (online) is rehearsal of exercises and implementation of what we worked
on in class. And the second part it entails new subjects. So if for example, they have
understood well what we dealt with during class, for all I care they can skip the first
part that or spend less time on it. They do what they want with it. They are free to
decide for themselves.’ – D_L2_2
Productivity – The extent to which learning activities (content and assessment) are
designed to challenge/invite students in the process of knowledge creation rather than
mere reproduction. Productivity is linked to design.
‘Yes, yes because we then surely knew: ‘look, let those people (students) tell what they
have learned and then you can dig much deeper, and really see if those competencies
are acquired.’ – E_B_1
Participation – Participation is understood as the students’ active involvement in
their learning processes. Participation is linked to Student support and Design.
‘[…] the way of looking 100%, because ultimately you look at some: is there
participation, is there material available and is that being worked with, is there
feedback to the students?’ – E_B_3




Connections to quality
areas/dimensions
Management (N=13)
Support for teachers and
staff (N=10)








Management (N=1),
Programme (N=4)
Course (N=4)
Student support (N=7)
Programme (N=4)
Learning activity (N=1)




Delivery (N=5)
Student support (N=2)




Learning activity (N=6)
Student support (N=4)




Learning activity (N=8)
Student support (N=2)



Learning activity (N=3)

–

2.5 Discussion
This study has identified a framework with success factors and indicators for quality of OBL
based on interviews in the field of AE. The results indicate that all success factors for quality
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in OBL are present in AE. The success factors and indicators are connected to quality
dimensions present in existing quality frames. While some success factors and indicators enable
participation others have an impact on the learning process of students. We will discuss these
findings in relation to literature on quality from the adult student perspective in HE.
The discussion is structured in a similar manner as the findings were presented. First,
we will look at success factors that enable participation to education. Then we will discuss the
pedagogical success factors and how they are related to the enabling success factors. Finally,
we will address the emerging success factor, credibility.
While flexibility and accessibility are important to increase the accessibility of adult
education and facilitate participation, transparency is important to inform students about the
possibilities of the modalities of OBL. These findings are in line with literature. Although not
much specific reference to attributes of flexibility are reported in AE literature, with respect to
transparency emphasis is given to the importance of transparent communication about
flexibility (Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011). Accessibility relates to the technical requirements of
delivery and technical support to students in order to be able to participate (Harroff, 2002; Jung,
2011; Korres et al., 2009; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Volungeviciene et al., 2014). This
is in line with Grahams’ concept of enabling blend (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005;
Graham & Robison, 2007) which aim to increase access and convenience to students. The
finding that accessibility was not mentioned a lot could be explained by the fact that it is such
a logical condition that it is easily overlooked (Ehlers, 2004).
Success factors related to pedagogy (participation, personalisation and productivity)
were less prominent in the interviews. While ‘personalisation’ (Dzakiria, 2012; Harroff, 2002;
Jung, 2011; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Stodel et al., 2006; Zhang & Cheng, 2012) is
emphasised in literature, ‘productivity’ is to a lesser extent (Jung, 2011; Stodel et al., 2006;
Volungeviciene et al., 2014). In contrast with our findings ‘interactivity’ of students is
mentioned in relation to content, peers and faculty in literature (Dzakiria, 2012; Harroff, 2002;
Jung, 2011; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Stodel et al., 2006; Volungeviciene et al., 2014;
Zhang & Cheng, 2012). Although ‘participation’ and ‘interactivity’ are seen as distinct success
factors (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012), analysis of interviews
indicates that they are similar.
The theme ‘evolution’ indicates that the centres initially focused more on success
factors that relate to lowering the threshold to education at the expense of pedagogical success
factors, but, with time came to realise the importance of pedagogical success factors. It suggests
that pedagogical success factors: personalisation, interactivity and productivity became more
important over time for a design of OBL which invites students to take ownership i.e. actively
participate in the learning process. This provides evidence for the statement of Ossiannilsson
and Landgren (2012) that OBL is evolving towards paradigms of collaboration and networking
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could be true in AE. Findings suggest that an evolution occurred from a cognitive-behaviourist
learning design towards a social constructivist design i.e. knowledge production and interaction
(with material and teachers). It also suggests that institutions are challenged to take pedagogical
success factors into consideration when they attempt to move from awareness or exploration of
OBL and away from adoption and early implementation towards more mature implementation
and growth or improvement (Graham, Woodfield & Harrison, 2013). Caution should be used
over whether evolution in design should be interpreted as one learning theory being better than
another, adding more to quality. It is important in this respect to take note that several
generations of distance education pedagogy emerged over time: cognitive-behaviourist, social
constructivist and connectivist pedagogy and that all add to quality (Anderson & Dron, 2011).
What respondents mention in the themes ‘management’, ‘internal QA’ and ‘external
QA’ corresponds with what Jung (2011) reports as ‘credibility’. What is mentioned is in line
with what is reported in literature (Harroff, 2002; Korres et al., 2009; MacDonald & Thompson,
2005; Stodel et al., 2006; Volungeviciene et al., 2014; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). It focuses on the
management principles of integration of the vision of OBL into the organization and also about
providing clear roles for educators, staff support and internal QA processes. Not different from
a standard education programme, but with a specific focus for OBL.
It appears that institutions that want to become successful adopters of OBL need to
decide how to use their resources in such a way that the participation of the students is
maximised. The predominant question for institutional CQI process is therefore indeed if
institutional, faculty and student goals are balanced (Moskal et al., 2013).
Findings indicate that institutional alignment (Moskal et al., 2013) might not be
sufficient. The macro and meso level should be aligned too. Institutional alignment (Moskal et
al., 2013) can be hampered by how legislation regulates external quality assurance, verification
and funding of educational institutions. Findings indicate that decisions taken at the macro level
influence both the meso- and the micro level in institutions. The legislative framework provided
by the government, the way external accreditation bodies assess quality, and operationalise
attendance negatively affects funding and in this way interferes with institutional practices
related to the design and implementation of OBL. This is in line with Ossianilsson et al. (2015)
who point out that ‘Other systems (national approaches to quality) […]’ that ‘[…] have not
considered the impact of e-learning onto their criteria, […]’ should integrate quality of OBL
into their external quality frameworks to avoid ‘[…] creating sometimes perverse results, such
as limitations on the size of classrooms, or requirements for physical facilities which are not
required for e-learning.’ (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). Findings also stress the importance to
move from a time-based, towards a mastery-based measurement of student performance in
OBL (Graham et al., 2013) for this context.
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Limitations and prospects for future research
An evidence-based validation processes for quality frameworks is important (Inglis, 2008). The
focus of this study lies in the development of a conceptual framework in the context of AE and
relevant literature by determining success factors for the quality of OBL in AE and linking
these to quality aspects and searching for indicators.
Although all success factors for quality in OBL are present, they are distributed
unevenly over the interviews and the frequency of mentions between success factors differs.
This could be attributed to the design of the study. For the interviews a semi-structured
interview guideline was used to give respondents the necessity to speak freely with, as a
possible result, the low frequency of some success factors. A rival explanation is that the
number of interviews was not sufficient for the data to reach saturation. Yet, it can be argued
that the total number of respondents and the number of respondents per group at meso level and
micro level, should be sufficient to reach a point of data saturation. Other than the design of the
study, it is possible that not all success factors are mentioned equally because an evolution is
occurring in the field. Therefore, further validation by consultation with experts in the field is
necessary.
2.6 Conclusion
A modified conceptual framework for OBL in AE has emerged from this study. Success factors
with supporting indicators that contribute to lowering threshold to education (flexibility,
accessibility, transparency, credibility) as well as success factors with indicators that have a
direct impact on the quality of the learning process (interactivity, personalisation, productivity)
determine participation (access) of students in education or the active participation of students
in the educational process. The success factors and indicators are linked to quality dimensions
and areas, present in most quality models.
This framework will enable institutions to reflect about how technology reduce the
barriers for participation and how it can support active participation of students in the education
process. The link of the success factors with the concepts of enabling and transforming blend
(Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007) supports institutions to
strategically integrate OBL into its mission and assess the maturity of their OBL provision. The
framework allows for growth from an enabling blend towards a transforming blend and can be
used to determine if the provision of OBL is aligned with the needs of the students.
Until now quality models for OBL are used in addition to general quality frames in
education. Yet recently it has been argued that OBL quality should be mainstreamed into
traditional quality models used by either educational institutions or accreditation bodies and not
assessed separately (Grifoll et al., 2010; Hansson, 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). The
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framework that resulted from this study can be used to mainstream quality of OBL in traditional
CQI frameworks. This is possible because success factors and indicators are linked to quality
dimensions and areas, present in most quality models.
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Chapter 3
Consensus among Stakeholders about Success Factors and Indicators for
Quality of Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education: a Delphi
study11
Abstract
Quality models for online and blended learning (OBL) have mainly been
developed in higher education. The literature indicates that these models are
often conceptualised from the providers’ perspective. What is important for the
quality of OBL from the students' perspective has recently received increased
attention in the literature. Consensus among stakeholders about students’ quality
needs is useful to support dialogue between professionals to strategically adopt
OBL and to ensure that the needs of students are met. This study aims to validate
a quality instrument for OBL, taking a set of 74 quality indicators and analysing
them in terms of seven success factors (credibility, accessibility, transparency,
flexibility, interactivity, personalisation, productivity). The Delphi method was
selected as most suited. Participants from adult education were asked to indicate
on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent the indicators add to OBL quality to meet
students' needs. After four Delphi rounds, the participants agreed on definitions
of success factors and 30 indicators. The results are useful for institutions,
ministries of education and external quality assessment agencies to assess the
quality of OBL and can support institutions to implement improvement actions
to ensure that the needs of students are met.
Keywords: e-learning, online learning, blended learning, quality enhancement,
quality improvement, success factors.
3.1 Introduction
Online and blended learning (OBL) can increase accessibility and flexibility to enable students
to participate in education (Graham & Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007). Governments and
institutions are aware of this; for example in Flanders (Belgium), adult education (AE)
institutions can apply for a financial incentive if they adopt OBL in programmes (Vlaams
Parlement, 2007). However, the reported attrition rates in higher education (HE) (Nistor &

11

Blieck, Y., Ooghe, I., Zhu, C., Depryck, K., Struyven, K., Pynoo, B., & Van Laer, H. (2018).
Consensus among Stakeholders about Success Factors and Indicators for Quality of Online and
Blended Learning in Adult Education: a Delphi study. The Studies in Continuing Education.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2018.1457023.

77

Chapter 3
Neubauer, 2010) suggest that students have additional needs to be able to participate in OBL.
Institutions face challenges when they (plan to) redesign their programmes in order to
implement OBL. Dialogue between professionals at various levels of an educational institution
and consultation of the students is required to successfully adopt, assess and improve OBL
(Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). Continuous quality improvement (CQI) can facilitate a process
of innovation, and is suited to capture the perspectives of different stakeholders (Becket &
Brookes, 2005). While CQI models for OBL exist particularly for HE (Ossiannilsson,
Camilleri, & Brown, 2015), none appears to explicitly address the needs of students.
In this study, we validate a quality model for OBL to meet the needs of students in AE.
For that purpose, professionals and students from five Flemish (Belgium) centres for AE (CAE)
were consulted. The added value of this validated model is twofold and it will be relevant
beyond the context of AE in Flanders. First, for internal quality improvement in institutions, to
support the dialogue between professionals to strategically adopt OBL, assess the quality of
OBL and implement improvement actions to ensure that the needs of students are met. Second,
for external quality assessment of institutions; that is, institutional accountability towards
governments, inspectorates, accreditation or funding bodies also implies a dialogue.
3.2 Literature review
In the paragraphs below we conceptualise OBL. We then introduce the research on extant
quality management models for OBL in HE. We explain how they are used and the structure
they have in common. Then, we present research that addresses a limitation in the way the
models were derived. To conclude the literature section, we highlight necessities to improve
extant quality models and explain how this can be achieved with a conceptual quality
framework for OBL from the context of HE (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012).
3.2.1 OBL
With the emergence of OBL worldwide, teaching and learning are no longer restricted to
traditional classrooms (Shea, 2007). Different concepts are used in the literature to refer to
OBL, e.g., e-learning, blended learning or distance education. From a technological viewpoint,
all are situated on the continuum of face-to-face learning (no e-learning) to distance education
(no face-to-face), with blended learning situated in between the endpoints (OECD, 2005).
Boelens et al. (2017, p. 2) conceptualise blended learning at the course level as ‘a deliberate
blending of face-to-face and online instructional activities with the goal of simulating and
supporting learning’. This conceptualisation allows the blending of (parts of) one or more
courses in a programme along the technical continuum (OECD, 2005). It is possible that courses
are delivered completely face-to-face, blended or completely online as part of a programme that
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can be considered to be blended. We can thus extend the conceptualisation of Boelens et al.
(2017) to the programme level. In this case, OBL refers to all modes of instructional activities
that use technology to support learning within a programme, i.e. face-to-face, blended -or fully
e-learning courses.
3.2.2 Extant quality models for OBL and their Use
The International Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE) analysed current state of
the art quality models in open, distance, flexible and online education around the world
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). The ICDE confirms that the quality-concept is complex and that
stakeholders from all levels need to use systemic quality models in collaboration. Hansson et
al. (2008) capture this need for systemic nature well:
‘When implementing e-learning, it is important to adopt a holistic approach […]
all aspects […] are part of a puzzle in which all the pieces have to fit together.
When one part of the puzzle changes, e.g. technology, student behaviour,
knowledge needs, society, finances or staff requirements, all other parts need to be
re-aligned accordingly’ (p56).
The ICDE confirms that quality can be assessed from the macro level (national level
– inspectorates and accreditation bodies), the meso level (institutional level – management)
and the micro level (courses/modules – faculty) (figure 3.9). Systemic quality models were
developed for each of the levels, mainly in higher education (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).

Figure 3.9 A dialogue for external quality assessment and internal quality improvement between the
stakeholders in education (macro level, meso level, micro level and students).

The ICDE (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) confirms the claim that extant quality models
are systemic and share a similar structure (Ossiannilsson, 2012a; Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012) that is long since established in the literature. Figure 2.2 shows this similar structure of
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extant quality models, i.e. three quality areas (management, services and products) that capture
six specific common quality dimensions. These common quality areas and dimensions are
present in the literature that we introduce in the paragraphs below either explicitly or in different
wording (figure 3.10).

Figure 3.10 Overview of the three common quality areas and seven quality dimensions (Ossiannilsson
et al., 2015) explicitly present in e-xcellence (Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012) and in different
wording in other literature (Ehlers, 2004; Hansson, 2008; Jung, 2011, 2012; Marshal 2010).

While for the macro level some advocate that no specific quality criteria for OBL are
needed (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015), recent research (Blieck et al., 2017) shows that such
approaches can have negative results when they impose requirements for face-to-face learning
that are not required for OBL (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). Others, as does the Swedish National
Agency for Higher Education (NAHE) in the e-learning quality model (ELQ), for instance,
propose specific criteria and recommend integrating these into existing national quality models
(Hansson, 2008). The ELQ is the result of an analysis of policies, projects, and practices from
national organisations in Europe and the literature. The ELQ contains 10 quality aspects (figure
3.10) and 35 quality criteria that are important for quality assessment. The ICDE qualifies the
ELQ as an advisory model for quality assessment at the macro level (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).
External quality assessment (Mutch, 2012) aims to assess the quality of the educational
provision and management structure in institutions (meso level) (figure 3.10). The goal of
external quality assessment, referred to as complementary evaluation, is to leverage the internal
improvement process in the institutions through dialogue (Mutch, 2012). One of the principles

80

Chapter 3
of complementary evaluation at the interface between the macro and meso levels is an agreed
evaluation model between stakeholders of those contexts (Mutch, 2012). Yet, stakeholders from
the meso and micro levels and students were not consulted during the development of the ELQ.
Institutions need to evolve towards a process of continuous quality improvement
instead of relying on standards set at the macro level (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015; Mutch, 2012).
Institutional quality improvement requires dialogue with stakeholders from the meso and micro
levels (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007) (figure 3.10). Indeed, while it is beneficial to assess the
quality of OBL at the micro level, e.g., programmes or courses, quality cannot always be
improved at this level alone (Deepwell, 2007). Therefore, quality models from the micro level
fall beyond the scope of this contribution. At the meso-level there are the e-xcellence initiative,
which was developed by the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities
(EADTU) (Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012), and the E-learning Maturity Model (eMM): a
quality framework for continuous improvement of e-learning (Marshall, 2010). The eMM was
developed in the context of tertiary education in New Zealand (Marshall, 2010). The general
procedure is that stakeholders use these quality models as modes for self-assessment of OBL
at the interface between the meso and micro levels to uncover areas for improvement (figure
3.10).
In the case of e-xcellence assessment, this covers 6 topics captured in 3 areas (figure
3.10) through 35 benchmarks, 163 quality indicators and an additional 98 indicators at the
excellence level. The EADTU claims that e-xcellence is suited to increase accessibility,
flexibility, interactivity and personalisation in HE. The ICDE (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015)
qualifies the model as a benchmark because the EADTU provides institutions with several
instruments for self-assessment against benchmarks like a quick scan. Institutions can also rely
on the EADTU as a certification body. In this case review, teams use e-xcellence to verify the
statements and assertions made by the institutions.
With the eMM, the assessment consists of 5 process areas (figure 3.10) with 34
underlying processes; each process contains 5 dimensions with a total number of practices of
around 1000 (Šćepanović, Devedžić, & Kraljevski, 2011). The ICDE (Ossiannilsson et al.,
2015) qualifies it as an advisory model for internal use within institutions. Through a process
of self-evaluation, institutions assess their capability to sustainably develop, deploy and support
e-learning (Marshall, 2010; Šćepanović et al., 2011).
Extant quality models for OBL appear to have been conceived from the perspective of
the provider (i.e. institutions, governments, QA agencies) and students were usually not
consulted (Jung, 2011). Yet, institutional quality improvement requires the consultation of
students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007) therefore, Ehlers (2004) and Jung (2011, 2012)
identify and validate the quality dimensions from the student perspective in HE. Ehlers (2004)
identified 153 quality factors from interviews with students; then, in a large-scale survey, they
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asked students to rate their importance. Principal component analysis resulted in 30 quality
dimensions over seven quality fields (figure 3.10). Jung (2011, 2012) identified 7 quality
dimensions from the literature; then, in two consecutive studies, used structural equation
modelling to confirm them with adult students in Korean HE. Jungs’ studies (2011, 2012)
resulted in 10 quality dimensions (figure 3.10) over 3 domains: the supportive domain, the
pedagogical domain and the environmental domain. As shown in figure 3.10, Ehlers (2004) and
Jung (2011, 2012) report similar quality dimensions as those mentioned in e-xcellence, the ELQ
and eMM.
While the student perspective is essential, it is equally important to take into account
the views of all stakeholders to achieve a comprehensive measure of quality (Usoro & Abid,
2008). Indeed, educational quality is the result of the involvement of all parties in education
(Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007).
3.2.3 Necessities to improve quality models
One necessity for improvement relates to integrating OBL quality from the student perspective
into extant quality models (Jung, 2011). Jungs’ claim is justified because it is not easy to consult
students in education and, in the case of OBL, even more difficult due to the limited presence
of students (Jara and Mellar, 2009). A second necessity for improvement relates to making
explicit the pedagogical requirements of OBL. Hansson et al. (2008) make a case that all pieces
(quality dimensions) should functionally align; that is, ‘fit together in a coherent matter on the
basis of a pedagogical philosophy’ (p. 40). Indeed, quality models such as eMM should be used
“to more effectively or efficiently achieve the organisations’ goals” (Kipta & Berge, 2006, p20)
instead of reaching a more mature level for its own sake. A third necessity relates to clear and
concise wording. Research highlights that clear wording and definitions in quality models are
important to prevent semantic and syntactical interpretation problems (Faddar, Vanhoof, & De
Maeyer, 2017). Indeed, for e-xcellence it is reported that the wording of the benchmarks is
complex (Ossiannilsson, 2012b). A fourth necessity to improve relates to the amount of
indicators that cover the quality dimensions in quality models (figure 3.10). The ICDE states
that an excessive number of indicators is limiting for practice (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).
Indeed, in the case of e-xcellence practitioners asked for such a guide to select relevant themes
for improvement after using the quick scan (Ossiannilsson, 2012b). A guideline for
practitioners to choose the most relevant indicators to improve would thus be useful.
The conceptual quality framework by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) is relevant
to achieve the necessities for improvement mentioned in the previous paragraph. The model
contains success factors (figure 3.11) that are important to meet the pedagogical needs of
students in HE (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). Success factors are essential for an
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organisation to achieve its mission (Ossiannilsson, 2012a). Success is described ‘to be
successful in e-learning from an academic and educational point of view but also with regard
to their [students] personal and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren 2012, p. 49).
The success factors are useful to ensure that the adoption of OBL is in line with the
institutions’ goals and the pedagogical needs of students. Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012)
claim that success factors relate to the common quality areas and quality dimensions present in
quality models. Furthermore, quality indicators with a link to success factors and quality
dimensions are useful for quality assessment and quality improvement. A link with success
factors allows assessing whether the pedagogical needs of students are met while the links with
quality dimensions allow selecting relevant indicators and areas for improvement.
As can be seen in figure 3.11, several components of Ehlers (2004) and Jungs’ (2011,
2012) work that are present in e-xcellence (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Williams, Kear,
& Rosewell, 2012) and the ELQ (Hansson, 2008), and which could not be categorised as quality
dimensions (figure 3.10), are congruent with the success factors of Ossiannilsson and Landgren
(2012).

Figure 3.11 Congruency of success factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson 2012a) with
components in extant quality models for OBL and the literature in HE.

We assume, thus, that the success factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are useful
for dialogue between stakeholders at all levels in education and consultation of students, to
adopt, assess and improve the quality of OBL. To achieve this, it is advised that success factors
are comprehensibly defined (Faddar, Vanhoof, & De Maeyer, 2017), linked to the quality
dimensions by a limited number of quality indicators (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015), and that the
views of all stakeholders are taken into account (Usoro & Abid, 2008).
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Because scholars indicate that the context in which quality models are developed and
validated limits their use to other contexts (Inglis 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015), Blieck et
al. (2017) extend the comparative overview from Figure 3.11 to the literature on extant quality
models for OBL for adult students in the context of AE. This is summarised in table 3.11. The
objective of this study is to further consolidate the findings of Blieck et al. (2017). It seems that,
so far, consulting students together with other stakeholders in education has validated no
models for the quality of OBL. Yet, it is important that the key stakeholders agree on the quality
indicators and definitions of the concepts; a comprehensive measure of quality (Usoro & Abid,
2008) is needed to be useful for dialogue and consultation. Therefore, the central research
questions are:
(1) Which definitions of the success factors can key stakeholder groups in AE agree?
(2) For which quality indicators of OBL that meet students' needs, can consensus be
reached among key stakeholder groups in AE?
3.3 Methods
3.3.1 Construction of the quality instrument
Blieck et al. (2017) derive a systemic quality instrument for OBL from their analysis of the
literature and interviews (table 3.12). This quality instrument contains quality indicators
connected to seven defined success factors and seven quality dimensions (in three quality areas)
(Blieck et al., 2017): e.g., indicator F2 ‘the ratio between contact education vs. online education
(flexibility) of the programme (design of the programme) matches the needs of the students’
(table 3.17). The original descriptions of the success factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012;
Ossiannilsson, 2012a) were adjusted to be in line with the connected indicators (Blieck et al.,
2017). Blieck et al. (2017) assume that decisions taken at the level of each of the success factors
impact upon the quality of OBL to meet the needs of students to participate in OBL
(participation).
This study was designed to validate the quality instrument at the level of the success
factors and their connection to the quality indicators. The indicators and the success factors
were, therefore, used as a survey in this study. Hence, the connections of the quality dimensions
to the indicators fell beyond the scope of this study.
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Table 3.12 A quality instrument of OBL with the number of quality indicators connected to success
factors and quality dimensions (Blieck et al., 2017).
Quality dimensions
Number (N)
Success factors
Literature
(institution perspective)
of indicators (student perspective)
and
interviews
in AE
1
Management
13
Credibility
Yes
Support for teachers and staff 2
10
1
Management
1
Programme design2
4
Transparency
Yes
Course design3
4
2
Support for students
7
Programme design3
5
Flexibility
Yes
Delivery3
5
Accessibility
Yes
Support for students2
2
Learning activity design3
6
Interactivity
Yes
Support for students2
4
3
Learning activity design
8
Personalisation
Yes
Support for students2
2
3
Learning activity design
3
Productivity
Yes
Quality areas: 1Management, 2Services, 3Products

3.3.2 Delphi Method
To ensure an objective and robust validation process of quality models, Inglis (2008)
recommends addressing three issues. First, acknowledge that the context in which validation is
done influences the result. Second, opt for a validation process aligned with the structure of the
model and how it is to be used, i.e. supporting dialogue between stakeholders. Third, ensure
evidence-based validation. This study was conducted in AE in Flanders (Belgium) to address
the first issue. The Delphi method was chosen for the latter two.
The Delphi method facilitates dialogue to achieve consensus, i.e. on quality indicators
and success factors between experts (von der Gracht, 2012). The following characteristics allow
for an objective, robust and evidence-based validation process: anonymity (to prevent
conformity and group pressure), iteration (to enable participants to change opinions), and
controlled feedback based on statistical ‘group response’ (to ensure that the opinion of every
member is equally and objectively represented) (von der Gracht, 2012). Diamond et al. (2014)
emphasise that a Delphi study is methodologically sound if it is clear about: (1) the purpose,
(2) the conditions to select participants, (3) the definition with the threshold value for
consensus, and (4) criteria to drop items and when to stop the Delphi. We clarified the purpose
of the study and present below how we addressed the remaining criteria.
3.3.3 Research Context and Participants
Research context. This study was conducted in Flanders (Belgium). At the time of the study,
the inspectorate was updating its methodology for external quality assessment to better leverage
institutions’ internal quality improvement (Onderwijsinspectie, 2016). The inspectorate states
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that communication between partners benefits if all share the same concepts and expectations
(Onderwijsinspectie, 2016); until now, however, there is no conceptual model for quality of
OBL that stakeholders agree on. The Flemish context will, therefore, benefit from this study.
Participants. According to the literature (Hsu & Sandford, 2007), qualified
participants are those decision-makers who will use the outcomes, professional staff and
participants whose input is sought. Representatives from four groups, therefore, qualify for this
study: the Flemish inspectorate (macro level), professionals at policy (meso level) and
programme levels (micro level) and adult students. The participation of the inspectorate was
hampered due to workload. As only one inspector participated, it was decided to compare the
inspectors’ answer with the answers for which the other stakeholders reached consensus. The
inspector had conducted external quality assessment of OBL for eight years, advised
applications for extra funding of OBL for three years, and had 32 years of experience in
education.
Researchers informed CAE about the inclusion criteria: OBL needed to have been
implemented for at least five years (meso level), professionals needed to have at least two years
of experience with OBL (micro level), and students preferably should have completed half their
OBL-programme or have extensive experience with OBL. The eligible participants of five,
previously selected, CAE were invited by email. Participants at the meso and micro levels were
experienced educators with experience in OBL (table 3.13).
Table 3.13 Professionals’ experience in education and in OBL.
Years of Experience in:
Round 1
Meso level
Range

Education

Average
Range

OBL

Average
Micro level
Education

Range
Average

OBL

Range
Average

Round 4

(N=12)

(N=8)

15 – 35

15 – 35

23 (SD=6.84)

25 (SD=6.45)

4 – 13

5 – 13

9 (SD=2.90)

9 (SD=2.71)

(N=19)

(N=14)

4 – 34

4 – 34

18 (SD=10.11)

19 (SD=11.24)

2 – 15

2 – 13

8 (SD=3.91)

7 (SD=3.68)

The expert level of students was judged by the programme coordinator, upon which the
selected students received a formal invitation from the researchers. Students were experienced
with OBL (table 3.14). About half were enrolled in secondary education, others were enrolled
in level five of the European Qualification Framework or teacher training; five students who
had either completed more than half of their current programme or had done so entirely had
prior experience with OBL.
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Table 3.14 Participating students – personal characteristics, Delphi round 1 vs. round 4.
Students
Sex (N)

Round 1

Round 4

18
11
22 – 69

11
3
23 – 50

39 (SD=20.76)

36 (SD=10.98)

15
14

7
7

Completed

10

4

More than half

11

5

Less than half

8

5

Female
Male

Age range
Average age
Programme (N)
Secondary education
Level five1 or teacher training
Experience with OBL (N)
Phase in the programme:

1

level five of the European Qualification Framework

Attrition did not affect the distribution (table 3.15) or composition of (sub) groups
(tables 3.13 and 3.14 The required number of 10 to 15 participants per group (table 3.15) was
sufficiently met (Hsu and Sandford, 2007).
Table 3.15 The distribution of participants per educational level over the Delphi rounds.
Number of participants
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 Round 4
Meso Level
Micro Level
Students

12
19
29

11
16
21

10
16
16

8
14
14

Total

60

48

42

36

3.3.4 The Delphi Rounds
Consistent with von der Gracht (2012), the median (Mdn) to represent participants’ answers
and the interquartile range (IQR) to represent consensus were chosen. We opted values of
IQR<1 (a smaller IQR indicates larger consensus) and Mdn≥6 (von der Gracht, 2012) for a
priori threshold, because these, respectively, indicate that more than half of the opinions fall
between 1 point on a scale, and that values above six represent definite agreement on the 7point Likert scale used in this study (6=agree, 7= completely agree). Criteria to drop items and
stop the Delphi were also defined a priori (figure 3.12). These criteria were used when the
stability of the answers was established, i.e. the group response did not change significantly
over two consecutive rounds (von der Gracht, 2012).
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Figure 3.12 Hierarchical stopping criteria used by the researchers for assessment during the Delphi study
(adapted from Dajani, Sincoff & Talley, 1979).

Below we elaborate on the survey, the use of the hierarchical stopping criteria and the
data analysis as represented in figure 3.12. The survey was administered with Limesurvey and
SPSS 23 was used for the analysis.
3.3.4.1 First Round
Survey. For this study, we departed from the quality indicators (N=74) and success factors
(N=7) of Blieck et al. (2017) to develop the survey. In this round, the items consisted of the
quality indicators (N=74). Participants were asked whether the indicators, grouped per success
factor, contribute to the quality of OBL to meet the expectations and needs of students.
Definitions of the success factors were not introduced to prevent influencing the participants’
judgment. Personal information of the participants was also elicited.
Procedures. The survey was used to get input on the indicators. Participants could also
suggest new success factors and indicators.
Data analysis. Two researchers analysed the suggested success factors and indicators.
They assessed independently whether these: (1) contribute to the quality of OBL to meet the
needs of students, and (2) if these are captured in the seven success factors and/or indicators
derived by Blieck et al. (2017). Assessments were discussed and agreed upon between the two
researchers. New success factors and indicators were introduced in the subsequent round.
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3.3.4.2 Second Round
Survey. Indicators from round one were resubmitted. No new success factors and two new
indicators were administered to get input from the participants.
Procedures. Participants were informed how their opinion on indicators administered
in the previous round related to the group opinion (Mdn and IQR). Participants could change
their opinion and could provide feedback on whether they changed their opinion and on how to
improve the wording of the indicators.
Data analysis. Stability of the indicators over the first two rounds was checked (N=74).
Unstable indicators were, if possible, rephrased based on qualitative feedback. Indicators were
considered important for all respondents and labelled ‘primary’ if they were stable and reached
consensus (IQR≤1), and if the median indicated agreement (Mdn≥6). Indicators for which no
consensus was reached (IQR>1) were analysed further. If a majority (>50%) of participants
agreed, coupled with an apparent agreement among the minority participants, termination was
allowed (Dajani, Sincoff, & Talley, 1979; von der Gracht, 2012). Kapoor (1987) proposes the
Average Percent of Majority Opinions (APMO) Cut-off Rate in this case. Indicators with at
least 50% of participants answering six or seven and reaching a cut-off rate of more than 70%
were considered important for the majority (von der Gracht, 2012). These indicators were
further analysed based on qualitative feedback. When the feedback was considered useful,
researchers used it to reformulate the indicators to reach consensus. If not, indicators were
labelled ‘secondary’ and dropped. Indicators about which respondents disagreed (IQR>1 and
Mdn<6) were also dropped. These stopping criteria (figure 3.12) were repeated in the third and
fourth rounds for the indicators and for the success factors in the fourth round (figure 3.13).
3.3.4.3 Third Round
Survey. The survey consisted of the suggested new indicators administered for the first time in
the second round, the reformulated indicators, the unstable indicators that were not altered, and
the definitions of the success factors. The definitions were introduced in this round based on
descriptions of the success factors used in the study of Blieck et al. (2017).
Procedures. The same hierarchical stopping criteria as in round two were followed.
Furthermore, participants were asked whether they agreed that the reformulated indicators
contributed to the quality of OBL to meet the expectations and needs of students, to what extent
they agreed with the definitions for the success factors, and if they agreed that decisions taken
at the level of each of the success factors impact the quality of OBL to meet the needs of
students to participate in OBL (participation).
Data analysis. Median and IQR were calculated for all (reformulated) indicators and
definitions of the success factors and participation. The stability of unaltered indicators from
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round two was determined. Two researchers analysed feedback from participants about the
definitions. Each assessed the relevance of the feedback. Both researchers discussed their
judgments of the feedback and considered if it was necessary to reformulate the definitions to
reach consensus.
3.3.4.4 Final Round
Survey. Indicators were submitted together with reformulated definitions of all success factors.
Procedures. The same hierarchical stopping criteria as in round two were followed.
Input on (reformulated) definitions of the success factors and participation was elicited, both
quantitatively and qualitatively.
Data analysis. Median and IQR for all indicators and reformulated definitions were
calculated.
3.4 Results
We first present the results of the definitions of the success factors, followed by an overview of
the indicators for which consensus was reached; the remaining indicators can be found in the
appendix 2. As only one inspector participated, we present his answers next to the success
factors and indicators for which consensus between participants was reached. A summary of
the Delphi rounds is presented in figure 3.13.

Figure 3.13 Summary of the Delphi rounds.

3.4.1 Success Factors
First round. Participants suggested five new success factors. Researchers argued (table 3.16)
that these factors were either irrelevant to the quality of OBL to meet the needs of students, or
could be captured in existing success factors, their indicators or eventual new indicators.
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Rounds three and four. Definitions of the success factors (Blieck et al., 2017) were
included in the survey in the third round. Consensus for all definitions, with the exception of
‘transparency’, was reached (IQR=2, MdN=6). The researchers judged that some definitions
could be improved because indicators were dropped; e.g., for ‘flexibility’, two of the initial five
indicators reached consensus and two were dropped (appendix 2). It was decided, therefore, to
use the feedback from the participants to reformulate all the definitions to better capture the
indicators that reached consensus in the second round. In the final round, all definitions reached
consensus (IQR≤1, MdN=6) (figure 3.14), but stability could not be established. The inspector
agreed with all definitions. Therefore, we decided to withhold these definitions.
Table 3.16 Assessment of the newly suggested success factors and indicators (Round 1).

Participants suggested success factors and indicators, can these be captured in existing
success factors?
Assessment by the researchers
Success factor
Indicator
Success factor
Indicator
Reliability:
‘Quality of the end
C_N_1
YES,
Reliability of
assessment'
(appendix 2)
evaluation/certification at
credibility
home?
Output:
‘Frequent
'big'
Pe_8
YES
‘[…] an indicator about […] assignments where a
(table 6)
a final assignment in which
creative use of learned Personalisation
skills must be combined’
skills
is
to
be
demonstrated’.
Remediation:
‘[…]
presence
of
Pe_6
YES
‘dealing with failure’
additional or deepening
(appendix 2)
materials to support Personalisation
students’
Durability:
‘Measuring motivation
Not relevant
‘OBL is better for the
of students and staff for
environment, personal time
OBL’
management, provides a
better working environment
for teachers’
Time efficiency:
‘Time’
T_N_1
YES
‘The time necessary to read,
(appendix2)
understand the material and
Transparency
make assignments’
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Table 3.17 Indicators for which participants reached consensus (IQR<1 and Mdn≥6) over the rounds.
Success
factors

Indicators (and quality dimension)

T1 The institutional mission and vision of OBL is made available to prospective students
(management)
T2 Prospective students are informed of conditions of admission
(student support)
T3 Prospective students are informed about costs related to the OBL programme
T6 Prospective students are informed about required technical skills
T7 Prospective students are informed about the duration of the programme
T8R Prospective students are informed about possibilities for an adapted programme (e.g., exemptions based upon prior
qualifications or experiences)
Transparency
T9 Students experience a uniform online design throughout the programme/curriculum
(programme design)
T10 The importance of online interaction as part of the learning process is made explicitly clear to the students
T11 The intended learning outcomes are transparently translated in learning activities and assessments
T13 Students are fully informed about the course requirements
(course design)
T14 Students are provided with clear information about course assignments
T16_R The structure of the online course is made explicit to the students
F1 Duration of the programme matches the needs of the students
(programme design)
Flexibility
F2 The ratio of contact education vs. online education of the programme matches the needs of the students
A1 The technical infrastructure meets current connectivity requirements
(delivery)
A2 Students can access the learning environment with mainstream hardware and software
A3 The online learning environment supports the interaction between all participants.
Accessibility
A6 Students have access to technical assistance
(student support)
A7 Students have access to resources, e.g., library, open learning space, career guidance…
I2 Assignments coerce students to engage actively with the online materials
(learning activity design)
I4 Intended online interaction amongst peers fosters critical thinking
I5 Intended online interaction amongst peers supports knowledge building
Interactivity
I7 Learning activities contain a variety of self-assessment opportunities
(student support)
I8 Students are supported in their ability to communicate online
I9 Students are supported in their learning process with quality feedback by teachers
Pe1 Authenticity of learning activities matches the needs of the target group
(learning activity design)
Pe2 Learning activities are meaningful for the target group
Personalisation
Pe8 Assessment modalities allow for active involvement of students (cases, portfolio)
Pr2 Students are encouraged to take an active role in co-constructing knowledge
(learning activity design)
Productivity
Pr3 Students are assessed in ways that exceed the mere level of knowledge reproduction.
1Round, 2Wilcoxon Ranked sign sum test p<.05, 3Inspector.

R1

Stability statistic2

Insp.3

2
2
2
2
2
4

N=48, z=1.04, p=.296
N=48, z=.52, p=.604
N=48, z=.63, p=.527
N=48, z=1.6, p=.094
N=48, z=.00, p=1.0
N=36, z=1.00, p=.317

6
7
1
6
5
6

2
2
2
2
2
4
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
4
2
2

N=48, z=.36, p=.718
N=48, z=.00, p=1.0
N=48, z=.00, p=1.0
N=48, z=.59, p=.558
N=48, z=.54, p=.587
N=36, z=0.00, p=1.00
N=48, z=1.28, p=.201
N=48, z=1.61, p=.107
N=48, z=.00, p=1.0
N=48, z=.82, p=.414
N=48, z=.38, p=.705
N=48, z=.07, p=.942
N=48, z=1.35, p=.177
N=48, z=.28, p=.782
N=48, z=1.99, p=.325
N=48, z=1.14, p=.253
N=48, z=.49, p=.622
N=48, z=1.67, p=.094
N=48, z=.54, p=.593
N=48, z=1.63, p=.102
N=48, z=.86, p=.391
N=36, z=.25, p=.805
N=47, z=.63, p=.527
N=47, z=1.23, p=.219

6
6
7
6
6
6
7
7
6
7
7
7
6
4
5
6
6
6
7
5
6
7
6
7
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3.4.2 Indicators
Consensus was reached for 14 indicators related to credibility (appendix 2) and 27 for the other
success factors (table 3.17).
First round. The participants proposed 23 new indicators. The researchers agreed about the novelty
of two: one for transparency (T_N_1; ‘Prospective students are informed about the mean required
time investment’), and one for credibility (C_N_1; ‘Authenticity of learning activities matches the
needs of the target group’).
Second round. The feedback of students during the first round indicated they faced
difficulties answering indicators related to ‘credibility’. The median was either four or five and no
indicator reached consensus after round two. Qualitative feedback from students in the second
round, e.g., ‘Credibility should not be asked of students. I cannot answer these questions. So I
answered 4 for everything (agree nor disagree)’ (part_9_stu), was in line with their feedback in the
first round. Therefore, it was decided to exclude students when calculating stability, consensus and
IQR for indicators related to credibility.
Rounds three and four. After the third round, one more indicator for credibility reached
consensus and one more after the final round. For the other success factors, three indicators reached
consensus in the final round.
3.5 Discussion and Implications
In this study, a quality instrument to strategically adopt and assess how the quality of OBL meets
students’ needs was validated by consultation with stakeholders from the meso, and micro levels,
and adult students in Flanders (Belgium). Agreement was reached on seven success factors (i.e.
credibility, accessibility, transparency, flexibility, interactivity, personalisation and productivity),
and 30 quality indicators that contribute, directly or indirectly, to the participation of students in
OBL. Participants agree that some success factors are prerequisites for participation while others
have an impact on the degree to which students engage actively in their learning process, i.e.
personalised learning. Feedback from the macro level corresponds closely with the findings of the
Delphi study.
The discussion focuses on the success factors and the agreed indicators in relation to the
research questions. The agreed definitions with the resulting indicators are presented in figure 3.14.
These will be put into perspective with qualitative feedback from the respondents, three state-of-
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the-art quality models from HE (Hansson, 2008; Marshall, 2010; Williams, Kear, & Rosewell,
2012), and the literature from the student perspective in HE (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012).

Figure 3.14 Overview of agreed descriptions of success factors with connections to quality dimensions.

Transparency. ‘Concrete information’ (part_58_Pol) about the institutions' mission and
vision of OBL (T1) is supportive for prospective students in AE. One indicator in e-xcellence could
be conceptually similar, but this is not clear, i.e. ‘the communication strategy of the responsibilities
that emerge from the strategic policies and plans to staff and students’ (Williams, Kear, & Rosewell,
2012). Prospective adult students also need specific information: admission requirements (T2),
required technical skills (T6), costs (T3), required time investments (T7), and the possibilities of
adapting the programme (T8R). The first three indicators are closely related to the concept of ‘costs
– expectations – value’ in Ehlers’ (2004) HE study. Information on e-learning technologies and
administration are also embedded in the eMM framework (Marshall, 2010). Information about the
possibility of adapting the programme is not mentioned in either the ELQ (Hansson, 2008) or eMM
(Marshall, 2010). Although the e-xcellence model mentions credit transfer about prior
qualifications, it does not explicitly mention credit transfer in this respect (Williams, Kear, &
Rosewell, 2012). In AE, transparency about the programme remains important after enrolment, i.e.
clarity about the purpose of online interaction for the learning process (T10) and how learning
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outcomes are related to assessment and learning activities (T11), as it remains important for
students in HE, i.e. the ELQ (Hansson, 2008) and eMM (Marshall, 2010). Uniformity in the online
design throughout the programme (T9) is also important in AE. At the course level, clarification of
the online course structure (T16), information about the course requirements (T13), and
assignments (T14) is necessary in AE. Indicators for transparency at the course level are reported
in the literature on HE (Ehlers, 2004; Hansson, 2008; Jung, 2011, 2012; Marshall, 2010). Our
findings confirm that transparency about management, products and services is important in AE.
Yet, transparency as a concept is not explicitly mentioned in either ‘Information and Publicity’
(Jung, 2011; 2012) or the ELQ model (Hansson, 2008). Although it cannot be denied that
transparency is considered important from the providers’ perspective (Hansson, 2008; Marshall,
2010), it is not always made explicit in HE.
Flexibility. The e-xcellence model contains similar indicators for the length of the
programme (F1) and the ratio of face-to-face vs. online education in the programme (F2), i.e. ‘[…]
consider the needs of […] the audience in […] course scheduling’ and ‘ […] the curriculum
provides an appropriate mixture of online and face-to-face approaches to learning […]’ (Williams,
Kear, & Rosewell, 2012). In contrast with Hansson (2008) and Ehlers (2004), respondents indicate
that flexibility should be addressed at the programme level because, '[…] we work with adults and
often the courses are not mandatory! If students […] cannot make the deadline because of work,
family or illness then it is postponed’ (part_15_prog). Neither flexibility nor the indicators for this
concept are mentioned in either eMM (Marshall, 2010) or Jung (2011, 2012). This means that if
flexibility does apply in HE, then the eMM model has to be adapted.
Accessibility. Technical infrastructure and support services need to be easily accessible in
AE. The supporting indicators in this study are in line with frameworks in HE (Hansson, 2008;
Marshall, 2010; Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012): robust, reliable, accessible (A1), and userfriendly (A2) technical infrastructure. Accessible technical support (A6) (Hansson, 2008; Marshall,
2010; Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012) and availability of on-campus support for students (A7)
(Jung, 2011, 2012; Marshall, 2010) are also confirmed. Respondents mention that it is important
that ‘[…] the online learning environment is adequate for students with specific needs’, but doubt
feasibility ‘[…] due to lack of financial resources’ (part_45_stu). The respondents agree on the
need to ensure that the online learning environment supports the interaction (A3) between users in
addition to ease of access.
Interactivity. This study confirms that learning activities need to come with support for
students to communicate online (I8), feedback by teachers on the learning process (I9), and
opportunities for self-assessment (I7). This is important in order that the online learning activities
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in AE actively engage students with the learning materials (I2), encourage interaction with peers to
promote critical thinking (I4) and, at least, support knowledge creation (I5) (Jung, 2011, 2012).
However, because in AE ‘students avoid online interaction’ (part_2_stu), online interaction should
focus on the learning process while ‘[…] in the contact moments […] the interaction […] then is
at least as important for community building’ (part_11_stu).
Interactivity is explicitly mentioned in the ELQ framework (Hansson, 2008), while the
eMM framework (Marshall, 2010) only mentions indicators, i.e. learning design and activities that
should actively engage students and students should be provided with feedback on their
performance. The e-xcellence model, however, contains all indicators with the exception of
promoting critical thinking (Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012).
Personalisation. The participants agree that instruction should be in line with the
capabilities of the target group, as does the ELQ (Hansson, 2008), i.e. authentic (Pe2) and
meaningful learning activities (Pe2), and the active involvement of students in assessment (Pe8).
The participants agree with Hansson (2008) that the indicators related to tailoring learning to
individual needs of adult students (personal learning) is not easily manageable; they even doubt its
necessity in some courses, ‘there is a necessary learning path in growing complexity and
conceptualization. Random choice of learning activities is, therefore, not possible’ (part_1_pol).
The fact that OBL is emergent in Flanders might imply that adult students are not used to taking
ownership and need support with self-directed learning. Another explanation is that teachers are
not ready for personal learning, that it is not in line with their pedagogical beliefs and that ‘learning
activities are mostly fixed … the only choice students have is to choose between alternative tasks
or not to execute a task’ (part_34_pro), or that it demands a different way for resources to be used:
i.e. ‘I think this is the ideal situation; in practice this [indicator related to personal learning] is
rather unrealistic because the institution does not have the financial resources to accomplish this’
(part_52_pro). Further, HE extant quality frameworks such as the eMM or the ELQ model do not
mention indicators on personal learning (Hansson, 2008; Marshall, 2010).
Productivity. Indicators are that adult students are encouraged to build knowledge in an
active way (Pr2) and are assessed at a level that transcends reproduction (Pr3). This supports the
claim that content does not add to quality per se; the interaction of adult students with online
content, and how they use it for learning activities, is more important (Jung, 2011, 2012). Findings
are in line with those mentioned related to assessment in other frameworks (Hansson, 2008;
Marshall, 2010; Williams, Kear & Rosewell, 2012).
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Limitations and Prospects for Future Research
The challenge is, first, to further validate this model both in and beyond the context of AE in
Flanders. It can be argued here that the panel selection was too small, not representative and lacking
solid experience with OBL, or that representatives from the macro level were insufficiently
represented. These issues should be addressed in follow-up validation studies.
Second, research on the perceived impact of the success factors on students’ participation
by, for example, structural equation modelling (SEM) is relevant (Hair et al., 2014). As such, SEM
allows investigating how the success factors are related and validates the quality instrument for use
as a survey. Findings of such a study will be useful for policy members to make informed decisions
and prioritise areas for improvement.
Finally, the instrument also has to prove its validity when applied in practice. Case study
research can answer the question of how it is useful for dialogue and consultation at the meso and
micro levels to underpin the adoption of OBL, assess the quality of OBL and implement
improvement actions to ensure that the needs of students are met.
3.6 Conclusion
The student perspective is (largely) lacking in current quality models for OBL. Through a Delphi
approach, we reached agreement among stakeholders in AE on the success factors and quality
indicators that contribute to student participation in OBL.
Seven success factors were identified: credibility, transparency, flexibility, accessibility,
interactivity, personalisation, and productivity; for which, for the latter six, 30 quality indicators
were withheld. While most of the indicators reported in this study confirm findings of earlier studies
(Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012), or are present in models developed for HE such as the ELQ
(Hansson, 2008), eMM (Marshall, 2010) and e-xcellence (Williams, Kear, & Rosewell, 2012), this
does not apply to the concepts of the success factors. Findings indicate that the quality models from
HE are transferable to AE with minor adjustments. Furthermore, the results of this study should
help practitioners from AE and HE to prioritise indicators in existing models that matter most for
adult students.
This study is relevant to guide internal quality improvement of OBL. The connection of
the indicators with clearly defined pedagogical success factors and quality dimensions is useful to
underpin the adoption of OBL and align all quality dimensions in institutions in accordance with
this vision (Hansson, 2008; Kipta & Berge, 2006). All success factors are important to take into
account. Transparency applies to all quality areas. Flexibility and accessibility throughout the
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programme and customised learning activities pertaining to interactivity, personalisation and
productivity are important for the target group. The link between success factors and indicators
allows assessment if the quality of OBL meets the needs of students to participate. The link between
the indicators and the quality dimensions allows practitioners to set priorities for improvements in
the institution to achieve the vision of OBL.
The results from this study are also relevant for external quality assessment. The quality
dialogue at the intersection of all educational levels can benefit from the clearly defined success
factors. Stakeholders in institutions can use these concepts to clarify decisions to adopt, assess and
improve OBL for the purpose of accountability.
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Chapter 4
A Conceptual Model for Effective Quality management of Online and Blended
Learning12
Abstract
Institutions considering online and blended learning (OBL) face the challenge of
strategically adopting OBL to develop, implement, monitor, assess and improve the
quality of programmes and courses. The principles of continuous quality
improvement (CQI) allow this challenge to be addressed. Effective CQI
management implies that quality assurance and quality improvement follow and
inform each other as part of a continuous cycle. Scholars report however, that quality
management of OBL usually focuses on assurance. The purpose of this paper is to
provide a state of the art approach for effective CQI management which allows
practitioners to achieve coherence between quality assurance and improvement of
OBL. A conceptual paper links and integrates work across fields to address a
common problem i.e. coherence between quality assurance and improvement. We
discuss research in the context of CQI that uncovers features of OBL that prevent
practitioners from achieving coherence. To offset these features the conceptual
model for effective quality management of OBL we integrate data-based decision
making in CQI. The conceptual model provides a foundation for research on the
effectiveness of this CQI management approach in the context of OBL. The quality
management approach supports practitioners during the entire CQI-cycle to foster
dialogue and consultation between all stakeholders in the institution in order to
strategically develop assess and improve the quality of OBL programmes and
courses. The originality of the model lies in making explicit data-based decision
making as a driver for effective CQI management.
Keywords: quality assurance, quality enhancement, quality improvement, e-learning, online and
blended learning, data-based decision making.
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4.1 Introduction
Online and blended learning (OBL) is valued for its potential to remove barriers, such as
accessibility and flexibility, that prevent students from participating in traditional education
(Graham & Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007). Institutions face challenges when they (plan to) redesign
their programmes in order to implement OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009; Moskal, Dziuban, & Hartman,
2013). Indeed, successful adoption, implementation and improvement of OBL requires that the
needs of the different stakeholders in institutions are taken into account (Moskal et al., 2013). This
is important to ensure that the institution puts reliable and robust infrastructure and sufficient
resources in place to support the faculty and the students during OBL (Moskal et al., 2013).
Continuous quality improvement (CQI) can facilitate a process of change, innovation, assessment
and improvement and is suited to capture the perspectives of these different stakeholders (Becket
& Brookes, 2005).
CQI is defined as a quality ‘[...] management approach [...] to continuously improve the
efficiency and effectiveness of all aspects of the organization’s programmes and services in order
to maximise benefits for clients. [...] relying on evidence-based information to support the
organizations’ success in achieving its goals and outcomes’. (Sonpal-Valias, 2009, p. 2). The
implementation of a quality model is essential in CQI. ‘A quality model defines the set of variables
in terms of which quality is measured and the way in which it is measured’ (Inglis, 2008, p. 348).
Figure 4.15 shows the ‘variables’ referred to in the literature as the quality areas (management,
services and products) that capture the six common systemic quality dimensions that need to fit
together’ in institutions to achieve quality in OBL (Ossiannilsson et al. 2015). A quality model
guides choices to improve and restructure management, services and programmes; and to evaluate
an institutions’ progress (Bloxham, 2010).

Figure 4.15 The three common quality areas and six quality dimensions in quality management models
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).
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However, Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2002, 2003) noted a mismatch between quality
models for CQI and education. This mismatch consists of a focus on management and services at
the expense of pedagogy (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003, 2002). According to Abdous ‘[...]
because of this perceived disconnection (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003) CQI is considered more
applicable to management and student services [...]‘ (Abdous, 2009, p. 286) than it is to educational
processes (the products in figure 1). Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2002) make the case that a model
for effective CQI management in education must not only be systemic and address management
and services but must also explicitly address the pedagogical aspects (Srikanthan & Dalrymple,
2002). Hansson et al. (2008) confirm this need claiming that indeed all quality dimensions should
be aligned in a functional manner: they must ‘[...] fit together in a coherent manner on the basis of
a pedagogical philosophy’. (Hansson, 2008, p. 40). If educational processes are addressed, CQI
principles can help institutions to implement, assess and improve OBL successfully (Moskal et al.,
2013; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003). Therefore, since the last decade, several studies have
empirically identified the needs of students related to OBL, including needs related to pedagogy
(Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). One of these studies, the
conceptual quality framework13 for OBL by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012), is unique in this
respect because it introduces success factors for OBL that makes the pedagogical needs of students
related to the quality areas: management, services and products explicit (figure 4.16). Success in
OBL is described as: ‘[...] to be successful in e-learning from an academic and educational point of
view but also with regard to their personal and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012, p. 49).

Figure 4.16 The needs of students related to OBL captured in success factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012).

13

In the literature on quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g. Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, &
Brown, 2015) and 'framework' (e.g. Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In both
cases it is a model or framework that is used for quality management. To avoid confusion, we use
'framework' when we refer to the work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) while we use the 'model'
to refer to the research within this doctoral research and extant quality models developed in HE.
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As no guidelines on how to use this conceptual quality framework are given, there is a
need for scientifically validated knowledge on ‘how’ professionals can implement this conceptual
quality framework, which explicitly address pedagogy, for effective quality management of OBL
(Ehlers, 2007; Inglis, 2008). The objective of this conceptual paper is therefore to answer the
research question: ‘how’ can a conceptual quality framework that captures the needs of students
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) for effective CQI management of OBL be implemented?
In the second section we conceptualise OBL and the challenges it presents for institutions
that adopt it and the consequences it has for the quality management. Then, we introduce the answer
to the research question describing how the conceptual quality framework by Ossiannilsson and
Landgren (2012) can be implemented together with a scientifically valid approach for effective
quality management of OBL (figure 4.17). In the third section we provide the background for the
different elements in the conceptual model for effective quality management in relation to OBL.
We explain how, according to the recommendations of Gilson and Goldberg (2015), the problemfocused approach in this paper allows to link and integrate work across research fields in order to
answer the research question. In the fourth section we conclude with suggestions for future research
based on the proposed conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL.
4.2 A conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL
4.2.1 Online and blended learning
Different types of OBL have emerged in education in the past two decades and are referred to in
the literature as e.g. e-learning, blended learning or distance education (Boelens, De Wever, &
Voet, 2017). Most of these types are defined as a combination of online and face-to-face learning
(Boelens et al., 2017) and all can be situated in the continuum between face-to-face learning (no
technology) and fully online learning (all technology) (OECD, 2005) with blended learning in
between the endpoints. According to Boelens et al. (2017), blended learning remains an ill-defined
concept which they describe at the course level as: ‘[...] learning that happens in an instructional
context which is characterised by a deliberate combination of online and classroom-based
interventions to instigate and support learning’ (p. 2). It is possible that courses are delivered
completely face-to-face, blended or completely online as part of a programme that can be
considered to be blended. We can thus extend the concept of Boelens et al. (2017) to the programme
level.
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Figure 4.17 Conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL (Abdous, 2009; Berge, 1995; Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Harvey, 2003; Jara
& Mellar, 2009; Leiber, Stensaker, & Harvey, 2015; Moskal et al., 2013; Nihuka & Voogt, 2011; Schildkamp et al., 2014, 2015; Schildkamp, Poortman,
Luyten, & Ebbeler, 2016; Sonpal-Valias, 2009).
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Because OBL reaches up, down and through the entire organization, a broad group of
internal stakeholders at the meso (management) and micro level (faculty) is responsible for quality
(Deepwell, 2007). This implies that a team must be assembled involving professionals from both
levels of the organization in CQI. In accordance with the principles of CQI, a quality model and
approach for effective management should be put into place to help professionals adopt, set goals,
identify resources and strategies, and measure progress towards the institutions’ vision (Moore,
2005; Moskal et al., 2013). While it is important that professionals consult students as part of CQI,
the literature mentions several practical problems (Ehlers, 2007; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Moskal et
al., 2013).
4.2.2 A conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL
In the case of OBL literature indicates that teams composed of management and faculty should
participate in frequent meetings to develop (Nihuka & Voogt, 2011) and effectively manage the
quality of OBL (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Jara & Mellar, 2009). Dialogue between
professionals at various levels of an educational institution and consultation with the students is
required to strategically adopt, assess and improve OBL successfully (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers,
2007; Moskal et al., 2013). To strategically adopt OBL several questions like e.g. ‘Why should the
institution engage in OBL?, what are the goals, and what outcomes are expected to be achieved,
both initially and in the longer term?, what student benefits are sought —improved success,
increased persistence, shortened time-to-degree, etc.?, demand an answer (Moskal et al., 2013, p.
16).
Management and faculty, can use the success factors mentioned in the quality framework
by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) to engage in this dialogue to strategically adopt OBL in
line with the institutions’ vision during the planning-phase. Then an OBL programme and courses
need to be developed in line with this reason for adoption. The concerns of the team members are
important to prepare to access and collect data to explore a problem or investigate hypotheses
(plan-purpose). We identify data in line with Lai and Schildkamp (2013, p. 10) as the ‘[...]
information that is collected in a systematic manner and organised to represent some aspect of
schools [...]’, or an educational institution. In the case of OBL the reported attrition rates indicate
that student participation can be an issue (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010), therefore we suggest that
student participation in OBL is taken as an indicator for effective CQI as alternative for, or in
addition to, other indicators such as student satisfaction (Ardi et al., 2012).
The team then accesses and collects data to purposefully monitor student participation or
what can influence participation in OBL, next to other outcomes like e.g. student satisfaction. This
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is important to ensure purposeful quality assurance (do-data). Stakeholders can consult with
students to check and assess if the quality of the OBL programme and courses meets their needs,
and get feedback e.g. by survey data at the end of the implementation phase.
Team members combine this data in the check-phase with the, both qualitative and
quantitative, data that they collected to monitor OBL during the implementation. Team members
then filter, check, organise and analyse the data of OBL to explore a problem or investigate
hypotheses (check-information). This provides information to the team members about the extent
to which students were able to participate in OBL and it installs a feedback loop to initiate the
quality improvement phase. In the case of adoption of OBL, this would be the first CQI-cycle
resulting in a current state analysis in the check phase by the end of QA. The effects of improvement
measures will need to be based on this information.
The conceptual model for effective quality management supports to investigate the
effectiveness of the quality management approach for OBL. In line with widespread use in literature
we distinguish short-term, mid-term and long-term effects and refer to these respectively as outputs,
outcomes and impacts (Leiber et al., 2015). Leiber et al. (2015) reported that the terms ‘effect’ and
‘impact’ e.g. ‘impact evaluation’ or ‘impact analysis’ are both used as umbrella terms. Like Leiber
et al. (2015), we choose to use ‘effect’ as an umbrella term.
During the reflect-phase the team members need to combine their understanding and
expertise to install improvement measures in the institution. This is needed to convert the
information into actionable knowledge to take informed decisions about what improvements i.e.
management processes, services or pedagogical aspects of the products delivered to students
(reflect-knowledge).
Finally, in the act-phase the knowledge of the team members is applied. There are two
possibilities. Either the vision on OBL needs refinement, or improvements to management
processes, services or the pedagogical aspects (the products) are needed. In both situations a new
CQI cycle is initiated (plan). Several CQI-cycles are needed to assess mid-term and long-term
effects of the quality management approach on student participation in OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009;
Jara & Mellar, 2010).
This conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL is relevant for several
reasons. First, it presents a scientifically valid quality management approach to foster dialogue
between all stakeholders in an institution and consultation of students. Second, combined with the
quality framework by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012), it can support institutions to implement
a CQI management approach to adopt, develop, monitor, assess and improve OBL to meet the
(pedagogical) needs of students.

107

Chapter 4
4.3 Background for the conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL
In this section, we first address literature on effective CQI management of OBL. We introduce the
general principles, a quality indicator and a common problem in effective CQI management for
OBL. Then we present research that clarifies the causes of this common problem of CQI
management in the context of OBL. Since this research points to the use of student (feedback) data
to address this common problem we link the field of data-based decision making (DBDM) to the
field of CQI. We explain how DBDM is a driver for effective CQI management of OBL.
4.3.1 Effective CQI management of OBL
Since Deming (1950), CQI management is identified as different variants of the plan, do, check,
reflect and act cycle (Moen & Norman, 2010). We identify CQI in accordance with Sonpal-Valias
(2009) as: plan – do – check – reflect and act (figure 4.18). Effective CQI implies that quality
assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) follow and inform each other as part of a continuous
cycle (Williams, 2016). In practice, this means that first a QA-phase is initiated in which: OBL
programmes and services are strategically planned and developed (plan), implemented (do); and
that quality is monitored during and assessed by the end of the implementation (check). This QAphase provides feedback for the QI-phase. This phase starts when the results from the QA-phase
are checked (check) and interpreted (reflect) and decisions to improve are taken (act). Thus
initiating a subsequent CQI-cycle.

Figure 4.18 The conceptual quality model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) can support effective CQI.

4.3.1.1 Student participation as an indicator for effective CQI management of OBL
We argued that sustained and successful student participation is a relevant indicator for effective
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CQI of OBL as alternative for, or in addition to, other indicators such as student satisfaction (Ardi
et al., 2012).
Nistor and Neubauer (2010) describe sustained and successful student participation in OBL
as: “[...] learners completing the activities specified in the seminars’ didactical concept” (p. 664).
Two dimensions of participation in OBL are distinguished. First, students can choose to participate
actively in the interaction with peers and teachers about the (online) learning content, which is
coined as: ‘active participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). Students can also choose to
‘lurk’ i.e. ‘only consume without producing information’, which is referred to as ‘passive
participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). In the latter case, students make, at best, passive
use e.g. read the online content and digital traces of the online interaction to complete learning
activities. Effective CQI of OBL will ultimately lead to improved student participation in OBL.
4.3.1.2 A common problem in effective CQI management of OBL
While scholars take different perspectives on the relationship between QA and QI, some
acknowledge that: ‘[...] they are part of a cycle, each part informing the next’ (Williams, 2016, p.
101). Such a feedback loop is crucial for quality improvement (Bloxham, 2010; Harvey, 2003).
Effective CQI management needs a simultaneous focus on QA and QI (Abdous, 2009). Yet scholars
report that institutional CQI of OBL usually focuses on QA at the expense of QI (Abdous, 2009;
Jara & Mellar, 2009; Williams, 2016). In the case of OBL, Abdous (2009, p. 382) showed that CQI
‘[...] can be transformed from a static, after-the-fact state to a more iterative and dynamic state [...]’,
if QA is intertwined with the development (Plan) and implementation process (Do) of OBL. While
the conceptual framework for quality of OBL (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) is useful for
effective CQI, the research question is, ‘how’ the implementation of this conceptual quality
framework that captures the needs of students for effective CQI management of OBL can be
implemented for effective CQI management?
4.3.2 Linking the field of Data-Based Decision making to the field of Continuous Quality
Improvement
Deepwell (2007) emphasises that a broad group of professionals at all levels of an institution is
responsible for the quality of OBL (figure 4.18). A distinctive feature of OBL is e.g. its dependence
on institutional infrastructure and access to technologies beyond the control of the faculty
(Deepwell, 2007). The implication is that management and faculty, both stakeholders in CQI for
OBL need to engage in a dialogue. CQI management for OBL is therefore to be implemented at
the intersection of the meso (management) and micro (faculty) level of an institution (Deepwell,
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2007; Ehlers, 2007). However, CQI management requires the participation of ‘all’ stakeholders,
including the consultation of students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). The research question is
therefore restated to ‘how’ can the conceptual quality framework that captures the needs of students
be implemented to foster dialogue and consultation between the stakeholders to achieve effective
CQI management of OBL? We address this question in the section below and offer an answer. To
come to this, we discuss studies that highlight challenges to achieve coherence in CQI management
of OBL. We present a scientifically state of the art approach for effective quality management that
supports dialogue between professionals, during the entire CQI-cycle, and consultation of students.
4.3.2.1 Data-Based Decision Making as a driver for effective CQI management of OBL
In their case study, Jara and Mellar (2009) reported four main factors related to the features of OBL
that disrupt the effectiveness of CQI management for OBL. Three of these factors challenge the
installation of a dialogue between management and faculty in CQI (Jara & Mellar, 2009). The
fourth factor presents challenges to consult students during CQI of OBL.
First, in relation to management and faculty, developing an OBL programme and courses
is complex and demands different skills, leading to disaggregated processes. Second, this demands
that different professionals in different roles are involved in the development and implementation
of OBL courses, which lead to a distributed configuration of these teams. Third, as a result of the
organizational position that courses have within institutions not all professionals are equally
available. These three factors indicate that institutions need to adapt their CQI management
approach to be suited for OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). Jara and Mellars’ (2009) study suggests that
CQI management of OBL, addressed from a team perspective, can be beneficial. It is interesting to
note that current literature on the development of OBL programmes and courses embraces a
collaborative approach such as in multidisciplinary teams or teacher design teams (Nihuka &
Voogt, 2011). This approach provides an answer, among other things, to the different roles and
responsibilities a department faces when they develop and implement OBL (Berge, 1995). As part
of their responsibility to develop and implement OBL, faculty can participate in CQI of OBL
together with management.
The fourth disrupting factor for CQI of OBL is that it is not straightforward to consult
students (Jara & Mellar, 2009). The limited opportunities to interact with students puts pressure on
the need to consult them in CQI of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). To solve this issue, Jara and Mellar
(2009) suggested that the faculty together with the management collect, analyse and act upon
student (feedback) data from a wide range of instruments (e.g. interaction logs, observation, student
surveys and student-tutor relationships) to effectively manage the quality of OBL.
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It seems that data are drivers for quality improvement (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008;
Williams; 2016). In line with Inglis (2008) we assume that data, especially student feedback
(Harvey, 2003), can be the driver for CQI. DBDM allows management and faculty to offset the
fourth of the disrupting factors for CQI i.e. the difficulty to consult students (Jara & Mellar, 2010).
Several studies about CQI for OBL confirm this statement. Bloxham (2010) used (formative)
student feedback to monitor, assess and improve the development of online courses. Barrie et al.
(2005) showed that a CQI management approach that uses data that was focused on student learning
promoted coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement. A focus on DBDM in
CQI can thus promote coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement. The DBDMprocess is an inherent part of CQI since it was introduced by Deming (1950). Yet research indicates
that DBDM is difficult to put into practice due to the features of OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009).
Next, as Schildkamp et al. emphasise that ‘[...] management and faculty often still do not use data
to their best effect, if at all ‘[...]’, and ‘[...] that decisions are still mainly based on intuition and
limited observations [...]’ (Schildkamp et al., 2015, p. 1). It is therefore useful to make data use
throughout the CQI-cycle explicit. This is helpful to support developing practitioners’ competence
in the use of data (Schildkamp and Kuiper, 2010) in quality management for OBL (Ehlers, 2007).
Therefore, in the next paragraph we make DBDM in the CQI-cycle explicit.
Data-based decision making (DBDM) as part of CQI. DBDM is ‘[...] an iterative and
cyclic procedure [...]’ (Schildkamp et al., 2015, p. 3) that can be used by teams composed of
management and faculty to use data collaboratively in a reflective dialogue within a school, using
a structured approach [...]’ (Schildkamp et al., 2015, p. 2). Management and faculty operating as a
team at the programme level offers an answer to the first three disrupting factors for CQI (Jara &
Mellar, 2009). In such a constellation the expertise and efforts of these professionals, with their
different roles, who are responsible for OBL in the institutions can be directed in a targeted manner
both for developing (Nihuka & Voogt, 2011) and managing the quality of OBL. Schildkamp et al.
(2015) identified DBDM as a cyclic procedure that can be used by teams:
‘Data use in data teams starts with a purpose in the form of a problem definition and
a related goal instead of with data. Next, data are collected to investigate possible
causes of the problem. The team needs to filter the data (e.g. are the data valid and
reliable? If not, additional data need to be collected and a feedback loop is created),
organise the data to investigate the hypothesis, and analyse and interpret the data. Only
then, these data are transferred into information. Combined with stakeholder
understanding and expertise, this becomes actionable knowledge. Data teams can take
two possible actions: The hypothesis is incorrect and the action is to go back to
formulating new hypotheses (a feedback loop is created), or the hypothesis is correct
and the data team takes action based on the data. In case of the latter, they also need
to evaluate (collect new data) whether their actions have led to the desired outcomes

111

Chapter 4
and goal; in this way, another feedback loop is created.’ (Schildkamp et al., 2015, p.
4).
This typical DBDM-cycle (Schildkamp et al., 2015) can be integrated in the CQI-cycle,
figure 4.19. When the DBDM-cycle is embedded in the CQI-cycle it can be used for two purposes
i.e. process evaluation and effect evaluation (Schildkamp et al., 2014). In the case of process
evaluation, an implementation process is monitored (Schildkamp et al., 2014). This is useful to
explore (monitor) and assess the effects of what is implemented (QA). If a team adopts an
innovation like OBL, only the implementation process of OBL can be monitored and assessed
(process evaluation). This first CQI-cycle results then in a current state analysis in the check phase
(QA). Effect evaluation is only possible in a subsequent CQI-cycle. Effect evaluation is about
whether improvement measures (QI) solve a problem (Schildkamp et al., 2014). This means
whether the causes of a problem have been removed or that a problem has been solved and the goal
has been achieved.

Figure 4.19 An integrated approach for effective CQI management of OBL: DBDM-cycle and steps
integrated into the PDCRA-cycle.

The conceptual quality management model in this contribution is in line with literature in
the fields of internal quality improvement and external quality assessment that emphasise the
importance to systematically collect and analyse multiple data as a point of departure as a basis for
decisions (Creemers & Kyriakides, 2010; Mutch, 2012; Vanlommel et al., 2016).
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4.4 Conclusion and suggestions for further research
In this conceptual paper we presented an approach for effective CQI management of OBL at the
intersection of the meso and micro level. The approach integrates key findings from the fields of
CQI (of OBL) and DBDM.
Effective CQI management (of OBL) needs coherence between quality assurance and
quality improvement. Such coherence can be reached when management and faculty operate as a
team, through dialogue, and consult the students, following a data driven approach. The CQI
management approach presented in this contribution is useful to implement the conceptual quality
framework for OBL by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and strategically adopt, monitor, assess
and improve the quality of OBL in line with the needs of the students. Multiple data sources are
systematically collected to monitor and assess the implementation process and complemented with
student feedback data to decide how to improve the quality of OBL and later assess the effects
(Creemers & Kyriakides, 2010; Mutch, 2012; Vanlommel et al., 2016). Student participation in
OBL is assumed as a suitable indicator for effective CQI next to, or in addition to, other quality
measures (Ardi, 2012).
The conceptual model can be used to investigate the effectivity of the CQI management
approach. To initiate such research, we suggest empirical studies. First, scientific research to
establish the validity and the reliability of the conceptual quality framework by Ossiannilsson and
Landgren (2012). Empirical studies have been conducted to enable its use as a quality instrument
to support, through dialogue between professionals, the strategical adoption of OBL (Blieck et al.,
2017, 2018). Next, an empirical study is needed to validate it in a survey to consult students in the
check-phase of the CQI cycle to assess the quality of OBL in a valid and reliable manner. Additional
insights into the relationships of the success factors and student participation in OBL can give
practitioners an understanding of what improvement measures to prioritise in their institution.
Quantitative research with structural equation modelling can provide such knowledge (Ardi et al.,
2012; Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014).
Furthermore, we advise exploratory case study research (Yin, 2009) with the conceptual
framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) and instruments (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018). This will
inform practitioners how the different education providers (teachers and trainers (in all their roles),
course designers and management) can engage and use the quality framework by Ossiannilsson
and Landgrens’ (2012). These studies are important to confirm the generic implementation
principles of the approach for effective CQI management of OBL in educational contexts (Van
Kemenade, 2017) and enable mid-term and long-term effectivity research.
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Chapter 5
Investigating the Relationship between Success Factors and Student
Participation in Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education: A Pilot
Study14
Abstract
Online and blended learning (OBL) is valued, but it also offers challenges. Literature
indicates that OBL can enhance access to education and increase flexibility for
students. However, the reported dropout rates indicate that student participation in
OBL programmes is a concern. Scientifically valid knowledge about how factors
that help students participate in OBL are related to student participation is necessary
for quality improvement of OBL. This knowledge can help professionals determine
what they need to improve in their institution and how to prioritise those
improvements. In this study, we report on the validation of a quality instrument with
indicators related to quality dimensions present in quality management models and
important success factors that aid student participation in OBL (Blieck et al., 2017,
2018; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). These success factors are: credibility,
transparency,

flexibility,

accessibility,

interactivity,

personalisation

and

productivity. The Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM)
method is suitable for validating complex models in studies where predictive
accuracy is important. According to adult students, all success factors, except
flexibility, are important for aiding OBL participation. Adult students perceive that
the quality dimensions of learning activities and student support (related to
interactivity) deserve priority in improving participation in OBL in adult education.
Keywords: quality, success factors, blended learning, e-learning, online learning,
quality enhancement
5.1 Introduction
Online and blended learning (OBL) is valued for its potential to remove barriers for students to
participate in traditional education. OBL can enhance accessibility and flexibility (Graham &
Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007), transform traditional approaches to instruction and teaching (Bonk &

14

Blieck, Y., Kauwenberghs, K., Zhu, C., Struyven, K., Pynoo, B., & Depryck, K. (Under review).
Investigating the Relationship between Success Factors and Student Participation in Online and Blended
Learning in Adult Education: A Pilot Study. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning.
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Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007) and reduce instruction costs (Shea,
2007). Both institutions and governments are aware of these benefits. However, there remain issues
with student participation in OBL and dropout rates are an important concern (Fozdar, Kumar, &
Kannan, 2006; Madhlangobe, Chikasha, Mafa, & Kurasha, 2014; Nistor & Neubauer, 2010).
Numerous quality management models for the continuous quality improvement (CQI) of
OBL exist in higher education (HE). Scholars have noted that these models have similar
‘constituents’, referred to as quality dimensions from the providers’ perspective (Frydenberg, 2002;
Jung, 2011; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). The common dimensions are management, support for
faculty, support for students, delivery and design of the programme and course (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015). Valid scientific knowledge
about these quality dimensions and the relationships among them is useful because quality
dimensions can help professionals develop and assess the quality of OBL. Insights into the
relationships provide an understanding of which quality dimensions to prioritise for improvement
(Ardi, Hidayatno, & Zagloel, 2012). Therefore, scholars have investigated the quality dimensions
and how they are related in the context of HE (Ardi et al., 2012; Lagrosen, Seyyed‐Hashemi, &
Leitner, 2004; Tsinidou, Gerogiannis, & Fitsilis, 2010). The majority of such studies have
investigated the impact of quality dimensions on student satisfaction, as satisfaction can be an
indicator of the successful implementation of CQI (Ardi et al., 2012). Despite their value, these
studies do not address the question of how institutions can improve student participation in OBL to
prevent dropout.
In the last decade, HE has paid increased attention towards the quality dimensions of OBL
from the student perspective, as well as how they are related (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Ehlers, 2004;
Jung, 2011, 2012). Ossiannilsson and Landgrens' (2012) conceptual framework distinguishes
among quality dimensions grouped into three quality areas and the success factors needed for OBL
to meet students’ (pedagogical) needs. To date, no studies are available that investigate the
relationship between success factors and student participation in OBL. Such research is relevant,
especially in adult education (AE), where adult students face challenges in balancing education
with other responsibilities.
5.2 Literature review
With the emergence of OBL worldwide, teaching and learning are no longer restricted to traditional
classrooms (Shea, 2007). Different concepts are used in the literature to refer to OBL, e.g., elearning, blended learning or distance education. From a technological viewpoint, all are situated
on the continuum of face-to-face learning (no e-learning) to distance education (no face-to-face),
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with blended learning situated in between the endpoints (OECD, 2005). Boelens et al. (2017, p. 2)
conceptualise blended learning at the course level as ‘a deliberate blending of face-to-face and
online instructional activities with the goal of simulating and supporting learning’. This
conceptualisation allows the blending of (parts of) one or more courses in a programme along the
technical continuum (OECD, 2005). It is possible that courses are delivered completely face-toface, blended or completely online as part of a programme that can be considered to be blended.
We can thus extend the conceptualisation of Boelens et al. (2017) to the programme level. In this
case, OBL refers to all modes of instructional activities that use technology to support learning
within a programme, i.e. face-to-face, blended -or fully e-learning courses.
In the context of HE, there are numerous quality models that guide the implementation and
improvement process of OBL (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). In order to successfully implement OBL
in their institutions, professionals need to understand the quality dimensions that construct the CQI
foundation (Ardi et al., 2012). The concept of quality dimensions originates from CQI15 (Bloxham,
2010; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002). According to Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012), quality
dimensions can be clustered into three quality areas: management, services and products. The
successful quality improvement of OBL demands that the quality of products or services is assessed
in relation to the institutional context (Deepwell, 2007), i.e., management. This is why scholars
advocate that OBL quality models foster a systemic, holistic or process view and capture all
dimensions when implementing or improving OBL (Hansson, 2008; Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012; Rovai, 2003; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002). In the HE context, research using structural
equation modelling (SEM) techniques has validated the quality dimensions and their relationships
in quality management models and student satisfaction (Ardi et al., 2012; Lagrosen et al., 2004;
Tsinidou et al., 2010).
Several scholars have indicated that quality dimensions represent the providers’
perspective (Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012). The student perspective does not necessarily
coincide with this perspective (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Ehlers & Pawlowski, 2006). However, the
student perspective is important for CQI as the literature emphasises that educational quality is the
result of a negotiation process among all parties participating in the education process (Ehlers,
2009a, 2009b).

15

CQI and total quality management (TQM) have become synonymous in academia and business (Bloxham, 2010). For
this reason, we consider that TQM and CQI can be used interchangeably. While some scholars referred to in this study
use the term CQI, others use TQM. For readability in this study, we chose to use the concept CQI.
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5.2.1 The student perspective for OBL quality: success factors
Several scholars have tried to identify the quality dimensions of OBL from the student perspective
(Agariya & Singh, 2013; Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012), with Ossiannilsson and Landgrens'
(2012) conceptual framework highlighting both the success factors needed for OBL to meet
students’ (pedagogical) needs, as well as its quality dimensions and areas. Ossiannilson and
Landgren (2012) describe success in OBL as success ‘[…] in e-learning from an academic and
educational point of view but also with regard to their [students’] personal and social life’
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012, p. 49). This conceptual framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012) has been validated in further research (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018) and this has led to a
consensus on the description of success factors:
(1) Credibility refers to how the institution shapes its OBL policy (the translation of its vision
into measurable targets and the adequate deployment of resources and personnel) and
quality management, the extent to which OBL meets the expectations of external quality
control bodies and the institutions’ efforts to ensure the reliability and validity of
assessment.
(2) Transparency refers to the extent to which all information is made available to students
and the initiatives an institution undertakes to inform their students for the duration of the
entire process, from registration until graduation.
(3) Flexibility refers to the extent to which the training is tailored to meet professional/private
obligations and/or the needs of students, as well as the options the institution provides for
students regarding the contact education vs. online education ratio and programme length.
(4) Accessibility refers to the extent of ease with which students have access to what is
available to them online and on campus (e.g. open learning space, library) and the extent
to which they are supported.
(5) Interactivity refers to students’ interaction with the online material and their fellow
students and teachers, both online and in the classroom.
(6) Personalisation refers to the extent to which learning activities can be/are customised to
students’ individual needs. Personalisation ranges from ‘personalised learning’ (students
have complete control over the choice of options) to ‘personal instruction’ (options are
determined by the institution).
(7) Productivity refers to the extent to which learning activities (learning content and
assessment) challenge students to go beyond the minimum level of knowledge
reproduction.
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The success factors and quality dimensions are connected to quality indicators (see table
5.18). The success factors can be used to ensure that the quality of OBL meets students’ needs, i.e.,
facilitate student participation (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007)
and enhance and improve student participation at the pedagogical level (Bonk & Graham, 2012;
Graham, 2005; Graham & Robison, 2007).
Table 5.18 Quality of OBL and number of quality indicators (N) connected to success factors and quality
dimensions (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018).

Quality of OBL
Student perspective Number of indicators Provider perspective
Credibility
13
Management1
5
Support for teachers and staff 2
Transparency
1
Management1
4
Programme design2
4
Course design3
8
Student support2
Flexibility
3
Programme design3
Accessibility
4
Delivery3
2
Support for students2
Interactivity
5
Learning activity3
3
Support for students2
Personalisation
3
Learning activity design3
Productivity
2
Learning activity design3
1
2
3
Quality areas: management, services, products
5.2.2 Student participation in OBL
Nistor and Neubauer (2010) operationalise sustained and successful participation in OBL as “[…]
learners completing the activities specified in the seminar’s didactical concept” (p. 664). Nistor and
Neubauer (2010) distinguish two dimensions. First, students can choose to actively participate in
their interactions with peers and teachers about the (online) learning content. This dimension is
termed ‘active participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). Students can also choose to ‘lurk’,
i.e., ‘[…] only consume without producing information’, which is referred to as ‘passive
participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). We acknowledge both of Nistor and Neubauers’
(2010) dimensions, but we assume that students can actively participate in the learning process,
i.e., complete learning activities, without actively participating in the interaction. In the latter case,
students make, at best, passive use of the resources, e.g., they read the online content and digital
traces of the online interaction to complete the learning activities. Therefore, we refer to Nistor and
Neubauers’ (2010) dimensions, respectively, as ‘active participation in interaction’ and ‘active
participation in the learning process’ to operationalise ‘participation in OBL’.
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5.2.3 The relationship between success factors and student participation in OBL
Using a fictitious example, Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) demonstrate how their conceptual
model can be understood from a students’ perspective. The scarce empirical research provides
partial evidence to support the relationships among success factors. In this section, we extend the
example to include student participation and we relate this to research relating to persistence and
dropout in HE OBL (Fozdar et al., 2006; Madhlangobe et al., 2014; Nistor & Neubauer, 2010;
Rovai, 2003), as well as empirical studies on quality dimensions and their relationships in terms of
the (adult) student perspective in HE (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012) and
studies on extant quality models and their quality aspects and indicators that define OBL quality
for adult students in the HE context (Dzakiria, 2012; Harroff, 2002; Korres, Karalis, Leftheriotou,
& Barriocanal, 2009; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Stodel, Thompson, & MacDonald, 2006;
Volungeviciene, Tereseviciene, & Tait, 2014; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). Based on the review of
relevant literature, we present our hypotheses in the following paragraphs, while the hypothesised
structural model is depicted in figure 5.20.
Adult students who wish to enrol in an OBL programme face the challenge of balancing
their personal and social life with their education commitments. To consider if these needs are
compatible with a programme, students need a clear idea about what to expect before and after
enrolling. Teachers, staff and management can provide students with this information, i.e., their
shared vision on OBL and how the resources are used to realise that vision (Agariya & Singh, 2013;
Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012; Korres et al., 2009; Stodel et al., 2006; Volungeviciene et al.,
2014; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). Transparent information about the possibilities and modalities of the
programme are important for students (Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012;
Madhlangobe et al., 2014; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). We assume that, from the student
perspective, credibility, to which management, teachers and staff contribute, determines all success
factors through transparent information (hypothesis 1). As such, credibility, through transparency,
is the driver for student participation. This is in line with Ardi et al. (2012), who report that the
commitment of teachers, staff and management is the main driver in CQI. This implies that for
maximum effectiveness, i.e., student participation, students require transparent information about
all success factors (hypothesis 2).
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Figure 5.20 Hypothesised structural model for OBL quality from the student perspective
To balance a programme with professional and personal occupations, the programmes’
flexibility, i.e., its length and the face-to-face and online learning needs ratio, must meet students’
needs (Fozdar et al., 2006; Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012). Indeed, by limiting the number of
contact moments in the institution, students can decide to a certain extent when and where they
participate in the programme. Therefore, we assume (hypothesis 3) that students require a
programme that is accessible at certain times via remote participation (Hansson, 2008;
Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). Accessibility applies to the support (Agariya & Singh, 2013;
Fozdar et al., 2006; Harroff, 2002; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005) and the learning activities
(pedagogy) that are provided to students (Fozdar et al., 2006; Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012;
Korres et al., 2009; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Nistor & Neubauer, 2010; Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012; Rovai, 2003; Volungeviciene et al., 2014). The accessibility of the provided
support and learning activities is important for student interaction (hypothesis 4) with peers,
teachers and online content (Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012; Korres et al.,
2009; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Stodel et al., 2006). This
is in line with Nistor and Neubauer (2010), who state that communication is the central activity of
online learners. It is important that the learning environment is accessible, but also that the
environment supports interactions intended to add to students’ knowledge and skills (Agariya &
Singh, 2013; Stodel et al., 2006). Finally, students require interactive learning activities
(hypothesis 5) and assessment (productivity) in line with their personal learning needs
(personalisation) (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012;
Korres et al., 2009; Madhlangobe et al., 2014; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Rovai, 2003;
Stodel et al., 2006; Volungeviciene et al., 2014). In cases where learning activities fail to meet
students’ personal learning needs, rapid redesign can be a solution (MacDonald & Thompson,
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2005), but other possibilities also exist. Teachers can provide links to other websites and resources
in addition to the online content they provide to students (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Madhlangobe et
al., 2014). This invites students to take ownership of the learning process (hypothesis 6) and,
supported by faculty, adapt the learning activities to increase their relevance (Madhlangobe et al.,
2014).
We theorise the relationship between success factors and student participation in OBL in
line with Nistor and Neubauer (2010). First, students can choose to actively participate in their
interactions with peers and teachers about the (online) learning content, in addition to the provided
support (hypothesis 5), and students can use these interactions to benefit their learning process
(hypothesis 7a). Second, students can actively engage in the learning process and not participate
actively in the interaction (hypothesis 7b). In the latter case, students make, at best, passive use of
their online interactions with teachers, e.g., they read the online content and digital traces. If
students choose to take advantage of the interactions in this way, such interactions will be passive,
i.e., the students will consume without adding (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010).
When OBL quality is assessed after it has been implemented e.g. by consultation of
students in a survey, it is useful to gain knowledge about the relationships between success factors
and student participation (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). Such
knowledge provides information about which success factors and quality dimensions should be
prioritised to improve student participation in OBL. To provide such knowledge, this study is
designed to answer the following research questions:
(1) Can the measurement model of the quality instrument at the level of the success factors
and quality dimensions be confirmed?
(2) Can the hypothesised relationships between success factors and participation in OBL as
perceived by students be confirmed?
(3) What is the perceived importance of the success factors in terms of student participation in
OBL? What are the predictors of student participation in OBL?
4.3 Methods
To answer the research questions, we chose to use partial least squares structural equation
modelling (PLS-SEM). Assumptions about the normal distribution of the data does not apply for
PLS-SEM (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014; Wong, 2013), making this technique especially
suitable for this study because little theory is available, the model is complex, the predictive
accuracy of the target is paramount and the sample size is small (Hair et al., 2014; Wong, 2013).
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A PLS-SEM model is composed of a measurement model and a structural model. A
structural model consists of relationships among latent constructs (i.e., success factors) that are
measured by observed variables in the measurement model (i.e., quality indicators). In this study,
two measurement models and a structural model related to the quality instrument are assessed. The
first measurement model relates to the link of the indicators with the success factors and the second
measurement model to the link of the indicators with the quality dimensions (Blieck et al., 2017,
2018). A PLS-SEM analysis consists of several steps. The first specifies the measurement and
structural models, while the second (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018) includes an assessment of the
measurement and structural models.
5.3.1 Survey
Data were collected through a survey of adult students involved in OBL programmes. The survey
items were derived from an earlier Delphi study (Blieck et al., 2018) and consisted of 39 items
measuring quality dimensions and success factors for the quality of OBL from the student
perspective (see table 5.18) and 11 items to measure participation. The respondents were asked to
answer three questions on a Likert scale (1-7): ‘To what extent are the indicators important for
actively participating in the learning process?’ (1=Not at all important - 7=Extremely important),
‘To what extent do you actively participate in the current OBL programme?’ (1=Never 7=Always), and ‘The institution realises ‘success factor x’ in your programme?’ (1=Completely
disagree - 7=Completely agree).
5.3.2 Respondents
This study was carried out in Flanders (Belgium) in six OBL programmes in four centres for adult
education (CAE). CAE cater to a wide range of groups; from secondary education to programmes
at level five of the European Qualification Framework, teacher training and second-language
students. Students from the latter group were not included.
Centres were selected using purposive sampling (Matthews & Ross, 2010). For each subgroup, two programmes in different centres were contacted. Policymakers from the CAE were
informed about the purpose of the study and invited to participate. Students that had successfully
completed approximately two-thirds of their OBL programme were invited to participate. In each
of these programmes, the OBL provision consisted of a combination of online and face-to-face
learning throughout the curriculum, which varied between programmes. In total, four CAE and six
programmes were involved (table 5.19). All students in each programme were invited to complete
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the survey either online or via hard copy. Following the recommendations of Hair et al. in (2014)
in total, 191 out of 217 administered surveys were considered valid.
Table 5.19 Valid response (N) per group in each Centre for Adult Education (CAE) and overall.

Programmes

Centres
Valid
for adult responses
education per centre

CAE 1
CAE 4
Programme at level CAE 1
five
CAE 2
CAE 1
Teacher training
CAE 3
Overall
Secondary education

19
21
23
13
79
36
191

Valid
response
rate per
centre
46%
21%
72%
9%
49%
75%
-

Valid
responses
per
programme

Valid response
rate per
programme

40

28%

36

20%

115

55%

191

36%

Table 5.20 presents an overview of the respondents’ characteristics. Most of the adult
students (67.1%) combined work with the OBL programme. The majority of the adult students
(95.4%) successfully completed the current programme, while those who were due to complete less
than two-thirds at the end of the semester (3.1%) had prior experience with OLB.
Table 5.20 Respondents’ characteristics.

Characteristics
Gender
Female
Male
Missing

N

%

126
64
1

66.0
33.5
0.5

7
105
47
22
8
1

3.7
55.0
24.6
11.5
4.2
0.5

1

0.5

Age
<20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
>60
Missing

Characteristics
N
%
Working while enrolled in the programme:
Full-time
70
36.7
Part-time
58
30.4
No
62
32.5
Missing
1
0.5
Amount of the programme successfully
completed at end of semester:
Completed programme
143 74.9
At least 2/3 of the programme
40
20.5
Less than 2/3 of the programme1
6
3.1
Missing
2
1.1
Students’ prior experience with
OBL:
None
In current programme in AE centre
Other programme in AE centre
In another context
Missing
1
prior experience with OBL

132
16
12
30
1

69.1
8.4
6.3
15.7
0.5
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5.3.3 Data analysis
Data were analysed in SmartPLS 3.1.9 (Ringle et al., 2015). The analysis consisted of three steps.
First, both measurement models were validated (300 iterations, stop criterioN=7). This analysis
comprised of assessing internal consistency (Cronbachs' alpha and composite reliability),
convergent validity (range of indicator loadings and average variance extracted) and discriminant
validity (heterotrait-monotrait – HTMT) of the latent constructs (Hair et al., 2014).
In the second step, the structural model was validated using a two-tailed bias-corrected
bootstrapping procedure (5000 subsamples, p<.05). As suggested by Hair et al. (2014), the
validation consisted of consecutively assessing the collinearity, the coefficient of determination
(R2), the effect size (f2) and the predictive relevance (Q2).
Finally, an importance-performance map analysis (IPMA) was conducted. The goal of an
IPMA is to identify preceding constructs that have relatively high importance and a relatively low
performance for a target construct (Hair et al., 2014). The IPMA provides guidance to prioritise
managerial or policy activities of high importance for the aspects underlying the selected target
construct that require performance improvements (Hair et al., 2014). An IPMA map consists of
four quadrants with values above and below the mean for both sizes (Hair et al., 2014).
5.4 Results
The findings are presented in relation to each of the research questions.
5.4.1 Can the measurement models be confirmed at the level of the success factors and
quality dimensions?
The results of the success factors are presented in table 5.21 Cronbachs' alpha falls above the cutoff point (α<.70) for all constructs except for flexibility (α=.52). However, the composite reliability
(CR=.75) for this latter construct is acceptable. The values of composite reliability for credibility
(CR=.93) and productivity (CR=.90) demonstrate that the indicators measure the same
phenomenon (Hair et al., 2014). The loadings of several indicators fall beyond the cut-off point
(loading<.70) (Hair, et al., 2014). However, as the indicators were validated in previous research
(Blieck et al., 2017, 2018) and the composite reliability of the flexibility, credibility and
productivity constructs fall between the critical values (.70<CR<.95) (Hair et al., 2014), we
consider the internal consistency of all constructs to be acceptable. We can thus conclude that the
criteria for internal consistency are met for all latent constructs.
The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all latent constructs falls above the suggested
threshold value (AVE>.50) and all loadings of the indicators on the constructs exceed the cut-off
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point (external loadings<.40) for elimination (Hair et al., 2014). Therefore, and because all
constructs are internally consistent, no indicators have been removed.
Finally, the study meets the criteria for the discriminant validity of all constructs.
Table 5.21 Results of the measurement model for success factors.
Latent
Number
Internal
Convergent
Discriminant
construct1
of indicators
consistency
validity
validity
α
Composite
Range of
AVE
HTMT
(lower
reliability
loadings1
confidence
bound)
(upper
interval does
bound)
not contain 1
1. Credibility
12
.92
.61 – .78
.52
yes
.93
2. Transparency
8
.86
.89
.59 – .81
.51
yes
3. Flexibility
3
.75
.62 – .78
.51
yes
.52
4. Accessibility
5
.79
.86
.61 – .82
.55
yes
5. Interactivity
6
.83
.88
.65 – .81
.55
yes
6. Personalisation
3
.80
88
.77 – .89
.71
yes
7. Productivity
2
.79
.90 – .92
.82
yes
.90
8. Active
participation
- in interaction
6
.81
.87
.72 – .74
.52
yes
- in learning process
5
.82
.87
.69 – .81
.58
yes
1
For readability, the lowest and highest values for the convergent validity of the indicators are included in
this table. Detailed information about the indicators is presented in appendix 4.

Table 5.22 presents the results of the quality dimensions. Cronbachs’ alpha equals the cutoff point (α<.70) for programme design. The composite reliability for all constructs is satisfactory.
The loadings of several indicators fall beyond the cut-off point (loading<.70) and one indicator
even equals the cut-off point (loading<.40) for elimination (Hair et al., 2014). Still, no indicators
have been eliminated. First, the internal consistency of all constructs is satisfactory and the
constructs are discriminately valid. Second, the indicators have been validated in previous research
(Blieck et al., 2017, 2018). We therefore conclude that the criteria for internal consistency,
convergent validity and discriminant validity at the level of the quality dimensions are satisfactory.
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Table 5.22 The results of the measurement model for quality dimensions.
Latent
construct

Number
of indicators

Internal
consistency
α
Composite
(lower
reliability
bound)
(upper
bound)
.87
.88
.85
.85

Convergent
validity1
Range of
loadings2

Discriminant
validity
HTMT
confidence
interval does
not contain 1
yes
yes

Management
9
.64 – .79
Support for teachers and
4
.78 – .88
staff
3. Support for students
7
.75
.76
.60 – .70
yes
4. Programme design
6
.70
.78
.40 – .81
yes
5. Course design
2
.72
.72
.88 – .90
yes
6. Learning activity
8
.86
.87
.66 – .76
yes
7. Delivery
3
.82
.83
.83 – .89
yes
1
AVE not relevant because measurement model of quality dimensions is not part of a structural model.
2
For readability, the lowest and highest values for the convergent validity of the indicators are included in
this table. Detailed information about the indicators is presented in appendix 4.
1.
2.

5.4.2 What is the perceived importance of the success factors on student participation in
OBL? What are the predictors of student participation in OBL?
The results show that the criteria for non-collinearity of the predictor constructs are met (VIF<5;
tolerance>.20). Figure 5.21 shows the results for the structural model, i.e., the beta path coefficients
and p-values related to the hypotheses. The beta path coefficients for most hypothesised
relationships (H1, H2, H4-H7), except hypothesis three, are significant (p<.05). The effect sizes for
each of the supported paths range from small to large (table 5.23).

Figure 5.21 Structural model with non-significant beta path coefficients for hypothesis three and significant
beta paths for other hypotheses (H) (p<.05).
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Table 5.23 Overview of effect sizes and conclusion for each hypothesis.
Hypothesised paths1
f2
1 Credibility influences transparency
.69 (large)
2 Transparency influences accessibility
.30 (medium)
Transparency influences flexibility
.19 (medium)
Transparency influences interactivity
.23 (medium)
Transparency influences personalisation
.06 (small)
Transparency influences productivity
.11 (small)
3 Flexibility influences accessibility
.01 (no effect)
4 Accessibility influences interactivity
.04 (small)
5 Interactivity influences personalisation
.25 (medium)
Interactivity influences productivity
.07 (small)
Interactivity influences active participation in interaction
.34 (medium)
6 Personalisation influences productivity
.09 (small)
7 a. Productivity influences active participation in the learning .15 (medium)
process
b. Active participation in interaction influences active .47 (large)
participation in the learning process

Conclusion
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Not supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported
Supported

The values in table 5.24 show predictive accuracy (Q2) for all endogenous latent constructs
in the structural model. The predictive power (R2) of the endogenous latent constructs ranges from
weak to weak-moderate if we take the bias-corrected confidence interval into account.
We conclude that all hypotheses, with the exception of hypothesis three, can be confirmed
and all endogenous latent constructs show predictive accuracy. An a priori test using G*Power (3.1)
indicates that a subsequent study would need at least 563 valid surveys to detect an effect size of
f2=.01 (power=.80 and alpha=.05).
Table 5.24 Predictive power (R2) and predictive accuracy (Q2) showing, respectively, weak to weakmoderate predictive power and predictive accuracy for all latent constructs (P<.05).
R2
Q2
Finding
Confidence
Predictive power Finding Predictive
(p<.05)
interval bias
accurate
corrected
(2.5% – 97.5%)
1. Credibility
2. Transparency
.41 (.00)
.28 – .52
Weak–moderate
.19
yes
3. Flexibility
.16 (.01)
.06 – .27
.07
yes
4. Accessibility
.31 (.00)
.20 – .41
Weak
.15
yes
5. Interactivity
.35 (.00)
.21 – .50
Weak–moderate
.17
yes
6. Personalisation
.40 (.00)
.25 – .52
Weak–moderate
.26
yes
7. Productivity
.48 (.00)
.40 – .59
Weak–moderate
.37
yes
8. Active
participation
- In interaction
.26 (.00)
.12 – .41
Weak
.12
yes
- In learning process
.50 (.00)
.37 – .60
Weak–moderate
.26
yes
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5.4.3 What is the perceived importance of the success factors in terms of student
participation in OBL? What are the predictors of student participation in OBL?
Table 5.25 shows how participants answered the question about whether their institution realised
each of the success factors (mean and SD). On average, transparency (M=4.91, SD=1.24) and
personalisation (M=4.90, SD=1.44) score lower than other success factors. However, assessment
of the respondents (SD) regarding all success factors varies (SD>1).
Table 5.25 Respondents’ assessment (mean and standard deviation) to what extent each success factors is
realised in the programme on a 7-point Likert scale.

C

T

Success factors
F
A
I

Pe

Pr

Mean 5.11 4.91 5.04 5.16 5.13 4.90 5.24
Standard deviation 1.37 1.28 1.49 1.21 1.28 1.44 1.29
1=Completely disagree – 7=Completely agree
Table 5.26 shows the IPMA map for all predecessors (success factors and their relation to
the quality dimensions) on the latent construct ‘active participation in the learning process’, as
perceived by students. The map comprises four areas with importance and performance values
below and above the average values for both measures.
In line with Hair et al. (2014) students’ active participation in interaction and the success
factor ‘interactivity’ (learning activity and student support) have the highest perceived importance
in achieving improvement (lower right area), followed by the success factors ‘transparency’ and
‘productivity’ (upper right area). The success factors ‘flexibility’ and ‘credibility’ require attention
(lower left area). Finally, ‘personalisation’ and ‘accessibility’ achieve the lowest priority in
improving students’ active participation in the learning process (upper left area).

Performance
72.64

Table 5.26 IPMA map, success factors (importance, performance and quality dimensions) ordered from
highest (1) to lowest (4) opportunity to achieve improvement in students’ active participation in the learning
process.
Accessibility (0.09, 76.58, delivery and Productivity (0.25, 74.70, learning activity)
student support)
Transparency (0.32, 72.68, management,
Personalisation (0.08, 77,23, learning programme design, course design and student
activity)
support)
4 2
3 1
Credibility
(0.22,71.73,
management, Interactivity (0.37, 68.74, learning activity and
support for teachers and staff)
student support)
Flexibility (0.01, 71.75, programme design)
Active participation in the interaction (0.48,
67.71, -)
0.23
Importance
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5.5 Discussion
This study validates a quality instrument to assess if the quality of OBL meets the needs of the
students to participate in OBL in AE. This research confirms the relationship of the indicators with
their associated quality dimensions present in most quality models and their associated success
factors. With the exception of flexibility, the study confirms the relationships between success
factors and student participation in OBL, as perceived by students. The quality instrument informs
the quality improvement of OBL. The quality dimensions of learning activities and student support,
related to the success factor interactivity, deserve priority in improving participation in OBL in
adult education.
5.5.1 The factor structure at the level of the success factors and quality dimensions
This study confirms the structure of the quality instrument for OBL, both at the level of the success
factors and the quality dimensions as reported by Blieck et al. (2017, 2018). The findings show that
the indicators can be clustered as quality dimensions and success factors based on statistical
arguments. Our findings are in line with prior studies in which factors for OBL quality are reported
as quality dimensions from the providers’ perspective (Hansson, 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015;
Phipps & Merisotis, 2000), quality dimensions from the student perspective (Agariya & Singh,
2013; Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012) and success factors for OBL quality (Blieck et al., 2017,
2018; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). This shows that the indicators can represent these different
perspectives, as reported in the literature. For example, when Jung (2011, 2012) reports that
‘information and publicity’ is a quality dimension from the student perspective, our findings
support face validity to claim that the indicators that measure this construct—providing course
information, clear indication of requirements for assignments and online provision of
information—are similar to (several of) the indicators that measure the quality dimension ‘student
support’ in the e-xcellence model (Williams, Kear & Rosewell, 2012). The e-xcellence model is
one of the models with quality dimensions from the providers’ perspective, as reported by
Ossiannilsson et al. (2015). The same logic applies to the indicators that measure the success factors
from the student perspective, e.g. ‘productivity’ (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018; Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012), which are similar to those that measure the quality dimension ‘evaluation and
assessment’ from the student perspective (Jung, 2012, 2012) or ‘course design’ and ‘curriculum
design’ in e-xcellence (Williams et al., 2012).
We do not question the findings of these researchers, but attribute differences to the
perspective researchers took in naming the reported factors measured by similar indicators. This
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explains why studies that report quality dimensions from the student perspective appear to label
constructs similar to quality dimensions from the providers’ perspective and at other times as
success factors from the students’ perspective (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018). This finding is not trivial.
While quality dimensions represent the dimensions of quality from an institutional perspective,
success factors represent the dimensions from the student perspective. Even if these constructs are
statistically interchangeable by clustering their indicators in another manner, we claim that the
meaning that researchers give to these clusters is relevant for practice. Clustering indicators at the
level of success factors in a quality instrument is useful for quality assurance i.e. to strategically
adopt, develop and to assess if the quality of OBL meets the needs of students to participate in
OBL, by consulting them e.g., in a survey. Clustering indicators at the level of the quality
dimensions is useful to focus quality improvement. We substantiate this claim in the sections below.
5.5.2 The relationship between the success factors and student participation in OBL
The findings in this study indicate which success factors contribute to student participation in OBL
according to students. Credibility, through transparency, is the driver for all success factors. Our
findings confirm Ardi et al. (2012) who claim that the commitment of both teachers/staff and
management is the main driver for CQI. It appears that transparency about how the available
resources are used to realise the vision of OBL is important for student participation in OBL
(Agariya & Singh, 2013; Blieck et al., 2017, 2018; Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012; Korres et al.,
2009; Stodel et al., 2006; Volungeviciene et al., 2014; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). To participate in
OBL, students require transparent communication about all success factors. In line with the
literature, students benefit from transparency about the provided support (accessibility and
flexibility), as well as the pedagogical design (interactivity, personalisation and productivity)
(Blieck et al., 2017, 2018; Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012; Madhlangobe et al.,
2014; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). While our findings indicate that transparent information
about programme flexibility is important to students, i.e., the face-to-face/online learning ratio, the
programme length and the possibility of adapting the latter if needed, flexibility has no perceived
effect on participation in OBL. This contradicts extensive research that highlights flexibility as a
main benefit of OBL (Graham & Robison, 2007; Hansson, 2008; Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012;
Shea, 2007; Williams et al., 2012). It is difficult to dismiss the importance of flexibility in light of
the literature in general, but also because different stakeholders have confirmed the importance of
flexibility in prior research (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018). A possible explanation is that flexibility is
mainly relevant for prospective students and that it is similar to other information, e.g., how many
courses or when the courses are scheduled, that students need to decide if a programme can be
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combined with other responsibilities. Another explanation is that respondents see flexibility as
inherently present in AE. If the flexibility meets the needs of the students, it will not be perceived
as important. The variability in the answers for the indicators related to flexibility suggest that
students adapt when flexibility (no longer) meets their needs.
Access to student support and what is delivered by means of technology is, according to
students, important for their participation in OBL. Accessibility is important for interacting with
peers, teachers and engaging learning activities; these should foster critical thinking, knowledge
construction and self-evaluation (Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012; Korres et al.,
2009; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Stodel et al., 2006). This
is important to ensure that interactive learning activities are in line with students’ needs (Agariya
& Singh, 2013; Ehlers, 2004; Fozdar et al., 2006; Jung, 2011, 2012; Korres et al., 2009;
Madhlangobe et al., 2014; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Rovai, 2003; Stodel et al., 2006;
Volungeviciene et al., 2014). Our findings show that it is important to inform students that they can
personalise learning activities to ensure that what the activities deliver is relevant to them. It is
likely that students will benefit most from personalisation if faculty invite and support students to
personalise learning activities (Madhlangobe et al., 2014) and if faculty provide links for students
to access additional resources (Agariya & Singh, 2013; Madhlangobe et al., 2014). In turn,
personalisation encourages students to go beyond reproduction and to actively acquire knowledge
and skills. Although the swift redesign of learning activities (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005) is
also a solution to adapt learning activities to students’ needs, in practice this requires a lot of time.
Finally, our findings indicate that interactivity and productivity are important for students
to participate in OBL. In line with Nistor and Neubauer (2010), it appears that students can actively
participate in the learning process but not actively participate in interactions. When institutions opt
for OBL it is important to take all success factors into account to strategically adopt OBL and to
assess to what extent they support students to participate in OBL.
5.5.3 Priorities to improve students’ active participation in the learning process
If the participation of students in OBL is hampered, it is useful to examine the connections between
the indicators and the quality dimensions in the quality instrument. When students do not participate
as desired, it is advised that management and faculty encourage students to actively participate in
interactions. It is likely that this will not suffice if the quality dimensions related to interactivity—
design of learning activities and student support—do not foster interaction. Next to interactivity, it
is advised that institutions increase the transparency of several quality dimensions, i.e., inform
students about available support, the design at the programme and course level and the vision of
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OBL at the management level. Prospective students are likely to benefit from transparency about
the vision. In needing attention for improvement productivity, or how learning activities are
assessed, follow transparency, in turn followed by flexibility and credibility. If the hypothesis holds
that flexibility is important for students to decide to enrol in a programme, it is mainly potential
students that will benefit from this. It is not likely that it will improve the participation of students
that are already enrolled. Following flexibility, credibility or the quality dimensions of management
and support to teachers and staff require attention. The message here is that management and
teachers should consider a more effective use of the available resources. Personalisation and
accessibility have the lowest priority for improvement. This seems logical. First, if students are
supported and encouraged to take ownership of the learning process, the negative impact of poorly
adapted learning activities on students’ needs will be small. Second, if student support and learning
provision are accessible and sufficiently in line with the technical possibilities of the learning
environment, it appears that students adapt to limitations.
Limitations and prospects for further research
Since similar research is scarce, it is possible that the structural model is not properly specified,
that other latent variables are at play or that the measurement model does not cover all relevant
indicators. The extracted AVE per construct can be seen as an indication for one of these
limitations. However, prior research indicates that all latent variables (success factors and quality
dimensions) are covered (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Phipps &
Merisotis, 2000), as are all relevant indicators at the level of the success factors (Blieck et al., 2017,
2018).
Although both measurement models were confirmed, PLS-SEM is used primarily to
develop theories in exploratory research (Hair et al., 2014; Wong, 2013). Replication studies are
thus advised. We advise a sample size to detect weak effect sizes (f 2) and small coefficients of
determination (R2). We suggest using sampling techniques that allow for extrapolation to the
population or analysis that allows out of sample prediction (Hair et al., 2014). In addition,
measurement invariance and differences among groups should be studied. Finally, studies that
explore the differential impact of several driver constructs on a criterion construct via one or more
mediating variables are also relevant (Hair et al., 2014; Wong, 2013).
In addition to replication studies, implementation studies with the quality instrument
should also be conducted. We advise case study research (Yin, 2009) that explores how
stakeholders use the quality instrument in the field to strategically adopt, implement, assess and
improve OBL.
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5.6 Conclusion
The validated relationship between success factors and student participation in OBL has many
benefits for the field. At the level of the clearly defined success factors, the findings can support a
dialogue to underpin the adoption of OBL with a clear focus on pedagogy. The instrument is useful
to help management and faculty monitor the quality of OBL during, and assess the (perceived)
effectiveness after, the implementation of OBL programmes. This is possible by self-assessment;
however, the real added value lies in the possibility of involving students by asking them to what
extent the indicators or success factors enable them to participate in OBL. Student input is valuable
for the improvement process. Our findings indicate that the improvement process should focus
primarily on the pedagogical aspects of OBL. First, students should be encouraged to actively
participate in interactivity. Institutions then need to ensure that learning activities and student
support foster interaction, inform students accordingly and improve the assessment of learning
activities if necessary. If redesign is time intensive and requires a better use of resources, it is
advised that learning activities should be customised in the meantime to support students.
Accessibility to student support and the learning management system (delivery) have the lowest
priority for improvement, while flexibility appears to be important, mainly for prospective students.
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Chapter 6
The Implementation of a Conceptual Model For Effective Quality
Management of Online and Blended Learning in Adult Education16
Abstract
Institutions that adopt online and blended learning (OBL) face the challenge of
strategically adopting OBL to plan, develop, implement, monitor, assess, and
improve the quality of courses and programmes. The principles of continuous quality
improvement (CQI) enable this challenge to be addressed. Effective CQI implies
that quality assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) follow and inform each
other as part of a continuous cycle. However, this is difficult in the case of OBL
because extant quality models are not designed to support the strategical adoption of
OBL (SA) and, furthermore, the features of OBL disrupt coherence in CQI.
Following the principles of design-based research, a conceptual quality model was
developed and validated in a quality instrument to strategically adopt OBL (qiSAOBL) and to assess the quality of OBL for QA and inform QI (qiQA&I-OBL) in the
context of adult education (AE). This conceptual model was complemented with a
CQI management approach designed to offset the disrupting features of OBL to
allow its implementation. The purpose of this case study was to investigate how adult
education providers can implement this conceptual model for effective CQI
management (cM-eCQIm-OBL). To answer this question, we compared its
implementation in two centers for adult education with the way in which this
implementation was originally conceptualised. The findings indicate that the
implementation took place largely as conceptualised and that the CQI management
for OBL might be effective. Cross case analysis then confirmed that the principles
used to implement the conceptual quality model apply in AE. Finally, the QA
approach for OBL was in both cases comparable to other CAE in Flanders
(Belgium), indicating the transferability of the findings from this study.

16

Blieck, Y., Zhu, C, Pynoo, B, Struyven, K, & DePryck, K. (accepted). The Role of Data-based decision
making for the Implementation of a Conceptual Quality Model For Effective Quality Management of Online
and Blended Learning during Quality Assurance: an Exploratory Case study in Adult Education. Presented
at the International Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI), Stavanger, Norway.
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6.1 Introduction
Effective quality management of OBL starts with the strategical adoption (SA) of OBL and
demands that quality assurance (QA) provides the information needed to initiate a phase of quality
improvement (QI) (Abdous, 2009; Williams, 2016). Such cycles are referred to in the literature as
continuous quality improvement (CQI) (Sonpal-Valias, 2009).
Extant quality models for OBL are useful in assessing quality during QA and detecting
opportunities for QI, but seem less useful for SA of OBL (Elassy, 2015; Inglis, 2008; Ossiannilsson,
Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015; Williams, 2016). This is because extant quality models are
constructed from the perspective of providers (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011). Inglis (2008, p. 348)
states that ‘A quality model defines the set of variables in terms of which quality is measured and
the way in which it is measured’. These ‘variables’ are referred to in the literature as the quality
areas (management, services, and products) that capture the six common systemic quality
dimensions that need to fit together in institutions to achieve quality in OBL (Ossiannilsson et al.
2015).
In respect of the SA, the way students measure quality of OBL is relevant to its adoption.
This is because OBL is valued for its potential to meet the needs of adult students, for example
accessibility and flexibility, that would otherwise prevent them from participating in traditional
education (Graham & Robison, 2007; Shea, 2007). Blieck et al. (under review, 2017, 2018)
therefore developed and validated a conceptual quality framework17 (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012) that makes the needs relevant to adult students, including the pedagogical requirements
related to OBL, explicit in concepts and indicators.
In the literature review we explain how Blieck et al. (2017), departing from the work of
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012), developed a conceptual quality model and validated two
quality instruments for OBL in AE (Blieck et al., 2018; under review). We then explain how adult
stakeholders can implement the work of Blieck et al. (2017) as part of an effective CQI management
approach based on dialogue (Blieck et al., 2018) and the consultation of students to assess the
effectivity of the CQI management approach (Blieck et al., under review).

17

In the literature on quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g. Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, &
Brown, 2015) and 'framework' (e.g. Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In both
cases, it is a model or framework that is used for quality management. To avoid confusion, we use
'framework' when we refer to the work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and use 'model' to refer to
the research of Blieck et al. (under review; 2017; 2018) who validated this framework for the context of
adult education.
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6.2 Literature review
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) propose a conceptual quality framework for OBL that captures
the needs of students in concepts referred to as success factors (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012)
including those related to pedagogy (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008). Ossiannilson and Landgren (2012)
describe the success of students in OBL ‘[…] from an academic and educational point of view but
also with regard to their [students’] personal and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012, p.
49).
The success factors, which relate to the quality areas and quality dimensions present in
extant quality models for OBL, are considered important in enabling an institution to achieve its
mission and vision (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). There are usually six quality dimensions:
strategical management, student support, support for teachers and staff, programme design, course
design, and course delivery (Ossiannilsson, 2012a; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012;
Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015). According to Ossiannilsson and Landgren,
(2012) these quality dimensions can be clustered into three quality areas common in CQI:
management, services, and products (Bloxham, 2010).
Hansson et al. (2008) argue that it is crucial all quality dimensions align in a functional
matter: ‘[...] fit together in a coherent manner on the basis of a pedagogical philosophy’ (Hansson,
2008, p. 40). This is important in enabling an institution to strategically adopt OBL and achieve its
mission and vision (Moskal, Dziuban, & Hartman, 2013; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). In
other words, it is important for the institution to ensure that a reliable and robust infrastructure and
sufficient resources are in place (strategical management) alongside the faculty to support, students
(services) during OBL provision (products) (Moskal et al., 2013).
6.2.1 A conceptual quality model for OBL that captures the needs of adult students
We assume that the conceptual quality framework developed by Ossianilsson and Landgren (2012)
is essential for strategically adopting OBL to meet students’ needs. If, at the level of success factors,
quality instruments provide clear concepts, quality expectations between stakeholders and students
can be clarified and assessed at the indicator level. First, this will enable the dialogue between
internal stakeholders, at the meso and micro level, to set goals, identify resources and strategies,
and measure progress towards the institution’s mission and vision for OBL. Second, it can be useful
to consult students to assess whether the quality of OBL is in line with their needs. Third, at the
level of quality dimensions, opportunities for improvement can be identified
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Because the conceptual quality framework by Ossianilsson and Landgren (2012) can
provide a narrative for dialogue between professionals and consultation with the students, Blieck
et al. (Under review, 2017, 2018) validated the conceptual framework in the context of adult
education. In line with the principles of design-based research, quality instruments were validated
and guidelines developed to use these instruments for effective CQI management of OBL in
practice (Amiel & Reeves, 2008; Barab & Squire, 2004; Herrington, McKenney, Reeves, & Oliver,
2007; Reeves, 2006).
The result is the hybrid conceptual quality model depicted in Figure 6.22 (Blieck et al.,
2017). In this model, a limited number of quality indicators are linked to both comprehensively
described success factors and to the established quality areas and quality dimensions in extant
quality models e.g., indicator F2; ‘the ratio between contact education vs. online education
(flexibility) of the programme (design of the programme) matches the needs of the students. The
success factors and quality indicators are important in enabling adult students to participate in OBL.
Credibility, transparency, flexibility, and accessibility are assumed to facilitate student participation
in OBL while interactivity, personalisation, and productivity relate to the pedagogy of OBL (Blieck
et al., 2017, 2018).
From the conceptual quality model, Blieck et al. (2017) derived and validated two
instruments for effective CQI management of OBL. The first of these (Blieck et al., 2018) presents
a list of quality indicators that underpin the SA of OBL (qiSA-OBL) and aligns all quality
dimensions within institutions in accordance with this vision (Hansson, 2008; Kipta & Berge,
2006). Because all success factors depend upon the adoption of OBL, priorities can be set at the
level of the indicators (Blieck et al., 2018).
The second instrument (Blieck et al., under review) is relevant for the quality assurance of
OBL and to guide internal quality improvement of OBL (qiQA&I-OBL). Student satisfaction is
usually chosen as an indicator for effective CQI in education (Ardi, Hidayatno, & Zagloel, 2012).
However, taking the reported drop-out rates of students in OBL into account (Nistor & Neubauer,
2010; Rovai, 2003) along with how Ossiannilson and Landgren (2012) describe success in OBL,
we operationalised sustained and successful student participation as a relevant indicator for
effective CQI management of OBL. Nistor and Neubauer (2010) distinguish two dimensions of
participation in OBL. If students choose to participate actively in interaction with peers and teachers
regarding the (online) learning content, this is described as ‘active participation’ (Nistor &
Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). Students can also choose to ‘lurk’, i.e., ‘only consume without producing
information’, which is referred to as ‘passive participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664).

146

Chapter 6

Figure 6.22 A hybrid quality model with quality indicators connected to success factors and quality dimensions (Blieck et al., under review; Blieck et al.,
2017, 2018).
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We refer to Nistor and Neubauers’ (2010) dimensions as ‘active participation in interaction’ and
‘active participation in the learning process’ to operationalise ‘participation in OBL’ (Blieck et
al., 2018).
We assume that the hybrid conceptual quality model and the two instruments (Blieck et al.,
2017; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are suitable for effective CQI management and describe
their implementation in a conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQImOBL) in the next section.
6.2.2 The implementation of the conceptual quality model for effective CQI management
of OBL
We identify CQI in accordance with Sonpal-Valias (2009) as: plan – do – check – reflect and act.
Effective CQI implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) follow and inform
each other as part of a continuous cycle (Williams, 2016). In practice, this means that first a QAphase is initiated in which: OBL programmes and services are strategically planned and developed
(plan) and implemented (do); and that quality is monitored during and assessed by the end of the
implementation (check). This QA-phase provides feedback for the QI-phase.
It is difficult to achieve coherence between QA and QI in the case of online and blended
learning (OBL) (Abdous, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Williams, 2016). Several challenges
pertaining to CQI management are related to the features of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). Effective
CQI management requires dialogue between professionals at all levels in institutions, management
and programmes, and consultation with students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). In the case of
OBL, these stakeholders are responsible for the quality of OBL. However, it is difficult in practice
to involve these professionals in CQI management for OBL and equally difficult to consult students
(Jara & Mellar, 2009). In the context of the OBL case study, research indicates that it is beneficial
for professionals working in teams to plan, design, and implement OBL (Nihuka & Voogt, 2011).
The research literature, primarily case studies, indicate that it is beneficial for teams involved in
CQI to achieve coherence in CQI management (Abdous, 2009; Barrie, Ginns, & Prosser, 2005; Jara
& Mellar, 2009). Furthermore, the literature points to data-based decision making (DBDM) as a
driver for effective CQI (Bloxham, 2010; Lee Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Williams, 2016). DBDM
allows teams to consult students directly or indirectly.
The research literature also shows that using data to take decisions supports coherence
between QA and QI (Bloxham, 2010; Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Williams, 2016). In line with Lai
and Schildkamp (2013), we identify data as information that is collected in a systematic manner
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and organised to represent some aspect of an educational institution. Data use is synonymous with
data-based decision making (DBDM) which is an iterative and cyclic procedure that can be used
by teams composed of management and faculty to utilise data collaboratively in a reflective
dialogue within a school, based on a structured approach (Schildkamp et al., 2015). In accordance
with Schildkamp et al., we operationalise data-based decision making (DBDM) as: purpose – data
– information – knowledge – actions – outcomes (Schildkamp & Ehren, 2013; Schildkamp,
Poortman & Handelzalts, 2015).
By highlighting the obstacles for effective CQI management of OBL, the literature
provides clues as to how to implement the conceptual quality framework by Ossiannilsson &
Landgren (2012) to support the effective CQI management of OBL. We present the cM-eCQImOBL in which DBDM is integrated in figure 6.23. A conceptual model allows us to postulate a
chain of events over time (Yin, 2009).

Figure 6.23 Conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL (cM-eCQIm-OBL) (Abdous, 2009;
Berge, 1995; Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Harvey, 2003; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Leiber, Stensaker, & Harvey,
2015; Moskal et al., 2013; Nihuka & Voogt, 2011; Schildkamp et al., 2014, 2015; Schildkamp, Poortman,
Luyten, & Ebbeler, 2016; Sonpal-Valias, 2009).

Because OBL reaches up, down, and through the entire organisation a broad group of
internal stakeholders at the meso (management) and micro level (faculty) are responsible for quality
(Deepwell, 2007). This implies that a team must be assembled involving professionals at both levels
of the organisation in CQI. Limited opportunities to interact with students puts pressure on the need
to consult with them in CQI of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). To resolve this, Jara and Mellar (2009)
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suggested that the faculty together with the management should collect, analyse, and act upon
student (feedback) data from a wide range of instruments (e.g. interaction logs, observation, student
surveys, and student-tutor relationships).
An effective CQI cycle starts with a planning phase (plan–purpose). We assume that the
success factors and indicators in the qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2017) can initiate a dialogue between
professionals to underpin the adoption, inform the planning and development of OBL, and
prepare access to and collect data to explore a problem or investigate hypotheses during QA.
Management and faculty can use the quality indicators related to different success factors to
strategically adopt OBL in line with the institution’s vision. These success factors can also help to
develop OBL in line with this vision and help ensure that the available resources and infrastructure
are used to meet the needs of students that participate in OBL. The concerns of team members
regarding student participation in OBL or what might influence student participation are important
when preparing the collection of data and monitoring the OBL during the implementation of the
programme and courses. They are also important in formulating research questions or hypotheses
when preparing to investigate and purposefully (purpose) monitor student participation in OBL or
what can influence student participation alongside other outcomes such as student satisfaction.
During implementation of the OBL courses and programmes, data are then collected to monitor the
implementation process (do-data).
At the end of the implementation phase the effect of the CQI management must be assessed
(check–information). Because student input is valuable in guiding the improvement process
(Harvey, 2003), the qiQA&I-OBL can be used to consult with students to check and assess the
(perceived) effectivity of OBL programmes in a reliable and valid manner, for instance in terms of
whether the quality of the OBL programme and courses meets their needs. In this survey, students
report the extent to which the indicators and success factors enable them to participate in OBL.
In the institutional adoption of OBL, the QA phase results in a current state analysis in the
check-phase. The actual check-phase and subsequent reflect- and act-phases fall beyond the scope
of this study. In line with their widespread use in the literature, we distinguish short-term, midterm, and long-term effects and refer to these respectively as outputs, outcomes, and impacts
(Leiber et al., 2015). Leiber et al. (2015) report that the terms ‘effect’ and ‘impact’ e.g. ‘impact
evaluation’ or ‘impact analysis’ are both used as umbrella terms. Like Leiber et al. (2015), we opt
for ‘effect’ and use this as an as umbrella term. Several cycles are needed to assess mid-term and
long-term effects of the integrated CQI procedure on student participation in OBL.
This study is designed to achieve two purposes. First, to investigate how the cM-eCQImOBL can be implemented in adult education. Second, to assess the transferability of the findings.
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In this respect it is important to take the context into account (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Van
Kemenade, 2017) as this enables us to assess for which contexts the results will be useful. To
answer both questions, we ask three specific research questions:
(1) How do adult education providers implement the conceptual quality model for effective
CQI management to adopt and plan OBL courses/programmes during quality assurance at
the interface between the meso-level and the micro level in AE?
(2) What are the effects of the CQI management approach on the quality of OBL
programmes/courses offered in adult education as perceived by the students?
(3) Are the research cases exemplary for AE Flanders with respect to the current quality
assurance of OBL?
6.3 Methods
A case study approach (Yin, 2009) was selected as most appropriate. Case studies are used when:
‘how’ questions are posed, the investigator has little control over events, and the research focuses
on a contemporary phenomenon in a real-life context (Yin, 2009). A case study approach can also
be used both for descriptive and explorative research (Yin, 2009). A descriptive case study can
document the implementation in real-life contexts and demonstrate that the concepts and indicators
for quality are indeed important for adult education in practice (Yin, 2009). An explorative cross
case analysis can detect trends among cases to confirm the generic principles for implementation
in the context of adult education. The aim is to add to the extant body of knowledge by describing
how to implement the conceptual quality model for effective CQI management of OBL in and
beyond AE.
6.3.1 Research context and procedure
This study was conducted in Flanders (Belgium) where the government, at the macro level,
promotes OBL to enhance flexibility and accessibility of education for adult students (Vlaams
Parlement, 2007). One way it achieves this is by awarding project-based funding to Centres for
Adult Education (CAE) that decide to redesign a programme to comprise at least 50% OBL. CAE
that are awarded this funding are expected to report their activities and assess the effects of the
(re)designed programme to the government. The challenge these CAE face is to strategically adopt,
develop, and address the quality of OBL in their QA approach.
A report by the Flemish inspectorate provides information on how CAE conduct QA in the
Flemish context. For instance, the inspectorate conducted a large-scale study concerning the
implementation of Dutch as a second language in which it assessed, amongst other things, the
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quality assurance in CAE (De Niel et al., 2016). The QA was operationalised according to four
variables in the following research questions: Does quality policy pay attention to Dutch as a
second language? To what extent do course teams at the programme level support the internal
quality assurance procedure? What evidence or data does the centre collect and what happens with
these data? How strong is the innovative capacity of the centre? The latter centers on instilling a
culture focused on innovation. A matrix with criteria to assess quality assurance in the centres was
then developed (De Niel et al., 2016), (appendix 3). Despite the different subject matter (Dutch as
a second language), literature from the context of OBL in table 6.27 indicates that the variables for
the implementation of this new educational mode are similar to the implementation of the
innovation related to Dutch as a second language (De Niel et al., 2016).
Table 6.27 Relevance of the variables used by the inspectorate to assess quality assurance of CAE in Flanders
(De Niel et al., 2016) for OBL.
Variables used by the
Literature from the context of OBL
inspectorate
Meso level (Deepwell, 2007; Hansson, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2010; Moore,
1. Quality policy
2005; Moskal et al., 2013)
Interface (Bloxham, 2010; Jara & Mellar, 2010)
3. Data/evaluations
Micro level (Abdous, 2009; Berge, 1995; Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2009; Jara
2. Programme
& Mellar, 2009; Moskal et al., 2013; Nihuka & Voogt, 2011)
course teams
Context (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Moskal et al., 2013)
4. Innovative capacity

The Flemish inspectorate reports that CAE struggle with data use and usually fail to
synchronise the DBDM-cycle with the CQI-cycle (De Niel et al., 2016). Support in data-based
decision making is therefore beneficial in this context. For this purpose, a data use intervention was
used (Schildkamp et al., 2014). At the start of this intervention data teams were formed which
consisted of one to two (assistant) school leaders, four to six teachers, and a data expert. The
procedure consists of an iterative and cyclic procedure comprising eight steps (table 6.28) that
matched the cycle of effective CQI management conceptualised in Figure 6.23.
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Table 6.28 Data use intervention compared to the cycle of effective CQI management in Figure 6.23
CQI-cycle
Data use intervention
Data-cycle
(Schildkamp et al., 2014; 2015)
1. Problem definition: The team decides which educational problem they will focus
upon.
Plan
Purpose
2. Formulating hypotheses or research questions: The team develops exploratory
research questions or hypotheses with regard to what may cause their problem.
3. Data collection: The team collects data to either confirm or reject the hypotheses or
answer the research questions. Several types of data can be collected, such as
Do
Data
assessment data or inspection reports.
4. Data quality check: The team assesses the quality of the collected data. If the data are
valid and reliable, the team proceeds to Step 5. Otherwise, the team needs to collect
additional data.
5. Data analysis: The team analyses the data. This can involve qualitative and
Check
Information
quantitative data analysis, and simple (descriptive) as well as more sophisticated
analyses (e.g., t tests, correlations).
6. Interpretation and conclusions: The team concludes whether their hypothesis
regarding the cause of the problem was correct and either proceeds to Step 7 (correct
Reflect
Knowledge
hypothesis) or returns to Step 2 (incorrect hypothesis) and investigates new hypotheses.
7. Implementing improvement measures: The team takes action based on the data to
solve their problem and improve education.
Act
Act
8. Evaluation: The team evaluates whether their measures were implemented as intended
and were effective.

6.3.2 Respondents
In total, three CAE were awarded project-based funding by the government in the year in which
this study ran. These centres were contacted and invited to participate in the study. The purpose of
the study was explained along with the benefits for the centre. CAE were offered support during
quality assurance of OBL. This entailed support in using the conceptual quality model (Blieck at
al., 2017) and the derived instruments, qiSA-OBL and qiQA&I-OBL, and in data-based decisionmaking during QA. Two CAE decided to participate following an intake with professionals at the
meso level. During this intake participants were first provided with information about the study.
They were then asked to assemble a team consisting of members from the meso level, the micro
level, and from the interface between both levels. The intake consisted of an interview on the
current state of quality assurance of OBL (De Niel et al., 2016) which was supplemented with an
interview at the programme level. After the teams were formed, both were informed about the cMeCQIm-OBL, the two instruments, and the data use intervention (Schildkamp et al., 2014). In
consultation with the participants, expectancies were clarified, the responsibilities of each team
member determined, and meetings were planned. The two teams (table 6.29) were followed from
October 2016 until June 2018.
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Table 6.29 Composition of the teams in the two cases: team members’ roles and experience
Case Members
Level
Role
Years of experience in
in
Role
Education OBL
institution
1. C1B1
Meso
School leader
12
28
0
2. C1B2
Meso
Assistant school leader
10
31
0
11
3. C1I1
Interface
Project manager
5
9
3
4. C1P1
Micro
Teacher
20
20
0
5. C1P2
Micro
Teacher
28
28
0
1. C2B1
Meso
School leader
13
33
16
2. C2BI1
Meso
Policy supporter -> Project manager
0
4
4
22
3. C2I2
Interface
Project manager
4. C2P1
Interface
Programme coordinator
0
12
14
5. C2P2
Micro
Teacher
2
2
3
9. C2P6
Micro
Teacher
0
3
0
1

Case 1: the assistant school leader (C1B2) and project manager (C1I1) switched positions twice due to contextual
factors. C1I1 took over again from C1B2 as project manager after the latter was taken ill. The initial position switch was
decided upon to relieve C1I1.
2 Case 2: the teachers directly involved in the design and implementation of OBL were involved from the micro level
only. C2I2 acted from the start as project manager but resigned from the team due to contextual factors. From this point
onwards, C2BI acted as project manager because of her role in the CAE (policy supporter and quality coordinator). C2BI1
was supported by C2P1 in the management of the project. All faculty members were then consulted and informed
regularly.

6.3.3 Data collection, instruments, and analysis
For the first main research question, data collection focused on the elements of the cM-eCQImOBL during quality assurance of OBL (figure 6.23). For the first specific research question, the
qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2018) was used to strategically adopt and inform the development of OBL
courses and to prepare access to and collect data to explore a problem or investigate hypotheses
(plan-purpose). Therefore, data from the intake, team meetings, and secondary documents from
these meetings were all analysed. The intake and team meetings (1–1.5 hr.) were audio-recorded
and transcribed, comprising a total of seven (case 1) and eight recordings of the team meetings
(case 2). For the two meetings in one team that were not recorded due to ethical considerations, the
field notes and secondary documents of the researcher were analysed. For the second specific
research question the students were consulted at the end of the implementation to assess the effects
of CQI management on the quality of OBL programme/courses (check-information) with the
qiQA&I-OBL (Blieck et al., Under review). Students were asked two questions: First, to what
extent “The institution realises ‘success factor x’ in your programme?” (1=Completely disagree–
7=Completely agree) and, second, ‘To what extent did you actively participate in the current OBL
programme?’ (1=Never–7=Always) (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010).
To answer the first main research question, a single case analysis was conducted. For the
first specific research question the principles of matrix analysis were used to match the empirically
observed events to the predicted events (Yin, 2009) in the cM-eCQIm-OBL (see figure 6.23). This
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analysis focuses on ‘what’ indicators (and success factors) the teams choose based on dialogue and
consensus during the different meetings and on ‘how’ the teams use the indicators in relation to the
success factors to strategically adopt and inform the development of OBL courses and prepare data
collection during the implementation of OBL. The indicators of the qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2018)
were used for the codes and the success factors for the themes. The advancement of each team
during the plan-phase (plan-purpose) in relation to the data-based decision-making process in the
cM-eCQIm-OBL (figure 6.23) was described in a detailed report and confirmed by both teams.
The respondents in the cases verified this report. The qualitative analysis software programme
NVivo was used to code all the data. To answer the second specific research question, students
were consulted using the qiQA&I-OBL (Blieck et al., Under review). For each of the cases the
descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) were computed for the success factors and
perceived student participation (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010) using Microsoft Excel for Mac (14.7.2)
A second cross case matrix analysis was then conducted to compare findings for the CQI-planning
phase (plan-purpose) and derive the generic implementation principles in AE. This analysis focused
on ‘what’ success factors were chosen during the meetings and ‘how’ these are used in the CQIprocess.
For the second main research question the data collection focused on the elements specified
by De Niel et al. (De Niel et al., 2016). To assess the current state of the QA in CAE, data collection
focused on the matrix and criteria developed by the Flemish inspectorate (De Niel et al., 2016),
(appendix 3). This matrix was adapted to OBL and used to derive a semi structured interview guide,
which was used during the intake. Parts addressing the QA in the inspection reports (which were
not older than five years) in both CAE were also used as data sources. The current state of the QA
was documented in accordance with the four variables used by the inspectorate (De Niel et al.,
2016) in a qualitative report (appendix 3). To write both reports, a researcher applied the principle
of data triangulation. The practice of member checking was then used in which a participant from
the meso level, micro level, and the intersection of both levels verified whether this account of the
QA reflects actual practice. Finally, the principle of researcher triangulation was used where two
researchers18 independently assessed the qualitative reports according to the criteria used by the
inspectorate (De Niel et al., 2016), (appendix 3). The final qualitative assessment is based on the
consensus between both researchers.
To answer the second main research question, the cross analysis focused on comparing the
findings of the assessment of the QA in both CAE with results from De Niel et al. (2016).
18

One researcher is still working as an inspector and was involved as a researcher in the large-scale study on
the current status of Dutch as a second language in AE (Flanders) (De Niel et al., 2016).
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6.3.4 Trustworthiness
Consistent with Lincoln and Guba (1985), four criteria for trustworthiness were established. The
first three criteria, credibility, conformability, and dependability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985), were ensured using several techniques. First, prolonged engagement in the field and the
systematic collection and documentation of data in an audit trail related to the research questions
were consistent with the conceptual model for effective CQI management (figure 6.23) and the
study by the inspectorate (De Niel et al., 2016). Next, member checking and several triangulation
principles were used, i.e., data, sources, and researcher triangulation. The final criterion,
transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which concerns how the findings apply to contexts beyond
both cases, was established by using thick descriptions, providing a detailed description of the
research context, the use of purposive sampling, and the use of a conceptual model.
6.4 Results
To show how the conclusions are based on the data, we first provide a summary of the within-case
analysis for case 2 only. This summary is based on verified reports in which a detailed account is
given of how the teams used the qiSA-OBL in accordance with the cM-eCQIm-OBL (planpurpose) (included in the report to the CAE for the government). The summary of the within case
analysis of case one is included in appendix 3. For the second specific research question (check–
information), we present the effects of CQI management on the quality of online and blended
learning programmes/courses as perceived by students with the qiQA&I-OBL for both cases.
Finally, we present the results for the cross-case analysis to answer both main research questions.
6.4.1 Within-case analysis
6.4.1.1 How do adult education providers implement the conceptual quality model for effective
CQI management to adopt and plan OBL courses/programmes during quality assurance at the
interface between the meso-level and the micro level in AE? (plan–purpose)
For the first specific research question (plan–purpose) we report ‘what’ indicators (and success
factors) were chosen, through dialogue or by the majority of members, by team two in table 6.30.
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Table 6.30 Overview of ‘what’ indicators, in what meeting, how, and for what term they were chosen in case 2.
Success factors and indicators

Chosen
Credibility
in meeting – by
For
Teachers and staff have access to technical support on demand (C15)
6 – (majority)
Teachers and staff are able to get expert support in OBL-didactics (C16)
6 – (majority)
Short term
The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to the development of the OBL provision (C8)
6 – (dialogue)
The institution management has installed a quality survey process that monitors critical quality indicators for OBL (output measures e.g. drop-out,
6 – (dialogue)
Long term
learning effectiveness…) (C22)
The educational provision meets the quality requirements assessed by external assessors (inspectorate, accreditation bodies…) (C1)
6 – (dialogue)
Monitor
Transparency
Students experience a uniform online design throughout the programme/curriculum (T9)
6 – (majority)
The importance of online interaction as part of the learning process is made explicitly clear to the students (T10)
6 – (majority)
Short term
The intended learning outcomes are transparently translated in learning activities and assessments (T11)
6 – (majority)
Students are provided with clear information about course assignments (T14)
6 – (majority)
The institutional mission and vision on OBL is made available to prospective students (T1)
6 – (dialogue)
Students are fully informed about the course requirements. (T13)
6 – (majority)
Prospective students are informed about the mean required time investment (TN1)
6 – (majority)
Monitor
Flexibility
The ratio contact education vs. online education of the programme matches the needs of the students (F2)
Short term
6 – (majority)
Duration of the programme matches the needs of the students (F1)
6 – (majority)
Monitor
Accessibility
The online learning environment supports the interaction between all participants (A3)
6 – (majority)
Short term
Students have access to resources e.g. library, open learning space, career guidance… (A7)
Monitor
Interactivity
6 – (majority)
Assignments coerce students to engage actively with the online materials (I2)
Short term
Students are supported in their learning process with quality feedback by teachers (I9)
6 – (majority)
Students are supported in their ability to communicate online (I8)
6 – (majority)
Intended online interaction amongst peers fosters critical thinking (I4)
6 – (majority)
Long term
Learning activities contain a variety of self-assessment opportunities (I7)
6 – (majority)
Personalisation
7 – (dialogue) Short term
Assessment modalities allow for active involvement of students (cases, portfolio…) (Pe8)
Productivity
6 – (majority)
Students are encouraged to take an active role in co-constructing knowledge (Pr2)
6 – (dialogue)
Students are assessed in ways that exceed the mere level of knowledge reproduction. (Pr3)
1
Conceptualised CQI cycle: Indicators chosen for the short term, long term, and to monitor during meeting 6. Embedded CQI-cycle: additional indicator chosen when contextualizing the
vision to OBL with the chosen indicators for the short term.
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In addition to how the implementation was conceptualised, both teams decided to assess
courses they developed during the planning phase with the qiSA-OBL. This latter CQI cycle was
embedded in the planning phase, resulting in two CQI-cycles in each team. Because both cycles
are intertwined, we refer to them as conceptualised CQI cycle and as embedded CQI-cycle. We
then summarise ‘how’ team 2 used the indicators per success factor of the conceptual quality model
in each cycle to formulate research questions (table 6.31) and to create or adapt quality instruments
to answer these questions (table 6.32).
In the planning phase (plan-purpose) of the conceptualised CQI-cycle, indicators were
chosen for the short term to be realised after the first CQI-cycle (table 6.30). Indicators chosen by
more than half of the course team were retained and other indicators were discussed. The vision
statement was rewritten and linked to the chosen OBL quality indicators for the short term and to
prepare monitoring. In the embedded CQI-cycle, team 2 decided to use the qiSA-OBL (planpurpose) to assess the courses (do-data and check-information) that were redesigned to OBL for
two reasons. First, to create a quality checklist linked to the quality indicators (reflect-knowledge).
Faculty can then use this checklist to develop and peer review newly developed courses (act-act).
Second, the vision statement was contextualised to OBL to provide a shared concept of OBL (planpurpose) and to prepare monitoring of the implementation process for the newly developed courses
in the programme (do-data). As shown in table 6.30, the team chose an additional indicator (Pe7)
for the short term after discussing the contextualised vision statement in the seventh meeting.
To prepare the monitoring of courses during the implementation, research questions for all
chosen success factors were formulated and quality instruments were then created or adapted to
answer these questions (table 6.32). In relation to transparency, the team had two questions. First,
if students know shortly after enrolment why and how the learning environment is used for the
interactivity and, second, whether students experience the programme in line with the vision
regarding OBL and the information they get from the vademecum. To assess flexibility in the short
term the team wanted to learn: How students experience the time between the face-to-face meetings
during a course. To assess accessibility in the short term, the team wanted to learn what prevents
students using the online learning content preparing for face-to-face moments and completing the
assignments. Related to interactivity, the team wanted to learn what criteria are necessary for
students to use the online feedback in assignments and during the internship. In relation to
personalisation, the team wanted to learn if students can work autonomously by the end of the
program based on what they have learned. Finally, in terms of productivity, the team agreed to
extend a curriculum mapping they […] prepared in the past […] (S8_C2BI1) to OBL to ensure that
the learning activities, the course learning outcomes, and the assignments were aligned.
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No questions for credibility were formulated. The team decided they would consider
improvement measures at the level of this success factor based on the outcome of quality
monitoring and assessment of the programme by student consultation through the quality survey.
Table 6.31 Overview of ‘how’ the indicators per success factor were used to create or adapt quality
instruments to answer the research questions.
Success factors
Quality instruments
Create
Adapt
_
Credibility
Quality checklist
Transparency
 Vision statement
and peer review procedure
 Vademecum
 Strength/weakness quality instrument
Flexibility
 Vision statement
_
 Intake for extra guidance
 Drop out survey
Consult students in forum and class  Vision statement
Accessibility
Distribution of assignments
Interactivity
 Vision statement
 Curriculum mapping
Quality checklist
Personalisation
 Vision statement
peer review procedure
 Assess student work
 Internship survey
Productivity
 Vision statement and curriculum
mapping

6.4.1.2 What are the effects of the CQI management on the quality of online and blended learning
programmes/courses offered in adult education as perceived by the students? (check–
information).
The perceived results of the assessment of the programme or courses by the students in both cases
are presented in table 6.32. Case 1 managed to implement only one course of the programme and
only one student enrolled; the score of the student on these questions is mentioned briefly. We
therefore summarise only the results of case 2 (N=20), in which eight students finished the entire
programme successfully while the other twelve finished half the programme successfully.
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Table 6.32 Quality of the OBL programmes/courses as perceived by students in the research cases compared to six other cases (four institutions) in AE
Flanders.
(Blieck et al.,
Case 1
Case 2
Under review)1
(N=1)
(N=20)
(N=191)
Score
Mean SD2
Mean
SD2
Question: ‘The institution realises “success factor x” in your programme?’ (1=Completely disagree–7=Completely agree)
Success factors
Credibility
NA3
5.45 0.89
5.11
1.37
Transparency
NA3
4.85 1.18
4.91
1.28
Accessibility
5
5.25 1.12
5.16
1.21
Flexibility
3
5.10 1.33
5.04
1.49
Interactivity
7
5.00 1.08
5.13
1.28
Personalisation
6
5.30 1.13
4.90
1.44
Productivity
7
5.15 1.04
5.24
1.29
Question: ‘To what extent did you actively participate in the current OBL programme?’ (1=Never–7=Always).
Active participation in the interaction
I contribute to (online) discussions with fellow students / teachers. (A_PA_I1)
1
4.65 1.53
4.73
1.63
I use the (online) feedback I get in my learning process. (A_PA_I2)
7
5.25 1.74
5.81
1.17
I ask for advice if the information offered about the programme does not answer my questions.
7
5.05 1.50
5.33
1.40
(A_PA_I3)
In case of problems, I use the support that the centre offers. (A_PA_I4)
5
4.69
4.75 1.55
1.67
provide (online) feedback to fellow students. (A_PA_I5 I)
NA3
3.79 1.18
4.13
1.78
I ask feedback to fellow students / teachers (personally, via learning platform, mail ...) (A_PA_I6)
7
4.84
4.95 1.23
1.60
Active participation in the learning process
I process information that is offered in (online) learning materials (on the learning platform) in
7
5.50 0.89
5.64
1.31
assignments and tasks. (A_ PA_L1)
I process information from other sources besides what is offered in the (online) learning materials (on
7
5.25 1.07
5.27
1.51
the learning platform) for assignments and tasks. (A_ PA_L2)
I personalise tasks and assignments so that they are meaningful to me. (A_ PA_L3)
7
5.30 0.86
5.63
1.35
For assignments and tasks, I always look for a relation with practice. (A_ PA_L4)
7
5.75 0.79
5.72
1.22
I work actively on the tasks or assignments in the program. (A_ PA_L5)
7
5.95 0.94
6.05
1.03
1
The results from Blieck et al. (under review) are used in the discussion. Blieck et al. (under review) administered the qiQA&I-OBL in four CAE to adult
students (N=191) that had successfully completed, or were about to complete, their OBL programme (N=6) in secondary, teacher education, or at level
five of the European Qualification Framework.
2
Standard deviation
3
Not available (NA)
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In terms of the success factors in case 2, although students’ perceptions vary, on average
they score transparency the lowest (M=4.85, SD=1.18). All other success factors scored above five
on average, among which interactivity (M=5.00, SD=1.08) was perceived the lowest and
personalisation the highest (M=5.30, SD=1.13). The results show that perceptions amongst students
vary for all success factors (SD>1) except credibility (SD=0.89).
For participation in OBL, students’ perceptions regarding their participation in the
interaction vary for all indicators (SD>1), with ‘I provide (online) feedback to fellow students
(A_PA_I5)’ scoring the lowest (M=3.79, SD=1.18), and ‘I use the (online) feedback I get in my
learning process’ (A_PA_I2) scoring the highest (M=5.30, SD=1.13). On average, students
perceive their active participation in the learning process to be above five for all the indicators.
Their perception varies little (SD<1) for these indicators with the exception of ‘how they process
information from other sources besides what is offered in the (online) learning materials (on the
learning platform) for assignments and tasks’ (A_ PA_L2) (M=5.25, SD=1.07). Students perceived
active participation in the learning process as lowest for ‘I personalise tasks and assignments so
that they are meaningful to me’ (A_ PA_L3) (M=5.30, SD=0.86) and highest for ‘I work actively
on the tasks or assignments in the program’ (A_ PA_L5) (M=5.95, SD=0.94).
6.4.2 Cross-case analysis
6.4.2.1 ‘How’ can the implementation of the conceptual quality model for effective CQI
management of OBL be implemented in adult education?
Table 6.33 presents the cross-case analysis for both cases. We present the advancement of both
teams in accordance with the conceptualised CQI-cycle during plan-purpose, which was similar
for both. Table 6.33 also presents the advancement of each team in accordance with the embedded
CQI-cycle. Related to the chosen indicators, we report the success factors each team chose
throughout the CQI-cycle and how they were used by the teams. As the chosen indicators in both
teams (within case analysis) increased throughout the CQI-cycle (table 6.33), so the number of
success factors increased. All chosen success factors were monitored in both teams (do-data). The
results of the monitoring phase informed the teams as to whether improvement measures were to
be taken for the success factor of credibility (check-information), what measures should be taken
(reflect-knowledge), and how to install these measures (act-act).
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Table 6.33 Cross case analysis – how can the implementation of the cM-eCQIm-OBL be conceptualised?
Conceptualised CQI cycle
(specific research
question) and used
quality instrument
Meeting1
‘What’ indicators and
success factors (marked in
grey) are chosen?
Case 1

Case 2
‘How’ is the conceptual
quality model used?

Case 1
and
Case 2
Embedded CQI-cycle
‘How’ is the conceptual
quality model used?

Plan–Purpose
(sRQ1)
qiSA-OBL
1

22

3a.

3b.

4

Inform team
members

Choose
indicators
through
dialogue

Discuss the
contextualised
vision of OBL

Discuss the
contextualised
vision of OBL

to have a shared
concept of OBL and
to prepare
monitoring.

to get input for the
problem statement.

Check –
information
Data quality check,
analysis,
and
interpretation.

Reflect - knowledge

Decide problem
statement, and
research
questions
to adapt existing
quality
instruments, or
create new
instruments.
act – act

about
quality instrument
and data-based
decision making

to contextualise
the institutions
vision statement
to OBL.
Plan – Purpose

Formulate
Make conclusions
problem
and
statement and
research
reconsider chosen indicators and make
questions and link
Prepare data
quality checklist
to indicators.
collection1
to inform design and peer review courses
Case 1 to develop and add
Test case a practical scenario
to the institutions
CQI approach
make quality checklist
Prepare
self
Discuss results of
Case 2 assessment
of
self assessment and
Self-assessment of courses implemented
use the quality checklist to peer review
link selfOBL-courses
assessment to
courses
to inform design
indicators
and peer review
courses
1
It is not reported that both teams resp. collect data for the test cast and conduct the self-assessment of the courses (do – data).

Do – Data
(-)
Single
case
analysis

Check–Information
(sRQ2)
qiQA&I-OBL

Monitor

Consult
the

the
students
implementation

to
assess

process
the
of

quality
of

OBL
OBL
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6.4.2.1 Are the research cases exemplary for AE Flanders with respect the current quality
assurance of OBL?

The respondents in the teams confirmed the qualitative report regarding their QA (appendix 3).
Both CAE had an institutional mission and vision statement, which were not contextualised to OBL
at the programme level. A CQI approach was installed in both cases at the meso level. However, in
case 1, CQI was not part of the daily routine. Case 2 was strong in QA at the institutional level but
was related to OBL: ‘the centre was still looking for indicators to measure the educational process’.
In both cases the course teams were attentive to quality but not specifically to OBL. Both the course
teams, as part of their professionalism, monitored and improved the quality of their provision at the
programme level. However, quality improvement did not happen in a systematic way, was mainly
based on informal data, and the effects of improvement actions were not systematically documented
nor substantiated.
The result of the final assessment between the researchers by consensus and the findings from the
inspectorate (De Niel et al., 2016) are shown in table 6.34 and compared to current practice for
quality assurance of OBL with other CAE in Flanders (De Niel et al., 2016). In both cases the scores
for most variables are comparable to the percentage of CAE with similar scores in De Niel et al.
(2016).
Table 6.34 The assessment of quality assurance in the cases compared to quality assurance in Flanders.
The quality of the quality assurance approach assessed by the
Inspectorate in Flanders2 (De Niel et al., 2016) for each score
variables
Researchers
Case1
the percentage of the centres (N=30 CAE)
A
B
C
D
1
2
Strong
Sufficient
Insufficient
Largely
insufficient
B
B
20%–40%
0%–20%
0% –20%
1. Quality
40%
policy
B
B
20%–40%
0%–20%
–
2. Programme
40%–60%
course teams
C
C
0%–20%
0%–20%
0%–20%
3. Data and
40%–60%
evaluations
C
B
20%–40%
0% –20%
–
4. Innovative
60 %
capacity
1
The quality of the internal quality assurance approach concerning OBL as assessed by the researchers.
2
The quality of the internal quality assurance approach concerning Dutch as a second language as assessed
by the Flemish inspectorate (De Niel et al., 2016).
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6.5 Discussion
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the implementation of a conceptual quality model
(Blieck et al., 2017) and two instruments with quality indicators and success factors for OBL to
facilitate effective CQI management. The first aim was to confirm the generic principles needed to
implement the quality instrument for the strategical adoption of OBL (qiSA-OBL) (Blieck et al.,
2018) and to establish the perceived effect of the quality management approach among students
using the quality instrument to assess OBL in AE (qiQA&I-OBL) (Blieck et al., under review).
The second aim was to investigate the transferability of the findings of the QA. The discussion is
guided by both main research questions. We conclude by addressing the limitations of this study
and suggesting opportunities for further research..
6.5.1 ‘How’ can the implementation of the conceptual quality model for effective CQI
management be implemented in adult education (plan-purpose)?
Regarding the qiSA-OBL, we discuss ‘what’ indicators and success factors were chosen and ‘how’
these were used in AE in relation to the literature. Although both teams implemented the conceptual
quality model and the instrument to strategically employ qiSA-OBL as conceptualised (planpurpose), they did so by applying their own specific approach, which they considered necessary for
their particular contexts. As conceptualised, and in line with the literature (Moskal et al., 2013;
Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012), both teams chose indicators to strategically adopt OBL.
Consistent with the findings of Blieck et al. (2018), short term indicators were chosen to be realised
after the first CQI-cycle. As there was no shared vision of OBL in either team, both decided to
contextualise the institution’s vision to OBL with the chosen indicators. To arrive at a shared vision
(Hansson, 2008; Moore, 2005; Moskal et al., 2013) participants chose quality indicators that they
considered important from their perspective. Supplemented with the cM-eCQIm-OBL, the qiSAOBL was useful in establishing a dialogue between team members (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007)
and in deciding what quality indicators should be used in the short term to rewrite the vision
statement to OBL, redesign the programme, and develop courses. Related to pedagogical success
factors, both teams initially chose only the indicators related to interactivity. Both teams decided to
take more time to address more challenging success factors, i.e., personalisation and productivity
and their indicators. Indeed, although team one chose these success factors in the long term, they
acknowledged their importance but at the same time viewed these pedagogical success factors as
too challenging to realise in practice at this stage. Another indication in support of this conclusion
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is that team one did not chose indicators related to productivity but decided simply to monitor this
success factor.
As well as implementing the qiSA-OBL as conceptualised, the teams used this instrument
to assess newly developed OBL courses either by consulting students in a test case or through selfassessment. Both teams used these findings to create quality checklists to inform the development,
and support the peer review process, of OBL courses. In so doing, both teams embedded a full CQIcycle within the conceptualised cycle (plan-purpose) and drew upon lessons used previously. This
increased the number of indicators they had initially chosen. Both teams chose personalisation as
an additional pedagogical success factor and team 2 also chose productivity. This evolution of
chosen indicators suggests that, over time, professionals either come to realise the importance of
pedagogical success factors such as personalisation and productivity (Blieck et al., 2017) or they
become aware that these success factors are not easily implemented because they are demanding
on the available infrastructure and resources (Blieck et al., 2018). This could also mean that it takes
time to fully exploit the benefits of OBL (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008; Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012), especially those related to the pedagogical success factors (with the exception of
interactivity). By the end of the planning phase (plan-purpose), as previous research recommends
(Blieck et al., 2018; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012), indicators for most success factors were
chosen, research questions were formulated, and decisions were made as to what instruments to
adapt or create (Ehlers, 2007) to monitor the implementation of OBL. The outcome of such
monitoring would provide both teams with sufficient information to take improvement measures to
enhance participation among the students, and if needed, improve the credibility of the programme
to these students.
6.5.1.2 What are the effects of the CQI management on the quality of online and blended learning
programmes/courses offered in adult education as perceived by students? (check–information).
To support dialogue between professionals to strategically adopt OBL, the cM-eCQIm-OBL and
the qiQA&I-OBL were useful for consulting students and assessing the quality of OBL (checkinformation). Although team 2 reached this phase, after more than one year of work team 1 did not
indicating that the development of OBL and CQI management are both time and resource intensive
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).
Regarding the qiQA&I-OBL, we discuss the results related to the success factors and
participation in OBL (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010) in relation to the study with Blieck et al. (under
review), as reported in table 6.32. Because case 1 consulted only one student a comparison is not
yet relevant.
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Comparison of the effects as perceived by the students with the findings from Blieck et al.
(under review) reveals consistency between both for most success factors. For case 2, visual
inspection of table 6.32 reveals that the average score for most success factors is above five
although perceptions amongst students vary (SD>1). Except for credibility and personalisation, this
is in line with the findings of Blieck et al. (Under review). For credibility and personalisation, in
contrast with Blieck et al. (Under review), the standard deviation is below one and the mean is
above five. Visual inspection suggests that team 2 performed better compared to CAE that
implemented OBL after an extended period of time (Blieck et al., under review). However,
consistent with Blieck et al. (under review), transparency is perceived as low by the students in
case 2 which is not surprising as it can be argued that it is difficult to be transparent about something
that is being developed.
The findings are also consistent regarding how students perceive their participation in the
interaction. In line with Blieck et al. (under review), on average students perceive their active
participation in the interaction for all indicators as below five although perceptions vary (SD>1).
Exceptions are ‘I use the (online) feedback I get in my learning process’ (A_PA_I2) and ‘I ask for
advice if the information offered about the programme does not answer my questions’ (A_PA_I3),
both of which score on average above five. Although team 2 chose indicators for the success factor
of interactivity, the perceived effect appears similar to CAE that had implemented OBL over an
extended time period. This is an indication to install improvement measures as it has been reported
that online communication and interaction are central activities for online students (Blieck et al.
under review; Nistor & Neubauer, 2010; Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012).
In relation to students’ perceived participation in the learning process, case 2 appears to
perform better compared to CAE that have implemented OBL for longer (Blieck et al., under
review). Indeed, although on average the students perceive their active participation in the learning
process for all indicators as above five, in contrast with Blieck et al. (Under review), there is less
variation among these indicators (SD<1).
This information on the assessment of the success factors and the perceived participation
in OBL with the qiQA&I-OBL will inform the team as to which improvements should be
prioritised (Ardi et al., 2012). To decide which improvement actions are necessary, we suggest that
the team analyses the data from monitoring together with the qiQA&I-OBL on the level of the
success factors and their indicators (do-data). Documenting and exploring the reasons why students
dropped out is in this respect is certainly useful. The expertise of the team members will be useful
in converting this information (check-information) into actionable knowledge (reflect-knowledge).
This will enable them to decide upon and install appropriate improvement measures related to either
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management, services, or products. The connections between the quality indicators and the quality
areas and quality dimensions in the institution are useful in this respect. If we assume that the
contexts from both studies are comparable, the results from Blieck et al. (under review) are
transferrable. If this assumption holds, albeit with some caution, the findings from Blieck et al.
(under review) suggest prioritising actions to improve the active participation of students in the
interaction. To achieve this, the success factor of ‘interactivity’, along with the quality dimensions
it is connected to, followed by ‘transparency’ and ‘productivity’ deserve priority as these success
factors had the biggest impact on the participation of students in the learning process (Blieck et al.,
Under review).
6.5.2

Are the research cases exemplary for AE Flanders with respect the current quality
assurance?

To gain insight into the transferability of the CQI management approach we discuss and compare
the QA approach in the CAE at the start of the study with the findings of the inspectorate (De Niel
et al., 2016). Both cases can be seen as an example of current practice in this context. This provides
an indication as to what extent the implementation of the M-eCQIm-OBL, in which the process of
data-based decision making is central, is transferable to contexts beyond the two cases, at least in
Flanders (Belgium). The M-eCQIm-OBL seems suited for contexts in which no shared vision on
OBL is installed, where CQI at the interface between the meso level does not reinforce the micro
level, and where support in data-based decision making is needed (De Niel et al., 2016).
Limitations and prospects for further research
Due to the exploratory nature of this study, limitations related to the conceptual quality model for
effective CQI management need to be considered.
Because this study was limited to 2 cases, the implementation of the cM-eCQIm-OBL
needs to be extended to similar and other contexts. This will demonstrate whether the quality
indicators and the success factors in the qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2018) and qiQA&I-OBL (Blieck
et al., Under review) are relevant in other AE contexts. It will also increase the transferability of
the CQI management approach (Yin, 2009). We can infer from the changes in both teams that it is
important to balance support and to give direction while at the same time give participants a say in
the implementation. Further case study research will provide insights into how to implement the
conceptual model for effective quality management model so that it is tailored to the needs of an
organisation (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015; Van Kemenade, 2017). Addressing the context fell beyond
the scope of this study, therefore we suggest case study research should explore relevant contextual
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factors such as the school (institution), the team, data, and characteristics related to the members
(Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Schildkamp et al., 2016). Due to the limited
number of respondents in both cases, as was the case in Blieck et al. (Under review), additional
research will also be beneficial in assessing the effects of quality management by the end of the
quality assurance process.
We therefore recommend further research related to the conceptual quality model and the
quality instruments, the quality management approach, and relevant contextual elements. This will
help pave the way for large-scale research on the utility of the conceptual model for facilitating
effective CQI management of OBL in AE.
6.6 Conclusion
To conclude, this study investigated the implementation of a conceptual model for effective quality
management of OBL and two quality instruments in AE. Findings indicate that the quality
indicators in the conceptual quality model and the quality instruments are relevant in the context of
AE in practice. The qiSA-OBL supports the use of dialogue between professionals to strategically
adopt, develop, and monitor the quality of OBL in line with the institution’s vision. Furthermore,
the qiQA&I-OBL is useful for consulting students in practice. The consultation of students
suggests that the CQI management approach for OBL is effective in practice. However, teams
composed by stakeholders from the meso and micro level need support to systematically implement
the quality instrument. It is crucial to adopt a flexible approach to CQI of OBL as this enables
implementation of the conceptual model to be tailored to organisations.
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Chapter 7
General Discussions and Conclusions
Abstract
In this final chapter of the dissertation we reflect upon the main findings and
limitations of this doctoral study. We begin by revisiting the rationale, the research
questions, and the studies that were conducted. In relation to these, we then reflect
on the key findings, following which we will discuss the limitations of the study
design and formulate suggestions for future research. We conclude with implications
and recommendations for practice and policy at the interface between the meso level
and the macro level in education.
7.1 Rationale of the research
This doctoral study originated from several angles. The first angle is the assertion that effective
continuous quality improvement (CQI) management of OBL requires the participation of all
stakeholders from all levels in education (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Mutch, 2012). In
institutions, dialogue at the interface between the meso and micro level is necessary between
management and faculty and through consultation with students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007).
Dialogue is also necessary at the interface between the meso and macro level where the current
focus is on leveraging the internal quality improvement process installed in institutions (Inglis,
2008, p. 348). This is referred to as complementary evaluation which, as a starting point, requires
an agreed quality model between the stakeholders in education to assess quality (Mutch, 2012).
CQI is suitable for quality management and can capture the quality perspectives of all stakeholders
(Becket & Brookes, 2005).
The second angle is that there are several shortcomings in the extant quality models
developed to support stakeholders in CQI management for OBL in higher education (Inglis, 2008;
Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, et al., 2015). Quality models are conceptual structures that are
used to identify the range of factors, referred to as quality dimensions, considered important when
taking decisions in relation to quality (Inglis, 2008). To be useful in adult education (AE), the
indicators used to operationalise these factors in extant quality models need to be contextualised
(Inglis, 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). In so doing, the structure of these quality models needs
to be addressed to align their use more closely with the principles of effective CQI management.
More specifically, making the student perspective explicit, including their pedagogical needs
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during OBL, is crucial when strategically adopting OBL. Such conceptualisation of quality will
enable professionals to functionally align all the quality dimensions in institutions; that is, ‘fit
together in a coherent matter on the basis of a pedagogical philosophy’ (Hansson, 2008, p. 40) to
meet the needs of management, faculty, and students. Thus, quality dimensions are the aspects of
institutions that need to fit together to achieve quality in OBL (Hansson, 2008). The structure of
the quality model should also allow assessing the quality of OBL, and identify the quality
dimensions that need to be improved. The conceptual framework for quality of OBL developed by
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) to meet the needs of students, including those related to
pedagogy, has the potential to address the need to improve; it was therefore the starting point for
this doctoral study.
The third angle is related to how a contextualised and improved quality model can be
implemented for the effective CQI management of OBL in general and AE in particular. Effective
CQI starts from the strategical adoption of OBL and implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality
improvement (QI) follow and inform each other as part of a continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015;
Williams, 2016). More specifically, the third starting point relates to how an improved and
contextualised quality model can be implemented to install a dialogue at the interface between the
meso with both the micro level and consultation with students (Ehlers, 2007; Ossiannilsson, 2012b).
Hence, there is a need to explore suitable participation methods to involve all stakeholders, i.e.,
management, faculty, and students, through dialogue to achieve effective institutional quality
management of OBL (Ehlers, 2007; Ossiannilsson, 2012b). The implementation at the interface
between the meso and the macro level falls beyond the scope of this doctoral study.
To summarise, this doctoral study aimed to answer three questions. The first research
question, which is twofold, asks which indicators should be included in, and what approach should
be added to, quality instruments for effective CQI management of OBL programmes at the mesolevel and its interface with the macro and micro level (RQ1)? Second, how can adult education
providers implement these elements in quality instruments for effective CQI management of online
and blended programmes at the interface between the meso level and the micro level (RQ2)?
Finally, what effects does this CQI management have on the quality of online and blended learning
programmes/courses offered in adult education (RQ3)?
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7.2 The main results and discussion in relation to the research questions
7.2.1 What quality indicators and what approach should be included in instruments for
effective CQI management (RQ1)?
The first research question addresses two issues. First, the quality indicators that need to be included
in quality instruments for effective CQI management of OBL. These indicators are discussed in
detail in the relevant chapters. We therefore address the indicators indirectly in terms of the success
factors they refer to. Second, we consider the approach added to these instruments for effective
CQI management.
7.2.1.1 What quality indicators should be included in quality instruments?
The first main finding in this doctoral study is that all the success factors in the conceptual quality
framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are relevant in adult education (Chapter 2). This adds
to the conceptual understanding of quality models for OBL. Taken together, the concepts of the
success factors represent quality of OBL from the perspective of students. Specifically, students
measure the quality of OBL in terms of transparency, flexibility, accessibility, interactivity,
personalisation, and productivity. ‘Credibility’ (Jung, 2011, 2012) was identified as an additional
success factor. An institution is ‘credible’ to students (credibility) if the available infrastructure and
resources enable teachers to realise all the conditions (transparency, flexibility, accessibility,
interactivity, personalisation and productivity) that are necessary for students to ‘participate’ in an
OBL program (Moskal et al., 2013). We add validation of this conceptualisation for quality of OBL
to existing knowledge (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) as an alternative to the traditional areas
and dimensions in quality models (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). The added
value this provides in terms of conceptualising the quality of OBL is twofold. First, from the student
perspective, success factors may represent the needs of students related to OBL (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012), including their pedagogical needs (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008). Second, from the
providers‘ perspective, the success factors are the elements an institution needs to address to align
the quality dimensions, both functionally and pedagogically (Hansson, 2008), to achieve its mission
(Ossiannilsson 2012a).
The validation studies confirm that this doctoral study adds to the conceptual understanding
of extant quality models (Chapters 3 and 5). At the same time, they deepen this conceptual
understanding (Chapter 3), which is the second main finding, and add to the theoretical
understanding of the extant quality models (Chapter 5), which is the third main finding.
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To validate the instrument to strategically adopt OBL the respondents from key stakeholder
groups in AE were consulted (Chapter 3). This consultation confirms our finding that all the success
factors are important when OBL is adopted. That the respondents agree on most indicators for
‘transparency’ emphasises the importance of this success factor for adult students (Ossiannilsson
& Landgren, 2012). Our findings indicate that this does not apply to the indicators of other success
factors. For the remaining success factors, all respondents agree on the importance of a limited
number of quality indicators while only a majority find other quality indicators important. The
implication is that priorities can be given to the indicators that matter most for adult students when
adopting OBL. Notably, indicators related to personalisation are reported as being difficult to
manage in practice. There are several reasons for this: insufficient resources, the difficulties adult
students have in taking ownership of their learning process, and inconsistency with the pedagogical
beliefs of faculty. Respondents also indicate that adult students are less inclined to engage in online
interaction which is in contrast with the literature from HE (Dzakiria, 2012; Harroff, 2002; Jung,
2011, 2012; MacDonald & Thompson, 2005; Stodel et al., 2006; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). Therefore,
according to the respondents, online ‘interactivity’ should focus primarily on the learning process
(Volungeviciene et al., 2014; Zhang & Cheng, 2012). During face-to-face classes, such interactivity
can also focus on community building.
Findings from the third validation study (Chapter 5) confirm the hybrid structure of the
quality instrument in that the quality indicators are statistically related both to the success factors
and to quality dimensions (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012). This consolidates our claim that this
doctoral study adds to the conceptual understanding of extant quality models for OBL. Indeed,
although quality from the students’ perspective (success factors) and providers’ perspective (quality
dimensions) is conceptually different, identical quality indicators capture both perspectives.
Confirmation of the link between the success factors and the quality indicators also enables the
quality instrument to be used as a valid and reliable survey to assess whether the quality of OBL
meets the needs of students in enabling them to participate. Assessing quality raises the need for an
appropriate indicator to measure quality (Sonpal-Valias, 2009). Ossiannilson and Landgren (2012)
described success in OBL as successfully balancing the programme with other obligations: findings
from our first study (Chapter 2) indicate that all success factors are important for students to
participate in OBL. We therefore argue that sustained and successful student participation (Nistor
& Neubauer, 2010) is a relevant indicator to measure the effectivity of CQI for OBL. The third
validation study (Chapter 5) confirms the relationships between the success factors and
participation in OBL as perceived by students. Therefore, this doctoral study also adds to the
theoretical understanding of extant quality models. This is the third main finding. In line with other
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research, ‘credibility’ (Ardi et al., 2012) through ‘transparency’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012) is the driver for all success factors and student participation in OBL. That most success
factors have a small or moderate perceived impact on student participation adds to our claim that it
is important to take all success factors into account when adopting OBL (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012). As reported in the literature, online communication and interaction appears to be
the central activity of students (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010). However, flexibility adds little to
participation, or is perhaps not important at all, according to adult students. This is in contrast with
the current literature on OBL (Graham & Robison, 2007; Korres et al., 2009; Shea, 2007;
Volungeviciene et al., 2014) and quality models of OBL, regardless of the perspective from which
they were validated (Ehlers, 2004; Hansson, 2008; Harroff, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012; Kear et al.,
2016; Williams et al., 2012). Given that different stakeholders have confirmed the importance of
flexibility in our second validation study, we hypothesise that flexibility is important when students
decide to enrol in an OBL programme but not during the programme.
7.2.1.2 Which approach for effective CQI management of OBL, should be added to the
instruments?
Approaching effective CQI-management of OBL from a problem-focused perspective enabled us
to detect the features of OBL that may hamper the continuity of the process and identify possible
solutions (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015).
Thus far, scientific knowledge suggests that four features specific to OBL disrupt the
achievement of coherence in CQI because they make it difficult to establish a dialogue between
professionals at the meso and micro level and to consult students. Three of these features put
pressure on institutions to involve professionals at both the meso and micro level in this dialogue.
First, the disaggregated processes that are part of OBL courses demand clarity regarding which
faculty members take up which roles and responsibilities. Second, the distributed configuration of
course teams, and third, the organisational position that courses have within institutions, both
demand coordination and clear communication between the team members (Jara & Mellar, 2009).
Because acting as a team to adopt, develop and implement OBL proved a solution to developing
OBL (Nihuka & Voogt, 2011), it seems logical that involving teams composed of members from
the meso and micro levels in quality management offers a solution to offset the three factors
disrupting coherence in CQI (Abdous, 2009). Additionally, a fourth disrupting factor is that it is
not straightforward to consult students (Jara & Mellar, 2009). This is due to limited opportunities
to interact with students on campus (Jara & Mellar, 2009). For the consultation of students, Jara
and Mellar (2009) suggest that faculty together with management should collect, analyse, and act

177

Chapter 7
upon student (feedback) data from a wide range of instruments (e.g. interaction logs, observation,
student surveys, and student-tutor relationships). Use of such data enables management and faculty
to offset the difficulty of including students in CQI, the fourth factor disrupting effective CQI
(Harvey, 2003; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010). Given that data are drivers for quality
improvement (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009) a data-based approach is suitable
for effective CQI management of OBL.
7.2.2 How can adult education providers implement these elements in instruments for
effective CQI management of online and blended programme/courses at the interface
between the meso-level and micro level (RQ2)?
The use of data is commonplace in the field of data-based decision making in education. A data–
driven focus can promote coherence in CQI (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009) and
offers a solution to involve and consult all stakeholders in an institution. We therefore made the
process of data-use explicit in the CQI-cycle. Data-based decision making is a cyclical process
(Schildkamp, Poortman, & Handelzalts, 2015) whose phases: purpose, data, information,
knowledge, and act, run parallel with the phases in CQI. Making the data-based decision-making
process explicit in the CQI-cycle is the fourth main result of this dissertation.
We conceptualised how management together with faculty can operate as a team at the
intersection of the meso and micro level to implement the conceptual quality framework
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) and consult students to assess the quality of OBL for effective
CQI management in practice (Chapter 4). Specifically, the conceptual quality model (Chapter 2)
and the derived instrument to strategically adopt OBL (qiSA-OBL) (Moskal et al., 2013) can be
used to adopt and develop OBL (plan-purpose, chapter 3). We then conceptualised the utility of
the instruments in preparing to monitor the implementation process (do-data, Chapter 3) and
consulting the students to check and assess the quality of OBL for QA and inform QI (qiQA&IOBL) (check-data, chapter 5) during quality assurance. Finally, we conceptualised the added value
of the hybrid quality instrument (Chapter 5) for quality improvement, which begins during the
check-information and continues in the reflect-knowledge phase. During these phases, the results
from the quality monitoring and programme assessment provide management and faculty with
knowledge about the current state of students’ perceived participation in OBL. During the reflect
phase, management and faculty can then use their expertise to decide on improvement measures.
This approach for effective CQI management complements the conceptual quality model
for OBL and its instruments. This supports effectivity research in education in general and adult
education in particular. This is the fifth main result of our research, as we provided both a way to
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investigate the implementation in educational contexts in practice and an indicator to measure their
effectivity.
7.2.3 What are the effects of the CQI management on the quality of online and blended
learning programme/courses offered in adult education (RQ3)?
Given our assumption that the conceptual model for effective CQI management is useful in
practice, a final study was set up to answer the third research question (Chapter 6). This case study
(Yin, 2009) first enabled us to investigate how teams composed of management and faculty
implemented the conceptual quality model (Chapter 2) and the instruments (Chapters 3 and 5)
during quality assurance in two cases and, second, to assess the effects of the quality management
approach on the OBL programme/courses as perceived by the students. The conceptual quality
management model informed the analysis (Chapter 4).
The results from this study confirm that the conceptual model for effective CQI
management is useful in adult education (Flanders) in practice: this is the sixth main finding. The
analysis revealed that the teams implemented the model as conceptualised and adapted it to their
specific needs. In line with the findings from our second study (Chapter 3), the teams chose
indicators for both the short and long term. In line with the first validation study (Chapter 2), it
seemed that, in practice, the short-term focus of the teams was on enabling students to participate.
In addition to interaction, indicators and success factors related to personalisation and productivity
were chosen for the long term and became a concern later. This provides evidence that the full
potential of OBL in realising a transforming blend takes time (Bonk & Graham, 2012; Graham,
2005; Graham & Robison, 2007). The cross-case analysis uncovered the principles drawn upon to
implement the approach for effective CQI management in AE. The process of data-based decision
making, as part of CQI, seems suited to this.
Students were consulted to assess the perceived effect of the conceptual model for quality
management on the quality of OBL. A deeper analysis was only useful for one of the cases. In this
case, the perception of the quality of the success factors varied amongst students, presenting several
opportunities for improvement. Transparency, for instance, was perceived as the lowest. On
average, students perceived their participation in the learning process as higher than their
participation in the interaction. At face value, the perceptions of students in this study are consistent
with the findings in the third validation study (Chapter 5) for most of the success factors and for
their perceived participation .
Confirmation of the association between the quality indicators and the quality dimensions
(Chapter 5) enables us to assess the quality of OBL to uncover and prioritise areas for improvement
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after consulting the students (Ardi et al., 2012; Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014). Although for
the strategic adoption of OBL it is important to take all success factors into account (Chapters 2
and 3), effective quality improvement should focus mainly on transparency and pedagogical
success factors (Chapter 5). The success factors that need to be prioritised to increase the active
participation of students in the learning process are their active participation in interaction,
‘interactivity’, ‘transparency’, and ‘productivity’ (Chapter 5). However, the phase of quality
improvement lay beyond the scope of this doctoral study.
7.3 Strengths and limitations of the research
One of the merits of this doctoral study is that several measures were taken to produce robust
results. First, as recommended (Inglis, 2008), an evidence-based validation process was set up.
Second, the methods and data analysis relating to the conceptual quality model evolved over the
different validation studies and were in accordance with the purpose of using the model (Inglis,
2008). Methods ranged from qualitative (Chapter 2), to mixed-methods (Chapter 3) and, finally,
quantitative (Chapter 5). This made the findings more robust after each study. Third, the conceptual
quality model was complemented with an approach to effective quality management (Chapter 4)
that was implemented in practice (Chapter 6). In line with the principles of design based research
(Amiel & Reeves, 2008; Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Barab & Squire, 2004; Herrington,
McKenney, Reeves, & Oliver, 2007; Reeves, 2006), the methods chosen allowed for several
iterations to make the conceptual quality management model more robust throughout all studies.
Despite this strength, there are also limitations to the studies in this dissertation. The specific
limitations have been discussed throughout the chapters; therefore, in this section we address the
overall limitations of this doctoral study in regard to the exploratory nature of each study. We
discuss the limitations of the conceptual quality and management model in relation to the research
samples, the methods and data analysis, and finally, the scope of the research.
The first set of limitations concerns the samples used. For instance, the way the samples
were drawn means they are not representative of the population in relation to: the levels in
education, the CAE, the programmes, and the respondents. Furthermore, although for the
conceptual quality model all the relevant levels in education were represented over the different
validation studies, the macro level remained limited to one inspector in the second study (Chapter
3). The number of CAE involved in the studies was also low in the first two validation studies
(Chapters 1 and 2) and was limited in the third validation study (Chapter 5). Moreover, in the
implementation study only two CAE were involved (Chapter 6). Although respondents from all
programmes in AE: secondary education, level five of the European Qualification Framework,
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teacher education, and second-language programmes were included in the first two validation
studies (Chapters 1 and 2), students from the latter group did not participate in the third validation
study (Chapter 5). Furthermore, with respect to the respondents in the third study, most students
were involved in a teacher education programme. It can also be argued that experience of OBL was
limited for all the groups throughout the studies. Indeed, their experience per se was limited. For
reasons of composition, as for how they were drawn from the population the samples in this
research are thus not representative.
The second limitation is related to the methods and analytical techniques employed.
Although the techniques used to validate the quality model evolved from qualitative (Chapter 2) to
mixed-methods (Chapter 3) to quantitative (Chapter 5), the results from the fourth study can be
questioned due to the exploratory nature of the research. While the sample size is sufficient for the
validation of both the measurement and the structural model it was not able to detect weak effect
sizes (f2) and small coefficients of determination (R2). Furthermore, at the time of this study it
became apparent from the literature that the predictive performance of the IPMA-analysis remains
limited to the research sample (Shmueli, Ray, Velasquez Estrada, & Chatla, 2016). Additionally,
although three different subgroups in AE participated in this study, measurement invariance,
differences among groups, and controlling for differences between the CAE all fell beyond the
scope of the study. Although numerous data analysis techniques were used to offset the major
drawback in the implementation study (Chapter 6). only one researcher was involved in the field
research and in the data analysis.
The third set of limitations is related to the scope of this doctoral study. The aim of
validating a conceptual quality model for effective CQI management of OBL in AE resulted in the
three research questions discussed earlier. Although the studies in this dissertation provide answers
to all the questions, the second question was answered only partially and the third question remains
largely underexplored. These latter shortcomings were partially addressed by placing the findings
from the final study (chapter 6) into perspective. The current state of quality assurance in both
cases was compared to the assessment of the Flemish inspectorate in the context of Flanders (De
Niel et al., 2016) and the quality assessment of the implemented programme was compared to the
results from the third validation study (chapter five).
The final set of limitations is associated with the results. It is clear from the previous
paragraphs that the results are contingent upon certain conditions related to the research design
(including sampling techniques), the procedure, and the research context. Generalisable results for
the conceptual quality model can only be realised through large-scale studies across different CAE
involving students from different programmes. Finally, with respect to the approach for effective
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CQI management of OBL, extending the research to more CAE and taking contextual factors into
account will enhance the transferability of the results. The need for this became apparent during
the implementation study (Chapter 6). However, investigation into such contextual elements was
beyond the scope of this doctoral study.
7.4 Suggestions for future research and recommendations for practice and policy
The various studies in this doctorate yielded artifacts and guidelines for practice alongside
scientifically based insights. In the section below, based on the limitations identified, we first make
recommendations for further research to strengthen the scientific insights and to make the
instruments and guidelines for practice more robust. On the basis of current insights from this PhD,
we then make recommendations for practice and policy in AE education.
7.4.1 For future research
Future research should be related to both the conceptual quality model and the approach for
effective CQI management of OBL. These studies are necessary to support research that can
broaden the scope of this doctoral study (Chapter 6). In this respect we propose two distinct but
related lines of research. The first concerns the consolidation of, and additional large-scale survey
research with, the conceptual quality model for OBL (Chapter 5). The second research line involves
additional studies with the model for the effective CQI management of OBL (Chapter 4). Both the
research lines are important in broadening the scope of this doctoral study to include research on
the effectiveness of the conceptual model for CQI management of OBL in AE (chapter 6), and then
extending this into other contexts.
7.4.1.1 Replication studies and additional large-scale survey research
To consolidate the conceptual quality model, it would be of immense value to repeat parts of this
research as the samples had given rise to several limitations. For example, in the second study a
consensus was established for the success factor of ‘credibility’ between the respondents from the
meso and micro level, and for other success factors between these stakeholders and students. It
would therefore be useful to investigate whether the macro level (inspectorate) agrees with the
findings (Chapter 3). We could then include larger samples to detect weak effects and
representative samples to establish the predictive performance (Shmueli et al., 2016). This will
contribute to the theoretical strength and predictive accuracy of the structural model (chapter 5).
In addition, a sufficiently large sample will enable a benchmark to be established that will also be
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useful for CAE. Extending the validation to samples of students from second-language programmes
is an essential step toward achieving this.
Other research methods and data analysis may also yield additional knowledge. Although
the concepts and the indicators were validated using the Delphi method (Chapter 3), structural
equational modelling (Chapter 5) revealed several opportunities to improve the measurement model
(Hair et al., 2014). The reliability of some quality indicators can thus be optimised (Chapter 5).
Subsequent studies investigating inter-correlating quality indicators can reveal indicators that
measure the same concept, allowing the elimination of redundant indicators. Conversely, additional
research can be undertaken to increase the number of quality indicators measured by a sub-optimal
number of indicators (Hair et al., 2014). The structural model can also be studied in more detail
using replication studies, (Hair et al., 2014). Most importantly, these will help to establish or reject
the hypothesis that flexibility has an impact on students’ participation in OBL. Studies that explore
the differential impact of several driver constructs on perceived participation in OBL through one
or more mediating variables will also be of relevance (Hair et al., 2014; Wong, 2013). Finally, to
extend in-sample predictions to out-of-sample predictions would require further investigation into
the predictive performance of the structural model (Shmueli et al., 2016). The PLS-predict
algorithm (Shmueli et al., 2016) presents an opportunity in this respect provided a representative
sample is drawn from the population.
Additional studies that address the limitations pertaining to the samples, the research
methods, and data analysis techniques will add to the generalisability of the findings of each
individual study (Chapters 2 and 5). Survey research across different CAE involving students from
different programmes will bolster the scientific foundations of the model and also enhance the
generalisability of the findings. In this research line, correlational studies investigating the
relationship between the actual numbers of students successfully participating in OBL with the
perceived participation by students will confirm any relationship between the success factors and
actual student participation. Additional research can then take differences between CAE into
account to differentiate successful from less successful CAE and to detect the success factors that
impact (perceived) participation the most. The findings from this first research line can encourage
CAE to adopt the conceptual quality model for OBL and is equally informative for those that
already have adopted this model. More specifically, it will enable the CAE to make better informed
decisions by complementing the data they derive from monitoring the implementation of OBL
(Chapter 3) with data obtained from consultation with the students through a survey (Chapter 5).
The findings from large-scale studies related to the latter can support stakeholders seeking areas
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for improvement to implement effective quality enhancement. CAE can also benefit from a second
research line addressing the approach needed for effective CQI management.
7.4.1.2 Additional implementation studies
The second research line concerns additional implementation studies (Chapter 4) in AE (Chapter
6). Additional case studies in the field are necessary to investigate the contextual elements (Yin,
2009). Although elements such as institutional context, team, data, and self-characteristics lay
beyond the scope of this doctoral study we advise examining how these elements can interfere with
or strengthen the quality management approach (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Deepwell, 2007;
Jara & Mellar, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010; Schildkamp et al., 2015; Schildkamp, Poortman, Luyten,
& Ebbeler, 2016; Van Kemenade, 2017). Expanding the implementation research in terms of both
the number and diversity of CAE is necessary to establish generic principles for implementation,
for instance by uncovering the contextual factors that are at play. Finally, this research can add to
knowledge on how to help institutions adapt a quality management approach to their specific
context (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015), in and beyond the context of AE.
7.4.1.3 Broadening the scope to effectivity research
Both the research lines we propose are important in broadening the scope of this doctoral study to
effectiveness research employing the conceptual model for effective CQI management of OBL in
AE (chapter 6), and areas beyond this context. For effectivity research, action research is useful
because it allows involvement of the researcher in the field (O’Leary, 2004; Sagor, 2009). An action
research cycle is similar to the CQI-cycle and is characterised by four principles: research/data
collection (observe) reflection based on data (reflect), plan strategic actions (plan), and implement
(act) (O’Leary, 2004; Sagor, 2009). Action research can also be used for different purposes
(O’Leary, 2004; Sagor, 2009). Participatory action research can support professionals in CQI
management of OBL (Hansen & Borden, 2006; O’Leary, 2004; Sagor, 2009). In this instance the
action research aims to improve existing practices based on a cyclical process (O’Leary, 2004, p.
141). A strand of action research known as emancipatory action research is also useful in
professionalising the participants involved in the research while providing support (Given, 2008;
O’Leary, 2004). This support and professionalization can focus, for example, on the data-based
decision making process (Schildkamp & Ehren, 2013; Schildkamp et al., 2015).
Effectivity research can focus on several aspects depending on the purpose for which action
research is implemented (O’Leary, 2004; Sagor, 2009). First, participatory action research can
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focus on establishing the effects of quality improvement on an OBL programme and courses after
several CQI cycles, for example in the participation of students in the learning process. The results
from different cases can then be compared in a multiple case study (Yin, 2009). Second,
emancipatory action research can focus on different effects in different contexts. This could be the
professionalization of individual participants in skills that are relevant for CQI such as data-based
decision making or quality literacy. Effectivity research can also focus on effects at the level of the
team, department, or even the institution. Investigation of the effects of the implemented quality
management approach in CAE (Chapter 6) can also demonstrate how the quality of OBL can be
integrated into existing CQI management. Ultimately, we recommend conducting studies using the
conceptual quality management model that tie in with research on quality culture (European
University Association, 2005, 2006; Harvey, 2009; Loukkola & Zhang, 2010; Sursock, 2011;
Vettori, 2012). There are two reasons for this. First, several authors have highlighted the importance
of a quality culture in institutions (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Ehlers, 2009a, 2009b; Ehlers,
2007; Graham, Woodfield, & Harrison, 2013; Moskal et al., 2013; Ossiannilsson & Landgren,
2012). Second, recent research confirms that the claim for a culture focused on quality is indeed
important for effective CQI management in institutions (Berings, 2009; Berings, Beerten, Hulpiau,
& Verhesschen, 2010; Harvey & Stensaker, 2008; Srinivasan & Kurey, 2014). However,
elaboration on the concept of quality culture and indicating which studies can be used to achieve
an optimal connection would perhaps take us too far. We can therefore limit ourselves by pointing
to the research of Sattler et al. (Sattler, Götzen, & Sonntag, 2014; Sattler, Sonntag, & Götzen, 2016)
who recently reviewed the literature to operationalise the concept of ‘quality culture’ (Sattler et al.,
2014) and then developed and validated a questionnaire to measure the quality culture in institutions
(Sattler et al., 2016).
7.4.2 Recommendations for practice and policy
Recommendations for using the artifacts and guidelines derived for practice and policy are based
on the insights provided by this PhD. The first recommendation regarding implementation of the
conceptual model for effective CQI management at the interface with the micro level, in line with
how it was conceptualised (Chapter 4) and implemented in practice (Chapter 6), can be found in
appendix 3. However, internal quality improvement in institutions does not exist in isolation from
the macro level. Therefore, we make two more suggestions for practice and policy at the interface
between the meso level and the macro level in the sections below. First, we address
recommendations in accordance with the updated approach for external quality assessment by the
inspectorate (Vlaamse Onderwijsinspectie, 2018). Second, we conclude with policy
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recommendations related to the legislative framework and the funding for CAE provided by the
government.
7.4.2.1 The complementary evaluation of the institutions by the inspectorate
We previously noted that the Flemish inspectorate has updated its external quality assessment
methodology to align with current expectations and standards of complementary evaluation to
leverage institutional internal quality improvement (Mutch, 2012; Vlaams Ministerie van onderwijs
en vorming, 2016). To achieve this, the inspectorate developed a methodology that is in accordance
with existing insights regarding complementary evaluation (figure 7.24).

Figure 7.24 Concordance between the quadrant model of complementary evaluation (Mutch, 2012) and
inspection 2.0 methodology (Vlaamse Onderwijsinspectie, 2018) to leverage the internal CQI management
in institutions (Elassy, 2015; Sonpal-Valias, 2009; Williams, 2016).

The policy of institutions toward internal quality improvement currently lies at the heart of
this methodology. During site visits, an inspection team composed of several inspectors will
establish a dialogue with the meso level, the micro level, and students. During this dialogue the
inspectors will obtain information about internal quality management by empathising with the
situation during conversations and deriving data from observations, such as the analysis of
documents. The inspection team will use the principle of data triangulation to convert this
information into a school portrait and then use this to assess (evaluate) internal quality
management. We explain how this will be achieved in the following paragraph.
The dialogue from the school team with the inspection team, and vice versa, is informed
by an agreed evaluation model between stakeholders in the field as suggested in the literature
(Mutch, 2012). This reference model contains the quality expectations, including expectations for
internal quality management, that stakeholders in the Flemish context have agreed are of
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importance (Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming - Onderwijsinspectie, 2016a). The
quality expectations are then made concrete in a short text (Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs en
Vorming - Onderwijsinspectie, 2016b). The inspectorate derived criteria by which the internal
quality management can be assessed. For quality management these expectations and criteria
(Vlaams Ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming - Onderwijsinspectie, 2016b; personal
communication, March 18, 2018) are as follows:
(1) The institution develops its quality from a shared vision (vision) that is translated into
educational practice (educational practice).
(2) The institution assesses how it operates (organisational practice) cyclically (systematic
assessment) and reliably (reliable assessment), informed by the results and its effects on
the students.
(3) The institution assures and improves the quality of its educational practice (quality
assurance and improvement).
In relation to internal quality improvement within institutions, the inspectorate captures
these quality expectations and their criteria in an overarching research question: ‘To what extent
does the school develop its own quality?’ For this assessment, the inspection team will engage
with internal stakeholders through the dialogue. During this dialogue, possibilities for leveraging
internal quality management will be discussed. We provide suggestions as to how CAE can use the
conceptual quality management model to answer this research question in table 7.35.
7.4.2.2 The legislative framework and the funding of the institutions by the government.
The Flemish government, at the macro level, promotes OBL to enhance accessibility and flexibility
of education for adult learners (Vlaams Parlement, 2007). We advise the government to use the
findings derived from the conceptual quality management model for OBL. First, it is important to
take all the success factors, in addition to accessibility and flexibility, into account when promoting
OBL. We also recommend that the government clarifies its expectations regarding all success
factors, including credibility, to the field. Finally, we advise aligning the funding for institutions
with these expectations.
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Table 7.35 Suggestions to use the conceptual quality management model at the interface between the meso level with the macro and vice versa.
Research question
To what extent does the school
From school team to inspection team
From inspection team to school team
develop its own quality?
1.
 Show how the contextualised vision addresses all the
 Look for a contextualised vision statement to
Vision
success factors for OBL and explain which specific
OBL.
quality indicators are chosen (and why).
 Emphasise that success factors are chosen because they
 Check how the vision addresses all the success
Educational practice
are related to pedagogy.
factors, including the pedagogical success
factors, of OBL.
 Show why and how quality indicators are chosen
2.
related to credibility (including management and the
 Check how the quality indicators related to
use of resources).
credibility are used to assess whether the
Organistional practice
institution efficiently and effectively manages
 Explain how these resources are used to support the
and uses its resources to support the development
development and implementation of OBL.
and implementation of OBL.
 Explain the systematic approach of the conceptual
 Check if the quality management approach
Systematic assessment of
quality management model and show that it is
follows the systematic approach enshrined in the
quality
implemented accordingly in practice.
model.
 Show how this approach is in line with the expectations
of the government.
 Explain how the valid and reliable quality instrument
 Ask how the quality instruments used are judged
Reliable assessment of quality
derived from the conceptual quality model is used to
as valid and reliable.
consult students to assess the quality of OBL.
 Show that the quality instruments that were created or
adapted are valid and reliable.
 Show how the hybrid structure of the conceptual quality
 Assess whether the conceptual quality model is
3.
model is used for effective CQI.
used for quality assurance:
- To monitor the quality of OBL.
 Show how the (perceived) effects on student
Quality assurance
- To assess the (perceived) effects on
participation in OBL, together with the data from the
and
student participation in OBL.
quality monitoring process, are used to inform and take
quality improvement
actions for effective quality improvement.
 Ask how this information is transformed into
actionable knowledge for quality improvement.
 Explain and show that quality assurance and quality
improvement follow and inform each other as part of a
 Ask how the effects of the improvement
continuous cycle.
measures are assessed.
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To ensure appropriate funding, the quality indicators that impact student participation
in OBL are the most relevant. The appropriate indicators appear to be related to interactivity
and students’ active participation in such interactivity. At the current time, the evaluation of the
quality of OBL by the inspectorate is informed by the decree regarding adult education (Vlaams
Parlement, 2007). In line with international literature on external quality assurance (Grifoll et
al., 2010; Hansson, 2008), we advise developing and providing legislation that allows the
inspectorate to integrate the quality of OBL into its methodology instead rather than assessing
it separately.
7.5 Final conclusion
We identified an important gap in current knowledge from which it became apparent that
additional research is necessary to optimise extant quality models for OBL and to render them
useful for effective CQI management in the context of adult education (Abdous, 2009; Ehlers,
2007; Hansson, 2008; Inglis, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Moskal et al., 2013; Ossiannilsson et
al., 2015; Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003, 2002; Usoro & Abid, 2008; Van Kemenade, 2017).
In these models, quality is usually conceptualised as quality areas that capture six common
specific quality dimensions (Ossiannilsson et al. 2015). To achieve quality in OBL, these
aspects in institutions need to fit together (Hansson, 2008). Although the structure of extant
quality models makes them suitable for assessing the quality of OBL to detect opportunities for
institutional improvement, these concepts are less suitable for the strategical adoption of OBL.
Therefore, a conceptual quality framework for OBL (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012)
representing concepts for quality, referred to as success factors, from the perspective of the
students was developed and validated to render it suitable for effective quality management in
adult education.
The results show that the concepts for quality from the perspective of the students are
relevant in AE and important in supporting students to participate in OBL. This alternative
conceptualisation of quality adds to the conceptual understanding of extant quality models for
OBL and is useful in the strategical adoption of OBL. The results show that all stakeholders in
education agree on the success factors and on quality indicators to measure these concepts. The
results also show that not all the quality indicators are equally relevant in the context of AE.
The link with the success factors is useful in assessing the quality of OBL. The results also
show that the quality indicators can also be used to measure quality as it is conceptualised in
extant quality models as well as from the student perspective. This is relevant for quality
assurance and to inform the quality improvement of OBL. The results also indicate which
success factors and indicators impact the quality of OBL the most. The link with the quality
dimensions is useful in identifying areas in which to effectively improve quality.
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Effective quality management, referred to as continuous quality improvement (SonpalValias, 2009), implies that quality assurance and quality improvement follow and inform each
other as part of an ongoing continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). However, it
appears that the features of OBL make it difficult to achieve coherence in CQI in practice
(Abdous, 2009; Elassy, 2015; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Williams, 2016). The validated conceptual
quality model and two quality instruments were therefore complemented with an approach for
effective quality management that incorporated the data-based decision process in CQI
(Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010; Sonpal-Valias, 2009).
Findings from the final implementation study reveal that the conceptual quality model and its
instruments can be implemented for effective CQI management of OBL. It will therefore be
useful for strategical adoption and the quality assurance of OBL through dialogue between
stakeholders in the institution and consultation with the students.
To conclude, we contend that the conceptual model for effective CQI management of
OBL developed in this dissertation provides a starting point for future research on effectivity.
For instance, through further validation of the conceptual quality model and its quality
instruments for the strategic adoption, quality assurance, and improvement of OBL. Research
can then be conducted on the implementation of these artefacts for effective CQI management,
the effects on the professionalisation of participants engaged in quality management, contextual
elements, and, ultimately, the effects on the quality of an OBL programme and its associated
courses.
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A conceptual quality model for online and blended learning derived of the literature and
interviews in adult education with success factors and quality indicators
Success Factors and credibility – Tentative Definitions
Succesfactoren en geloofwaardigheid – Voorlopige definities
Transparency – All initiatives taken to inform potential students about the programme
from enrolment until graduation.
Transparantie – Alle initiatieven die het CVO onderneemt om (potentiële) cursisten
te informeren over de opleiding. Dit omvat initiatieven van vóór de inschrijving van
(potentiële) cursisten, initiatieven tijdens de opleiding tot en met initiatieven met
betrekking tot het afstuderen.
Flexibility – The degree in which students have the possibility to fine tune educational
needs to professional or private needs and obligations.
Flexibiliteit – De mate waarin cursisten de mogelijkheid hebben om het opleidingstraject
af te stemmen op professionele/privé verplichtingen en/of noden.
Accessibility - Is determined by the online accessibility of students and by what is
available for them on the campus.
Toegankelijkheid – Wordt bepaald door het gemak waarmee cursisten toegang hebben
tot wat online en op de campus beschikbaar is voor hen.
Interactivity – Refers to the online interaction that is supportive for the learning process
between students and the material and students and teachers.
Interactiviteit - Verwijst naar de online wisselwerking van cursisten met: het materiaal,
medecursisten en lesgevers.
Personalisation – The extent to which students have, and (can) make use of the
possibility to personalise (customise/maximise) their learning experience to personal
needs by their own choice. Personalisation ranges from personal learning (a lot of
freedom of choice for students) to personal instruction (absence of choice).
Personalisatie - De mate waarin de opleidingsvereisten (op niveau van de
leeractiviteiten) aangepast kunnen worden aan de individuele noden van de cursisten.
Personalisatie varieert van volledig ‘personalised learning’ (cursisten bepalen volledig
zelf de keuze opties) tot ‘personal instruction’ (de keuze opties worden volledig bepaald
door de instelling)
Productivity – The extent to which learning activities (content and assessment) are
designed to challenge/invite students in the process of knowledge creation rather than
mere reproduction. Productivity is linked to design.
Productiviteit – de mate waarin leeractiviteiten (leerinhouden en assessment)
ontworpen zijn om cursisten uit te dagen om het niveau van kennisreproductie te
overstijgen.
Credibility – Credibility implies the translation of a clean view on OBL into measurable
targets. It implies efficient use of potential means and personnel. Finally, it entails the
integration of these targets into the quality assurance system, monitoring the
development of OBL and adjusting it if necessary.
Geloofwaardigheid – Geloofwaardigheid impliceert de vertaling van de visie op OBL
naar meetbare doelen; het adequaat inzetten van beschikbare middelen en personeel om
die te bereiken; en het operationaliseren van die doelen in het kwaliteitszorgsysteem om
de evolutie op te volgen en bij te sturen indien nodig.
Participation – Participation is understood as the students’ active involvement in their
learning processes. Participation is linked to Student support and Design.
Participatie – Bovenstaande factoren (met hun onderliggende indicatoren) dragen allen,
rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, bij tot de manier waarop cursisten kunnen participeren aan
het OBL aanbod. Sommige indicatoren zijn randvoorwaarden voor deelname terwijl
andere een invloed hebben op de mate waarin cursisten zelf actief betrokken zijn in hun
leerproces.

Connections to quality
areas/dimensions and
number of indicators (N=74)

Management (N=1),

Programme (N=4)

Course (N=4)

Student support (N=7)



Programme (N=4)
Learning activity (N=1)




Delivery (N=5)
Student support (N=2)




Learning activity (N=6)
Student support (N=4)




Learning activity (N=8)
Student support (N=2)



Learning activity (N=3)




Management (N=13)
Support for teachers and
staff (N=10)



–
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Success factor
Code

Reference AE
Literature1

AE Interviews

Link to quality dimensions and CIPO
Description of indicator
Beschrijving van de indicator

1. Credibility
C_ M_CR

Quality Dimension: Management - Compliance and recognition
CIPO: Context-Legislative framework-specific legislation (C_1) – Absent (C_2)
C_1 The educational provision meets the quality requirements assessed by external assessors (inspectorate,
accreditation bodies,…)
Het onderwijsaanbod voldoet aan de kwaliteitseisen beoordeeld door een organisatie voor extern
kwaliteitstoezicht (inspectie, accreditatie, …)
C_2 The educational provision meets the requirements of international copyright legislation
Het onderwijsaanbod voldoet aan de eisen van de internationale wetgeving inzake auteursrechten
C_ M_L
Quality Dimension: Management - Leadership
CIPO: General-Leadership
C_3 The institutions’ management develops institutional standards for the design of OBL
Het CVO management ontwikkelt instellingsbrede standaarden voor het ontwerp van OBL
C_4 The institutions’ management develops and deploys the OBL provision project based
Het CVO management ontwikkelt en implementeert het OBL aanbod projectmatig
C_5 The institutions’ management monitors the implementation of the institutional mission and vision of OBL
Het CVO management volgt de uitvoering van haar missie en visie met betrekking tot OBL op
C_6 The institutions’ management gives credit to teachers and staff who develop OBL
Het CVO management geeft leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel die OBL ontwikkelen voldoende ruimte/
voldoende krediet
C_7 The institutions’ management integrates OBL in all aspects of the organisation (teachers, support staff,
administration,…)
Het CVO management integreert OBL in alle aspecten van de organisatie (leerkrachten, ondersteunend personeel,
administratie,...)
C_ M_R_L
Quality Dimension: Logistics – finance and equipment
CIPO: Logistics-Material management-financial means & equipment
Management - Adequate use of resources
C_8 The institutions’ management provides sufficient personnel and other resources (infrastructure) to develop OBL
adequately.
Het CVO management voorziet voldoende personeelscapaciteit en infrastructuur voor het ontwikkelen van het
OBL aanbod
C_9 The institutions’ management provides adequate resources (people and infrastructure) for the coaching and
guidance of students in the OBL provision
Het CVO management voorziet voldoende personeelscapaciteit en infrastructuur voor het begeleiden van het
OBL aanbod
C_10 The institutions’ management is able to maintain continuity in the use of its applications/ ICT-tools
Het CVO realiseert continuïteit in het gebruik van applicaties

Lit_Jun

A_B_2

Lit_Zha

D_L2_1; D_L2_2
C_B_1; D_B_5
D_L2_1; D_L2_2

Lit_Har

B_B_3

Lit_Mac

A_L_2

Lit_Har;Lit_Mac

C_B_2; D_B_2

Lit_Har

A_B_2

C_L_4; C_L_1
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C_ M_STS_PO

Quality Dimension: Support for Teachers and Staff
CIPO: Staff-HRM-staff organization
Personnel organization
C_11 Job descriptions for teachers and staff describe their role(s) related to the development and optimisation of OBL
Functiebeschrijvingen verhelderen de rollen voor leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel bij de ontwikkeling
en optimalisering van OBL
C_12 Job descriptions for teachers and staff include pedagogical role(s) concerning the OBL-coaching of their students
Functiebeschrijvingen verhelderen de pedagogische rollen voor leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel in het
begeleiden van de cursisten
Teams
C_13 The design of OBL is the result of a multidisciplinary team
Het OBL aanbod wordt ontworpen door multidisciplinaire teams
C_14 The institutions’ management fosters OBL learning communities for teachers and staff
Het CVO management bevordert OBL-leergemeenschappen (professionele netwerken) voor leerkrachten en
ondersteunend personeel
Technology
C_15 Teachers and staff have access to technical support on demand
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op technische ondersteuning
Pedagogy
C_16 Teachers and staff are able to get expert support in OBL-pedagogy
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op experten in OBL didactiek
C_ M_STS_PR
Quality Dimension: Professionalization
CIPO: Staff-HRM-competence development
C_17 Teachers and staff are trained in online design and didactics of online learning activities
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel krijgen didactische training in het ontwerpen van OBL leeractiviteiten
C_18 Teachers and staff are trained in online communication skills
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel worden getraind in OBL communicatievaardigheden
C_19 Teachers and staff are trained in international copyright legislation
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel krijgen opleiding in internationale wetgeving inzake auteursrechten
C_20 Teachers and staff have access to supply-and-demand driven professionalization.
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op vraag- en aanbod gestuurde
professionalisering
C_M_CQI
Quality Dimension: Management - CQI
CIPO: General - Quality Assurance
C_21 The institutions’ management has installed a quality assessment process that fosters a culture for quality
improvement (e.g. internal and external audits)
Het CVO management realiseert een cultuur gericht op kwaliteitsverbetering (bv. interne audits, externe audits,
…)
C_22 The institutions’ management has installed a quality survey process that monitors critical quality indicators for
OBL (output measures e.g. drop-out, learning effectiveness, …)
Het CVO management heeft een kwaliteitsmonitoringssysteem dat kritische kwaliteitsindicatoren voor OBL
opvolgt (bv. afhakers of drop-out, leerefficiëntie,..)

Lit_Vol

C_L_4; C_L_1

Lit_Sto

D_B_4; E_B_1
Lit_Sto; Lit_Vol

Lit_Har

D_L2_1; D_B_1;
D_B_2

D_B_2;D_L1_2

Lit_Jun

D_B_2

Lit_Har

B_B_1

Lit_Har
Lit_Har

A_B_2

Lit_Jun

Lit_Jun

A_B_2; B_B_1;
B_B_2

Lit_Jun; Lit_Mac;
Lit_Zha

A_B_1; B_B_1;
B_B_2
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C_23

The institutions’ management has installed a quality assessment process (surveys, focus groups, …) in which
different stakeholders (students, teachers, alumni, work field,…) are consulted
Het CVO management betrekt de verschillende stakeholders (cursisten, leerkrachten, werkveld, alumni, ...) bij het
kwaliteitsproces (bv. bevragingen, focusgroepen, …)

Lit_Vol; Lit_Kor

2. Transparency
T_M_V
T_1
T_ LS
T_2
T_3
T_4
T_5
T_6
T_7
T_8

T_ PR
T_9
T_10

T_11
T_12

(Prior to enrolment in the programme)
Quality Dimension: Management-Vision
CIPO: General-Development of vision
The institutional mission and vision on OBL is made available to prospective/potential students
De missie en visie op OBL wordt gecommuniceerd aan potentiële cursisten
Quality Dimension: Learner support – Administrative support
CIPO: Pupils’ guidance-career guidance
Prospective students are informed of conditions of admission
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de toelatingsvoorwaarden
Prospective students are informed about costs related to the OBL programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de kosten verbonden aan de opleiding
Prospective students are informed about financial aids related to the OBL programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over mogelijkheden tot financiële steun (bv. opleidingscheques, …)
Prospective students are informed about software and hardware requirements
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de software-en hardwarevereisten
Prospective students are informed about required technical skills
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de vereiste technische vaardigheden
Prospective students are informed about the duration of the programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de duur van de opleiding
Prospective students are informed about possibilities of personalised pathways through the programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over mogelijkheden van gepersonaliseerde opleidingstrajecten (bv.
EVC/EVK,..)
After enrolment in the programme
Quality Dimension: Design - Programme
CIPO: Education-Curriculum-Organisation of the education
Students experience a uniform online design throughout the programme/curriculum
Cursisten ervaren een uniforme online layout doorheen de opleiding
The importance of online interaction (materials, peers, tutors) as part of the learning process is made explicitly
clear to the students.
Het doel van online interactie (met materialen, medecursisten, leerkrachten) in het leerproces wordt duidelijk
gemaakt aan de cursisten
The intended learning outcomes are transparently translated in learning activities and assessments
De beoogde leerresultaten zijn duidelijk vertaald in leeractiviteiten en evaluaties
Students are informed about tutors’ response time on assignments, questions,…
Cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de te verwachten responstijd van leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel
op opdrachten, vragen, …

D_L2_2;D_L2_1

Lit_Har;Lit_Jun
Lit_Har;Lit_Jun
Lit_Har
Lit_Har

C_B_1

Lit_Har

C_B_1

Lit_Har
B_B_2

D_L2_2
Lit_Dza;Lit_Sto

E_B_2; E_B_3;
D_L2_2;D_L2_1

Lit_Har

D_L1_2

Lit_Har;Lit_Dza

B_B_1
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T_ LA
T_13

T_14

T_15
T_16
3. Flexibility
F_PR
F_1
F_2

F_3
F_4
F_LA
F_5
4. Accessibility
A_DEL
A_1
A_2
A_3
A_4
A_5

Quality Dimension: Design – course
CIPO: Education-Curriculum-Organisation of the education
Students are fully informed about the course requirements.
Cursisten krijgen bij aanvang van het opleidingsonderdeel duidelijke informatie over de vereisten van het
opleidingsonderdeel
Students are provided with clear information about course assignments
Cursisten krijgen bij aanvang van het opleidingsonderdeel duidelijke informatie over vereisten van de
opdrachten binnen het opleidingsonderdeel
Students are provided with a clear online course lay-out
De layout van de online cursus is helder
The lay-out of the online course is mad explicit to the students
De layout van de online cursus wordt toegelicht
Quality Dimension: Design – Programme
CIPO: Education-Curriculum-Organisation of the education
Duration of the programme matches the needs of the students
De duur van de opleiding beantwoordt aan de noden van de cursisten
The ratio contact education vs. Online education of the programme matches the needs of the students
De verhouding tussen contactonderwijs en afstandsonderwijs doorheen de opleiding beantwoordt aan de noden
van de cursisten
Students are given pacing opportunities in the curriculum
Cursisten kunnen de duur van de opleiding tijdens de opleiding nog aanpassen aan hun noden
Students are able to follow a flexible path throughout the curriculum
Cursisten zijn vrij in hun keuze voor opeenvolgende opleidingsonderdelen
Quality Dimension: Design – Learning activity
CIPO: Education-Curriculum-Content of the education
Students are given flexibility in deadlines for assignments
Deadlines bij opdrachten worden soepel gehanteerd
Quality Dimension: Delivery
CIPO: Absent
The technical infrastructure meets current connectivity requirements
De technische infrastructuur voldoet aan de huidige eisen voor connectiviteit
Students can access the learning environment with mainstream hardware and software
Cursisten hebben toegang tot de leeromgeving via gangbare hardware en software
The online learning environment supports the intended interaction between all participants.
De leeromgeving ondersteunt de beoogde interactie van cursisten met materiaal, collega's, docenten en personeel
The usability of the learning environment takes the students’ technical skills into account.
De gebruiksvriendelijkheid van de leeromgeving is afgestemd op de technische vaardigheden van de cursisten
The learning environment accommodates students with special needs
De leeromgeving is geschikt voor cursisten met specifieke noden (bv. slechtziend, dyslexie …)

Lit_Har

Lit_Har

D_L2_2; A_L_3

D_L2_1; D_L2_2
C_B_2

E_L_3;A_L_1;E_B_1
D_B_5;D_B_2;E_B_1
;B_B_1;C_B_1;C_B_
2;C_B_3
Lit_Vol;Lit_Kor
Lit_Sto;Lit_Vol

E_B_2; D_L2_2

Lit_Vol; Lit_Kor
Lit_Mac

D_L2_2;C_B_2

Lit_Vol;Lit_Kor
Lit_Kor

D_L2_2

Lit_Kor
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A_LS
A_6
A_7

5. Interactivity
I_D_LA
I_1
I_2
I_3

I_D_LA
I_4
I_5
I_6
I_D_LS
I_7
I_D_LS
I_8
I_9
I_10
6. Personalisation
Pe_D_LA

Quality Dimension: Learner Support
CIPO: Absent (A_6) - Pupils’ guidance-career guidance (A_7)
Students have access to technical assistance
Cursisten hebben toegang tot technische ondersteuning
Students have access to resources e.g. library, open learning centre, career guidance,…
De beschikbaarheid van ondersteunende diensten zoals bibliotheek, openleercentrum, trajectbegeleiding … is
afgestemd op de noden van cursisten
Quality Dimension: Design-Learning activity-with material
CIPO: absent
Online Learning activities contain a variety of learning resources
De online leeractiviteiten bevatten een verscheidenheid aan informatiebronnen
Assignments coerce students to engage actively with the online materials
De online leeractiviteiten verplichten de cursisten om actief aan de slag te gaan met het leermateriaal
Assignments challenge students to approach learning content from different perspectives
De online leeractiviteiten dagen de cursisten uit om het leermateriaal vanuit verschillende perspectieven te
benaderen
Quality Dimension: Design-Learning activity-with peers
CIPO: absent
Intended online interaction amongst peers fosters critical thinking
De beoogde online interactie tussen cursisten bevordert kritisch denken
Intended online interaction amongst peers supports knowledge building
De beoogde online interactie tussen cursisten ondersteunt kennisconstructie
Intended online interaction amongst peers fosters community building
De beoogde online interactie tussen cursisten bevordert groepsvorming
Quality Dimension: Learner Support – with materials
CIPO: Education-Evaluation-evaluation practice (I_7)
Learning activities contain a variety of self-assessment opportunities
De online leeractiviteiten bevatten een verscheidenheid aan mogelijkheden voor zelfevaluatie
Quality Dimension: Learner Support – with teachers
CIPO: Education-Evaluation-evaluation practice (I_9) – Absent (I_8, I_10)
Students are supported in their ability to communicate online
Cursisten worden ondersteund in hun vaardigheid om online te communiceren
Students are supported in their learning process with quality feedback by teachers
Het leren van cursisten wordt ondersteund door kwaliteitsvolle feedback van leerkrachten
Online interaction between students and teachers fosters community building
De online interactie tussen cursisten en leerkrachten bevordert groepsvorming

Lit_Mac;
Lit_Kor;Lit_Har
Lit_Jun

B_B_1; C_B_1

Lit_Vol

C_B_2

Lit_Vol; Lit_Zha

C_L_X

C_B_1

Lit_Vol

Lit_Har; Lit_Dza
Lit_Mac; Lit_Jun
Lit_Sto; Lit_Dza;
Lit_Mac; Lit_Zha

C_L_X

Lit_Sto
Lit_Mac; Lit_Dza

A_L_2

Lit_Zha

Quality Dimension: DESIGN – Learning activities
CIPO: absent (Pe_1, Pe_2, Pe_3, Pe_4), Education-Pupils’ guidance-guidance of the learning capabilities (Pe_5, Pe_6), Education-Curriculum-Content
of the education (Pe_7), Education-Evaluation-Evaluation practice (Pe_8)
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Pe_1
Pe_2
Pe_3

Pe_4
Pe_5
Pe_6

Pe_7
Pe_8

Pe_D_LS
Pe_9

Pe_10

Authenticity of learning activities matches the needs of the target group
Lit_Jun
De authenticiteit van leeractiviteiten is afgestemd op de behoeften van de doelgroep
Learning activities are meaningful for the target group
Lit_Jun; Lit_Zha
Leeractiviteiten zijn betekenisvol voor de doelgroep
Learning activities accommodate differences within the target group (e.g. cultural differences, gender,…)
Lit_Har
Leeractiviteiten zijn aangepast aan verschillen binnen de doelgroep (bijvoorbeeld culturele verschillen, gender
(M/V),...)
Students are given the opportunity to customise the learning activities
Lit_Sto; Lit_Mac;
Cursisten krijgen de gelegenheid om de leeractiviteiten aan te passen aan hun eigen noden
Lit_Jun; Lit_Har
Design of learning activities allows random order usage
D_L2_2
Leeractiviteiten zijn zo ontworpen dat ze niet in een verplichte volgorde dienen uitgevoerd te worden
The design of learning activities contains remedial and deeper-level learning material to match students’ needs
A_B_1; A_B_2
Leeractiviteiten bevatten zowel remediërend als verdiepend materiaal afgestemd op de verschillende leerniveaus
van cursisten
the design of learning activities accommodates the students’ different learning styles.
A_B_2; A_L_2
De leeractiviteiten zijn afgestemd op verschillende leerstijlen van cursisten
Assessment modalities allow for active involvement of students
E_B_2
De evaluatiemethodes stimuleren de actieve betrokkenheid van cursisten bij hun leerproces (casussen,
portfolio,..)
Quality Dimension: DESIGN – Learner support
CIPO: Education-Pupils’ guidance-guidance of learning capabilities (Pe_9), Education-pupils’ guidance-social and emotional guidance (Pe_10)
Students have access to need based learning support (through online tools, open learning centre, extra curriculum
Lit_Jun; Lit_Har;
courses, …)
Lit_Dza
Cursisten kunnen beroep doen op leerbegeleiding (via online tools, openleercentrum, extra curriculum cursussen,
…)
Students have access to psychological and social support
Lit_Jun
Cursisten kunnen beroep doen op psycho- en sociale ondersteuning

7. Productivity
Pr_D_LA

Quality Dimension: Design – learning activity
CIPO: absent (Pr-1, Pr_2), Education-Evaluation-evaluation practice (Pr_3)
Pr_1 Learning activities are problem-based
Lit_Jun; Lit_Vol
E_B_3
Leeractiviteiten zijn probleemgestuurd
Pr_2 Students are encouraged to take an active role in co-constructing knowledge
Lit_Sto; Lit_Vol
C_L_X
Cursisten worden aangemoedigd om op een actieve manier kennis op te bouwen
Pr_3 Students are assessed in ways that exceed the mere level of knowledge reproduction.
Lit_Vol
B_B_1
Cursisten worden beoordeeld op een niveau dat reproductie van kennis overstijgt.
1Reference AE Literature: Lit_Jun (Jung, 2011), Lit_Kor (Korres, Karalis, Leftheriotou, &
Barriocanal, 2009), Lit_Dza (Dzakiria, 2012), Lit_Zha (Zhang & Cheng, 2012),
Lit_Vol (Volungeviciene, Tereseviciene, & Tait, 2014), Lit_Sto (Stodel, Thompson, & MacDonald, 2006), Lit_Mac (MacDonald & Thompson, 2005), Lit_Har (Harroff, 2002).
2References interview: X_Y_Z = X=> institution, Y=> B = policy level, L=program level, Z=> respondent
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A quality instrument for the strategical adoption of online and blended learning in adult
education with success factors and quality indicators (primary, secondary, dropped).
Success Factors and credibility – Definitions
Succesfactoren en geloofwaardigheid – definities
Transparency – Refers to all information that the institution makes available to students and the
initiatives it undertakes to inform them. This occurs among prospective students, after registration
through the programme until graduation.
Transparantie – Alle informatie die het CVO voor cursisten beschikbaar stelt en de initiatieven
die het onderneemt om cursisten te informeren. Dit gebeurt bij potentiële cursisten, na
inschrijving doorheen de opleiding tot en met het afstuderen.
Flexibility – Refers to the options the institution provides to students regarding the ratio of contact
education vs. online education and the length of the programme. Flexibility determines the extent to
which the training is tailored to professional/private obligations and/or the needs of students
Flexibiliteit – De keuzemogelijkheden in trajecten die het centrum creëert wat betreft de verhouding
tussen contact- en afstandsonderwijs en de lengte van het opleidingstraject. De flexibiliteit bepaalt
de mate waarin de opleiding afgestemd is op professionele/privé verplichtingen en/of noden van
cursisten.
Accessibility - Refers to the ease with which students have access to what is available
to them online and on campus (e.g. open learning space, library) and the extent to which they are
supported.
Toegankelijkheid – Het gemak waarmee cursisten toegang hebben tot wat voor hen beschikbaar is,
online en op de campus vb. OLC, bib., en de mate waarin ze ondersteund worden.
Interactivity – Refers to the interaction that students have with the online material and fellow
students and teachers, both online and in the classroom.
Interactiviteit – Verwijst naar de wisselwerking die cursisten hebben met: het materiaal,
medecursisten en lesgevers; zowel online als in de contactmomenten
Personalisation – Refers to the extent to which learning activities can be/are customised to the
individual needs of the students. Personalisation ranges from ‘Personalised learning’ (students have
complete control over the choice of options) to ‘Personal instruction’ (the options are determined by
the institution).
Personalisatie – De mate waarin de leeractiviteiten aangepast kunnen worden/zijn aan de
individuele noden van de cursisten. Personalisatie varieert van ‘Personalised learning’ (cursisten
bepalen volledig zelf de keuze opties) tot ‘Personal instruction’ (de keuze opties worden bepaald
door de instelling)
Productivity – Refers to the extent to which learning activities (learning content and assessment)
challenge students to go beyond the minimum level of knowledge reproduction.
Productiviteit – De mate waarin leeractiviteiten (leerinhouden en assessment) cursisten uitdagen
om minimaal het niveau van kennisreproductie te overstijgen
Credibility – Is determined by how the institution shapes its OBL policy (the translation of its vision
into measurable targets and adequate deployment of resources and personnel) and quality
management, the extent to which it meets the expectations of bodies of external quality control and
its efforts to ensure the reliability and validity of assessment.
Geloofwaardigheid – Geloofwaardigheid wordt bepaald door de invulling die het centrum geeft
aan: haar OBL beleid (de vertaling van de visie naar meetbare doelen en het adequaat inzetten van
beschikbare middelen en personeel) en kwaliteitszorg, de mate waarin zij de verwachtingen van het
extern kwaliteitstoezicht inlost en de inspanningen om de betrouwbaarheid en validiteit van het
assessment te borgen.
Participation – The success factors (and their underlying indicators) contribute directly or indirectly
to the way in which students can participate in the OBL offering. Some indicators are prerequisites
for participation while others have an impact on the degree to which students themselves are actively
involved in their learning.
Participatie – Bovenstaande factoren (met hun onderliggende indicatoren) dragen allen,
rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, bij tot de manier waarop cursisten kunnen participeren aan het OBL
aanbod. Sommige indicatoren zijn randvoorwaarden voor deelname terwijl andere een invloed
hebben op de mate waarin cursisten zelf actief betrokken zijn in hun leerproces.

Connections to quality
areas/dimensions and number
of indicators (N=46, 11, 19)

Management (N=1, 0, 0),

Programme (N=3, 2, 0)

Course (N=3, 1, 0)

Student support (N=5, 2, 0)



Programme (N=2, 1, 1)
Learning activity (N=0, 0, 1)




Delivery (N=3, 1, 0)
Student support (N=2, 0, 1)




Learning activity (N=3, 2, 1)
Student support (N=3, 0, 1)




Learning activity (N=3, 0, 5)
Student support (N=0, 0, 2)



Learning activity (N=2, 0, 1)




Management (N=11, 2, 2)
Support for teachers and staff
(N=5, 0, 4)



–
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1. Primary indicators: (interquartile range ≤1 and Median ≥6).
Success factors

Transparency

Flexibility

Accessibility

Indicators for which all the participants reached consensus over the rounds
Indicators (and quality dimension)
Indicatoren
T1 The institutional mission and vision of OBL is made available to prospective students
(management)
De missie en visie op OBL wordt gecommuniceerd aan potentiële cursisten
T2 Prospective students are informed of conditions of admission
(student support)
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de toelatingsvoorwaarden
T3 Prospective students are informed about costs related to the OBL programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de kosten verbonden aan de opleiding
T6 Prospective students are informed about required technical skills
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de vereiste technische vaardigheden
T7 Prospective students are informed about the duration of the programme
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de duur van de opleiding
T8R Prospective students are informed about possibilities for an adapted programme (e.g., exemptions based upon prior
qualifications or experiences)
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de mogelijkheid tot een aangepast opleidingstraject (bv. EVC/EVK,..)
T9 Students experience a uniform online design throughout the programme/curriculum
(programme design)
Cursisten ervaren een uniforme online lay-out doorheen de opleiding
T10 The importance of online interaction as part of the learning process is made explicitly clear to the students
Het doel voor online interactie (met materialen, medecursisten, leerkrachten) in het online leerproces wordt duidelijk gemaakt
aan de cursisten
T11 The intended learning outcomes are transparently translated in learning activities and assessments
De beoogde leerresultaten zijn duidelijk vertaald in leeractiviteiten en evaluaties
T13 Students are fully informed about the course requirements
(course design)
Cursisten krijgen bij aanvang van het opleidingsonderdeel duidelijke informatie over de vereisten van het opleidingsonderdeel
T14 Students are provided with clear information about course assignments
Cursisten bij aanvang van het opleidingsonderdeel duidelijke informatie over vereisten van de opdrachten binnen het
opleidingsonderdeel
T16_R The structure of the online course is made explicit to the students
De opbouw van de online cursus wordt toegelicht
F1 Duration of the programme matches the needs of the students
(programme design)
De duur van de opleiding beantwoordt aan de noden van de cursisten
F2 The ratio of contact education vs. online education of the programme matches the needs of the students
De verhouding tussen contactonderwijs en afstandsonderwijs doorheen de opleiding beantwoordt aan de noden van de cursisten
A1 The technical infrastructure meets current connectivity requirements
(delivery)
De technische infrastructuur voldoet aan de huidige eisen voor connectiviteit
A2 Students can access the learning environment with mainstream hardware and software
Cursisten hebben toegang tot de leeromgeving via gangbare gebruikte hardware en software
A3 The online learning environment supports the interaction between all participants.
De leeromgeving ondersteunt de beoogde interactiviteit van cursisten met materiaal, collega's, docenten en personeel

R1

Stability statistic2

Insp.3

2

N=48, z=1.04, p=.296

6

2

N=48, z=.52, p=.604

7

2

N=48, z=.63, p=.527

1

2

N=48, z=1.6, p=.094

6

2

N=48, z=.00, p=1.0

5

4

N=36, z=1.00, p=.317

6

2

N=48, z=.36, p=.718

6

2

N=48, z=.00, p=1.0

6

2

N=48, z=.00, p=1.0

7

2

N=48, z=.59, p=.558

6

2

N=48, z=.54, p=.587

6

4

N=36, z=0.00, p=1.00

6

2

N=48, z=1.28, p=.201

7

2

N=48, z=1.61, p=.107

7

2

N=48, z=.00, p=1.0

6

2

N=48, z=.82, p=.414

7

2

N=48, z=.38, p=.705

7
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A6 Students have access to technical assistance
(student support)
Cursisten hebben toegang tot technische ondersteuning
A7 Students have access to resources, e.g., library, open learning space, career guidance…
De beschikbaarheid van ondersteunende diensten zoals bibliotheek, openleercentrum, trajectbegeleiding … is afgestemd op de
noden van cursisten
I2 Assignments coerce students to engage actively with the online materials
(learning activity design)
De online leeractiviteiten verplichten de cursisten om actief aan de slag te gaan met het leermateriaal
I4 Intended online interaction amongst peers fosters critical thinking
De online leeractiviteiten verplichten de cursisten om actief aan de slag te gaan met het leermateriaal
I5 Intended online interaction amongst peers supports knowledge building
De beoogde online interactie tussen cursisten ondersteunt kennisconstructie
Interactivity
I7 Learning activities contain a variety of self-assessment opportunities
(student support)
De online leeractiviteiten bevatten een verscheidenheid aan mogelijkheden voor zelfevaluatie
I8 Students are supported in their ability to communicate online
Cursisten worden ondersteund in hun vaardigheid om online te communiceren
I9 Students are supported in their learning process with quality feedback by teachers
Het leren van cursisten wordt ondersteund door kwaliteitsvolle feedback van leerkrachten
Pe1 Authenticity of learning activities matches the needs of the target group
(learning activity design)
De authenticiteit van leeractiviteiten is afgestemd op de behoeften van de doelgroep
Pe2 Learning activities are meaningful for the target group
Personalisation
Leeractiviteiten zijn betekenisvol voor de doelgroep
Pe8 Assessment modalities allow for active involvement of students (cases, portfolio)
Er zijn formatieve evaluatievormen (casussen, portfolio,…) opgenomen die het leerproces van cursisten expliciet te maken
Pr2 Students are encouraged to take an active role in co-constructing knowledge
(learning activity design)
Cursisten worden aangemoedigd om op een actieve manier kennis op te bouwen
Productivity
Pr3 Students are assessed in ways that exceed the mere level of knowledge reproduction.
Cursisten worden beoordeeld op een niveau dat reproductie overstijgt.
1Round, 2Wilcoxon Ranked sign sum test p<.05, 3Inspector.

2

N=48, z=.07, p=.942

7

2

N=48, z=1.35, p=.177

6

2

N=48, z=.28, p=.782

4

2

N=48, z=1.99, p=.325

5

2

N=48, z=1.14, p=.253

6

2

N=48, z=.49, p=.622

6

2

N=48, z=1.67, p=.094

6

2

N=48, z=.54, p=.593

7

2

N=48, z=1.63, p=.102

5

2

N=48, z=.86, p=.391

6

4

N=36, z=.25, p=.805

7

2

N=47, z=.63, p=.527

6

2

N=47, z=1.23, p=.219

7
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Indicators for which the participants from the meso level and the micro level reached consensus over the rounds.
Students’ opinions not taken into account.
Indicators (and quality dimension)
Success
R1
Indicatoren
factors
C_5 The institution management monitors the implementation of the institutional mission and vision of OBL(management)
2
Het CVO management volgt de uitvoering van haar missie en visie met betrekking tot OBL op
C_1 The educational provision meets the quality requirements assessed by external assessors (inspectorate, accreditation bodies…)
2
Het onderwijsaanbod voldoet aan de kwaliteitseisen beoordeeld door een organisatie voor extern kwaliteitstoezicht (inspectie, accreditatie,
…)
C_6 The institution management gives credit to teachers and staff who develop OBL
2
Het CVO management geeft leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel die OBL ontwikkelen voldoende ruimte/ voldoende krediet
C_7 The institution management integrates OBL in all aspects of the organisation (teachers, support staff, administration…)
2
Het CVO management integreert OBL in alle aspecten van de organisatie (leerkrachten, ondersteunend personeel, administratie,...)
C_8 The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to the development of the OBL provision
2
Het CVO management voorziet voldoende personeelscapaciteit en infrastructuur voor het ontwikkelen van het OBL aanbod
C_9 The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to the delivery of the OBL provision
2
Het CVO management voorziet voldoende personeelscapaciteit en infrastructuur voor het begeleiden van het OBL aanbod
C_10 The institutions management is able to maintain continuity in the use of its applications/ICT-tools
2
Het CVO realiseert continuïteit in het gebruik van applicaties
Credibility C_21_R The institutions management has installed a quality assessment process that fosters a culture for quality improvement based upon a 4
PDCA-cycle.
Het CVO management realiseert een cultuur gericht op kwaliteitsverbetering op basis van een PDCA-cyclus
C_22 The institution management has installed a quality survey process that monitors critical quality indicators for OBL (output measures 2
e.g. drop-out, learning effectiveness…)
Het CVO management heeft een kwaliteitsmonitoringssysteem dat kritische kwaliteitsindicatoren voor OBL opvolgt (bv.afhakers of drop-out,
leerefficiëntie,..)
C_23 The institution management has installed a quality assessment process (surveys, focus groups…) in which different stakeholders 2
(students, teachers, alumni, work field…) are consulted
Het CVO management betrekt de verschillende stakeholders bij het kwaliteitsproces (bv. bevragingen, focusgroepen, …)
C_N_1 The institution management takes adequate measures to prevent and detect fraud in assignments and assessments
3
het CVO management neemt voldoende maatregelen om fraude bij opdrachten en evaluaties te kunnen voorkomen en opsporen
C_13 The design of OBL is the result of a multidisciplinary team
(support for teachers and staff)
2
Het OBL aanbod wordt ontworpen door multidisciplinaire teams
C_15 Teachers and staff have access to technical support on demand
2
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op technische ondersteuning
C_16 Teachers and staff are able to get expert support in OBL-didactics
2
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op experten in OBL didactiek
C_17 Teachers and staff are trained in online design and didactics of online learning activities
2
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel worden getraind in OBL didactiek
C_18 Teachers and staff are trained in online communication skills
2
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel worden getraind in OBL communicatievaardigheden
1Round, 2Wilcoxon Ranked sign sum test p<.05, 3Inspector.

Stability statistic2

Insp.3

N=27, z= .00, p=1.0

7

N=27, z=1.0, p= .317

7

N=27,z=1.00, p=.317

6

N=27,z=1.31, p= .19

4

N=27, z= .82, P=.414

7

N=27,z=1.41, p=.157

7

N=27, z= .17, p=.864

6

N=22, z=1.34, p=.180

7

N=27, z= .85, p=.395

7

N=27, z= .68, p=.496

7

N=26, z= .45, p=.655

5

N=27, z= .26, p=.792

5

N=27, z=1.00,p=.317

7

N=27, z=1.00,p=.317

7

N=27, z= .33, p=.739

7

N=27, z=1.04,p=.299

7
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2. Secondary indicators: (interquartile range (IQR)=1 and Median (Mdn)=6).
Indicators for which the majority (Maj) of the participants reached consensus over the rounds
Indicators (and quality dimension)
R1
Stability statistic2
Maj3 APMO4 Insp5
Indicatoren
T_4 Prospective students are informed about financial aids related to the OBL programme
2
N=48, z= .51, p= .607
73
96
1
(Student support)
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over mogelijkheden tot financiële steun (bv.
opleidingscheques)
T_5 Prospective students are informed about software and hardware requirements
2
N=48, z=1.40, p=
75
96
6
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de software-en hardwarevereisten
.161
Transparency T_12 Students are informed about tutors’ response time on assignments, questions…
2
N=48, z=1.27,p =
73
96
6
Cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de te verwachten responstijd op opdrachten, vragen, …van
.206
leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel
(Programme
design)
T_N_1 Prospective students are informed about the mean required time investment.
3
N=42, z=1.81, p=
69
93
7
Potentiële cursisten worden geïnformeerd over de vereiste tijdsinvestering
.070
T_15 Student are provided with a clear online course lay-out
(Course design)
2
N=48, z= .30, p= .763
75
98
7
De online vormgeving van het opleidingsonderdeel is helder
F_3 Students are given pacing opportunities in the programme
(Programme design)
2
N=48, z= .63, p= .527
60
92
6
Flexibility
Cursisten kunnen de duur van de opleiding tijdens de opleiding nog aanpassen aan hun noden
A_4 The usability of the learning environment takes the students’ technical skills into account
2
N=48, z=1.10, p=
71
98
6
Accessibility
De gebruiksvriendelijkheid van de leeromgeving is afgestemd op de technische vaardigheden van
.272
de cursisten
(delivery)
I_1 Online learning activities contain a variety of learning resources (Learning activity Design)
2
N=48, z= .32, p= .751
69
96
6
De online leeractiviteiten bevatten een verscheidenheid aan informatiebronnen
Interactivity
I_3 Assignments challenge students to approach learning content from different perspectives
2
N=48, z=1.93, p=
73
94
4
De online leeractiviteiten dagen de cursisten uit om het leermateriaal vanuit verschillende
.053
perspectieven te benaderen
C_20 Teachers and staff have access to supply-and-demand driven professionalization
2
N=27, z= .53, p= .595
59
96
7
(management)
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen beroep doen op vraag- en aanbod gestuurde
Credibility
professionalisering
C_2 The educational provision meets the requirements of international copyright legislation
2
N=27, z=1.19, p=
56
81
6
Het onderwijsaanbod voldoet aan de eisen van de internationale wetgeving inzake auteursrechten
.234
1Round, 2Wilcoxon Ranked sign sum test p<.05, 3Majority, 4APMO = (Majority Agreements + Majority Disagreements/total opinions expressed) x 100% (von der Gracht,
Success
factors

2012). In order to reach consensus a statement must achieve a percentage for ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ that is higher than the APMO cut-off rate. Indicators with at least
50% of participants answering six or seven and reaching a cut-off rate of more than 70% were labelled as secondary indicators (von der Gracht, 2012). 5Inspector.

3. Dropped indicators: (interquartile range >1 and/or Median<6).
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Success factors
Flexibility

Interactivity

Personalisation

Productivity

Credibility

Indicators for which no consensus was reached and were not important for majority of the participants over the rounds
Indicators (and quality dimension)
R1
Stability statistic2
Indicatoren
F_4 Students are able to follow a flexible path throughout the programme
(Programme design)
2
N=48, z= .34, p= .732
Cursisten zijn vrij in hun keuze voor opeenvolgende opleidingsonderdelen
F_5 Students are given flexibility in deadlines for assignments (Course design)
2
N=48, z=1.36, p=
Deadlines bij opdrachten worden soepel gehanteerd
.175
A_5 The learning environment accommodates students with special needs
(Student support)
2
N=48, z=1.06, p=
De leeromgeving is geschikt voor cursisten met specifieke noden (bv. slechtziend, dyslexie …)
.288
I_6_R Targeted online interaction between students promotes group dynamics (Learning activity
4
N=36, z= .71, p= .480
Design)
Doelgerichte online interactie tussen cursisten bevordert groepsdynamiek
I_10 Online interaction between teachers and students fosters community building (Student support)
2
N=48, z= .57, p= .572
De online interactie tussen cursisten en leerkrachten bevordert groepsvorming
Pe_5 Design of learning activities allows random order usage
(Learning activity Design)
2
N=47, z=1.49, p=
Leeractiviteiten zijn zo ontworpen dat ze niet in een verplichte volgorde dienen uitgevoerd te worden
.136
Pe_3_R The learning activities take the differences within the target group into account
4
N=36, z=1.24, p=
De Leeractiviteiten houden rekening met verschillen binnen de doelgroep
.214
Pe_4_R Students are given the opportunity to customise the learning activities
4
N=36, z=1.32, p=
Cursisten kunnen de leeractiviteiten aanpassen aan hun eigen noden
.190
Pe_6 The design of learning activities contains remedial and deepening material to match students
2
N=47, z= .65, p= .514
needs
Leeractiviteiten bevatten zowel remediërend als verdiepend materiaal afgestemd op de verschillende
leerniveaus van cursisten
Pe_7 The design of learning activities accommodates the students’ different learning styles
2
N=47, z=1.85, p=
De leeractiviteiten zijn afgestemd op verschillende leerstijlen van cursisten
.065
Pe_10_R Students have access to psychological and social support (Student support)
4
N=36, z=1.32, p=
Cursisten hebben toegang tot informatie over psycho- en sociale ondersteuning
.187
Pe_9 Students can rely on learning support (via online tools, open learning centre, extra curricular
3
N=42, z= .64, p= .527
courses...)
Cursisten kunnen beroep doen op leerbegeleiding (via online tools, openleercentrum, extra
curriculum cursussen, …)
Pr_1_R Learning activities are derived from the practice the training prepares students for
4
N=36, z=0.00, p=1.00
Leeractiviteiten zijn ontleend aan de praktijk waar de opleiding op voorbereid (Learning activity
Design)
C_3 The institutions’ management develops institutional standards for design of OBL
2
N=27, z= .54, p= .589
(Management)
Het CVO management ontwikkelt instellingsbrede standaarden voor het ontwerp van OBL
C_4 The institution is reliable if OBL is developed and deployed project based
2
N=27, z=1.27, p=
Het CVO management ontwikkelt en implementeert het OBL aanbod projectmatig
.206
C_19 Teachers and staff are trained in international copyright legislation (Learning activity Design)
2
N=27, z=. 12, p= .903

Maj3

APMO4

Insp5

15

75

2

33

83

3

33

75

6

NA

NA

6

42

81

6

21

72

4

NA

NA

5

NA

NA

5

NA

NA

6

36

83

6

NA

NA

4

NA

NA

7

NA

NA

6

44

82

6

NA

NA

6

26

82

6
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Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel krijgen opleiding in internationale wetgeving inzake
auteursrechten
C_11 Job descriptions for teachers and staff describe their role(s) related to the development and
2
N=27, z= .80, p= .426
41
82
6
optimization of OBL
Functiebeschrijvingen preciseren de rollen voor leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel bij de
ontwikkeling en optimalisering van OBL
C_12 Job descriptions for teachers and staff describe their pedagogical role(s) related to guiding
2
N=27, z=1.22, p=
NA
NA
6
students
.221
Functiebeschrijvingen preciseren de pedagogische rollen voor leerkrachten en ondersteunend
personeel in het begeleiden van de cursisten
C_14 The institutions’ management fosters OBL learning communities for teachers and staff
2
N=27, z=1,40, p= .16
44
70
5
Het CVO management bevordert OBL-leergemeenschappen (professionele netwerken) voor
leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel
1Round, 2Wilcoxon Ranked sign sum test p<.05, 3Majority, 4APMO = (Majority Agreements + Majority Disagreements/total opinions expressed) x 100% (von der Gracht,

2012). In order to reach consensus a statement must achieve a percentage for ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ that is higher than the APMO cut-off rate. Indicators with at least
50% of participants answering six or seven and reaching a cut-off rate of more than 70% were labelled as secondary indicators (von der Gracht, 2012). 5Inspector.
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A conceptual model for effective continuous quality improvement management of online and
blended learning in (adult) education
1. A conceptual model for effective CQI management of online and blended learning in
education (cM-eCQIm-OBL)

2. A conceptual model for effective CQI management of online and blended learning (cMeCQIm-OBL) in adult education

217

Appendix 3 (Chapters 4 and 6)
Stakeholders at all levels of the institutions are responsible for the quality of OBL (Deepwell, 2007;
Ehlers, 2007). Yet, professionals have a lot of duties to attend to and students are hardly available
for CQI management of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). It is therefore recommended to assemble a
team that is comprised of stakeholders of the meso and the micro level and, if possible, students
(Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). Include professionals from key positions in the quality
management and inform others that are indirectly involved. Consult students during quality
management.
Since the use of data is central to quality management in CQI it is advised to seek support
for this, or have knowledgeable team members in this respect. Keep in mind to adopt a flexible
approach during the quality management of CQI (Kleijnen, Dolmans, Willems, & van Hout, 2014).
This is necessary to adapt the approach to the institutional context.
How is the conceptual quality model of use for effective quality management of OBL?
CQI is effective when quality assurance informs and initiates quality improvement (Elassy, 2015;
Williams, 2016). Both alternate as consecutive phases in subsequent CQI-cycles. Effective CQI
needs a dialogue between professionals at the interface between the meso and the micro level and
consultation of students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). Use the conceptual quality instrument to
initiate this dialogue between professionals and to consult students.
Professionals can use the quality instrument to strategically adopt OBL (qiSA-OBL)
(appendix 2) and start a CQI-cycle (plan-purpose). Inform the team members about this instrument
and its quality indicators. Have participants choose quality indicators, preferably primary indicators
that from their perspective are important to take into account so that students can participate in
OBL. Then discuss and decide together with the team which quality indicators, and success factors
to address during this first CQI-cycle. It is advised to take all the success factors into account but
not all the indicators. Rephrase the current vision to make it suited for OBL together with the team
and make the connections with the quality indicators and their success factors explicit. Take the
concerns of the team members about adopting OBL and developing an OBL programme into
account and prepare to monitor the quality of OBL when OBL courses are implemented (do-data).
Use the concerns of the team members about what (can) influence(s) students active participation
in OBL. Use these concerns to formulate a problem statement, or hypotheses, and prepare to access
and collect data to explore it. Formulate research questions and adapt or construct appropriate
quality instruments to monitor the quality and answer the research questions. Quality indicators for
the success factor ‘credibility’ can be excluded from the monitoring.
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It is possible to conduct a test case, meaning that a course or courses, eventually developed
and implemented in the past, is or are assessed taking the conceptual quality instrument as a starting
point. This test case is embedded in the CQI-cycle mentioned in the previous paragraph and runs
in a similar way. Use the quality model by analogy with the first phase (plan-purpose) to prepare
the second phase (do-data) as described in the previous paragraph. Before we describe the
following CQI-phases in the paragraphs below, we explain how this embedded cycle impacts the
first quality cycle. The team members’ expertise is used to discuss the results and to convert the
derived data, from this embedded CQI-cycle, into information (check-information) and actionable
knowledge to act upon (act-act). Actions can be the adaptation or creation of quality instruments
to inform and support the development of OBL provision during the first CQI-cycle. If necessary,
show the necessary flexibility to expand the contextualised vision with these new insights and plan
what is less important in the longer term. Quality indicators for the longer term can be primary
indicators or secondary indicators.
Access and collect data to monitor OBL and consult students to assess the quality of OBL
(do-data). Use the adapted or constructed quality instruments to monitor the implementation of
OBL courses. Use the quality instrument instrument to assess the quality of OBL for QA and to
inform QI (qiQA&I-OBL) (chapter 5) at the end of the implementation process to assess the quality
of the OBL programme. Use the data from both to answer the research questions.
Filter, check, organise and analyse the data of OBL to explore the problem or investigate
the hypotheses regarding participation of the students in OBL (check-information). Use the link
between the quality indicators and the success factors so that the data allows assessing how students
participated in OBL. Combine this information from monitoring the implementation process with
the information from the consulted students. Use the, predominantly, qualitative data derived from
the monitoring to analyse the quantitative data are derived from the survey. Complement the
findings from ones own context (quality monitoring and consultation of students) with the results
from large-scale research study with the survey (chapter 5). That study indicates that interactivity,
transparency and productivity are important in this respect.
Combine the understanding and the expertise of the team members to detect areas to
improve management, services or products (reflect-knowledge). Convert the information from the
check-phase into actionable knowledge. Use the link between the quality indicators with the quality
areas and quality dimensions to take informed decisions on what to improve in the institution.
Apply the knowledge to initiate a new CQI-cycle for OBL (act-act). The data related
quality indicators and their success factors from the student consultation represent a current state
analysis of student participation in OBL. Use this current state analysis to decide when
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improvement measures are effective. Either improve the vision (plan) or plan and take action (do)
and assess the effectiveness of the actions. Either decision will initiate a subsequent CQI cycle in
which the quality assurance of OBL (plan-do-check) will inform the quality improvement of OBL
(check-reflect-act).
Context elements that can act as barriers and catalysts for effective CQI of OBL
Both CQI and DBDM happen in a context that is influenced by the characteristics of the
organisation, the data, the team and its members (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Jara & Mellar,
2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010; Schildkamp et al., 2015, 2016). These (perceived) characteristics can
act as catalysts or hinder effective CQI management of OBL. In addition, to investigate effects on
student participation, it is equally important to expand scientific knowledge on the context elements
that are at play (Abdous, 2009; Deepwell, 2007; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010;
Schildkamp et al., 2015, 2016; Van Kemenade, 2017).

A. Summary of the within case analysis of case one
Case 1. In the planning phase (plan-purpose) of the conceptualised CQI-cycle indicators were
chosen through dialogue and consensus for the short term (table 1).These indicators were to be
realised after the first CQI-cycle. The vision statement was rewritten in line, and connected to, these
chosen indicators as this would lead to a shared vision on OBL and support the monitoring of the
implementation process with appropriate research questions and instruments.
In the embedded CQI-cycle team 1 decided to use the qiSA-OBL (plan-purpose) to
conduct a test case (do-data and check-information). Because this decision was taken prior to the
study, the conceptual quality instrument for strategical adoption was not used. However, the team
agreed that the research focus related to the success factor accessibility: ‘[…] it seems to me the
general question is about accessibility […]’, (S1_C1I1). The team wanted to study how a group of
students currently enrolled in the non OBL-programme, but equal to the targeted group for the
OBL-programme, would a developed OBL-course. The outcome of the test case was to inform the
design of the OBL-courses (act-act). Based on the findings from the test case, the team concluded
that, a quality checklist was to be created to inform the design of the courses in the programme.
The checklist could also be used in other programmes in the future (plan-purpose). The checklist
was considered useful both for the design and peer review of courses. As shown in table 1, the team
chose additional indicators for the short term after discussing the results of the
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Table 1 Overview of ‘what’ indicators, in what the meeting, how and for what term they were chosen in case 1.
Success factors and indicators
Credibility
The institution management monitors the implementation of the institutional mission and vision of OBL (C5)
The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to the development of the OBL
provision (C8)
The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to the development of the OBL
provision (C9)
Teachers and staff are able to get expert support in OBL-didactics (C16)
The design of OBL is the result of a multidisciplinary team (C13)
Transparency
Students are fully informed about the course requirements (T13)
Students are provided with clear information about course assignments (T14)
The institutional mission and vision on OBL is made available to prospective students (T1)
Flexibility
The ratio contact education vs. online education of the programme matches the needs of the students (F2)
Students are given pacing opportunities in the programme (F3)
Accessibility
Students have access to technical assistance (A6)
Students can access the learning environment with mainstream hardware and software (A2)
Interactivity
Assignments coerce students to engage actively with the online materials (I2)
Students are supported in their learning process with quality feedback by teachers (I9)
Learning activities contain a variety of self-assessment opportunities (I7)
Personalisation
The learning activities take the differences within the target group into account (Pe3R)
Productivity
1

Chosen
In meeting - by
2 (dialogue)
2 (dialogue)

For
Short term

2 (dialogue)
2 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)
2 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)

Short term

2 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)

Short term
Long term

5 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)

Short term
monitor

2 (dialogue)
2 (dialogue)
5 (dialogue)

Short term

5 (dialogue)
-

Long term
Long term
-

Conceptualised CQI cycle: Indicators chosen for the short term during meeting 2, embedded CQI-cycle: indicators chosen after the test case for the short term and for the long term
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test case in meeting five. It was decided that an intake with prospective students was needed to
inform them about the OBL programme. For the long term19 it was agreed important to consider
how students could be given opportunities to progress trough the programme at an appropriate
pace i.e. a faster or shorter track, with learning activities adapted to the differences between
students.
Research questions for all chosen success factors were formulated to monitor the quality during
implementation and instruments were created or adapted to answer these questions (table 2).
Table 2 Overview of ‘how’ the indicators per success factor were used to create or adapt
quality instruments to answer the research questions in case 1.
Success factors

Quality instruments
Create

Credibility
Transparency
Flexibility

Intake and…
Log and interview students
Log and interview students

Accessibility

Quality checklist for language
proficiency and peer review by a
language teacher
Log
Log and interview students

Interactivity

Adapt
Vision statement to add to institutional
regulations document and…

Teachers assessment
of students at end of course

Administration documents

Online activity log


Online activity log



Teachers assessment
of assignments by students
-

Personalisation1
Productivity2
1Personalisation was chosen in the long term.
2Although no indicators were chosen quality of assignments by students is checked (flexibility and interactivity).
This will give the team qualitative data about this success factor.

Related to transparency the team wanted to learn if the course planning with its
deadlines for assignments is supportive for the students learning process. More specifically if
it allows students to plan, submit assignments timely and if not uncover hindering factors. Team
members assumed that if the ratio of face-to-face (F2F) vs. online education matches the needs
of the students, flexibility, their presence in F2F sessions should be guaranteed. Furthermore,
by the end of courses students should have acquired the required skills, techniques and
knowledge.
Regarding accessibility in the short term the team wanted to learn two things about the
ICT-support to students by the teacher: ‘[…] Uhm, about accessibility, students have access to
technical support, we have […] two questions. So on the one hand, the technical support that
students receive is that sufficient for students to use the learning objects for their learning

19

The indicators chosen for the long term were not part of the primary indicators (Blieck et al., 2018).
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process? Second, can the teacher offer the technical support that students need […] with regard
to quantity and technical knowledge?, (S7_C1I1).
In relation to interactivity there were three questions: ‘[…] There we have three
questions: […] does the design of the learning activities allow course participants to
incorporate the applied learning content into their assignments? Second, does the feedback
given by the teacher allow them to us it in their learning process? And then, third, what
problems do emerge that may or may not hinder the guidance process, […], (S7_C1I1). For
personalisation, and for productivity, no indicators were chosen in the short term.
The team decided that they would consider improvement measures at the level of the success
factor credibility based on the information from the quality monitoring and the consultation
with the survey. The results would as such inform the team to decide appropriate improvement
measures related to management, services or products in the quality model.

B. Verified Qualitative Reports Of The Current State of the Quality Assurance In
The Research Cases
Case 1: At the time of the inspection by the inspectorate a user-friendly tool based on the
principles of the PCDA-circle was recently adopted by the centre for internal quality assurance.
However, at the time of this study the centre has not appointed a quality coordinator and no
task force for quality assurance is active. CQI is therefore not yet part of the daily routine in the
centre. The course team that is involved in the study is supported by a coordinator, which is
responsible for the redesign of the educational provision and for the quality assurance of OBL.
Quality policy – the inspectorate reports that the centre has a clear mission and vision
statement, which is operationalised in strategic and operational objectives. The centre is
transparent about its mission/vision and policy plan. The centre has a policy document about
its vision of quality. In the context of the development of the policy it has conducted a
stakeholder survey and a comprehensive self-assessment in 2011. While the processing of the
data has led to a strength-weakness-opportunities-threats analysis (SWOT), which finally
resulted in action, little initiatives have been taken since the inspection. With respect to OBL
the respondents at the policy level and programme level in the centre indicate that OBL is not
yet incorporated in its mission and vision and OBL is still to be translated into strategic and
operational objectives.
Course teams – The number of teachers in several programmes is low. In order to
make the collaboration in course teams structurally possible, the management clustered various
programmes. That is also the case for this course team. This course team has intensive
cooperation with external partners. The relationship and cooperation between the teachers in
the team and the external partners is good. There are frequent group meetings. A large part of
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these meetings is dedicated to the educational learning process and its support. The team uses
informal data, mainly observations during courses, to monitor and to make adjustments.
Evidence and data – the evidence and data that the centre collects is limited. Output
measures such as student satisfaction, success rates, level of certification and employment are
not registered nor monitored. Primarily informal data based on e.g. signals received during
classroom observations, performance appraisal and monitoring of new teachers are used.
Innovative capacity – according to the inspectorate the centre has a
professionalization plan but it is not concrete and provides insufficient guidance to form the
basis for a vigorous training policy. The amount of training activities per employee is on
average quite low. Respondents report that no specific training with respect to OBL is planned
in the near future. However, a coordinator supports the course team to develop OBL.
Case 2: Since 2009 the centre employs part-time a professional responsible for quality
assurance. The approach of the quality assurance methodology has since been gradually tailored
to the needs of the institution. Shortly before the start of the study the quality assurance
responsible left the centre. A part of these responsibilities (65%) were taken over by a colleague
recently recruited at the policy level.

Quality policy – the inspectorate reports that at the time of the inspection the centre
was working intensively and gradually on the development of internal quality assurance.
Several examples are given in the report such as e.g. ‘the thorough implementation of digital
learning in the learning process of students in certain programmes’ . At the time of the
inspection the internal quality assurance was strong at the institutional level, but ‘the centre was
still looking for indicators to measure the educational process’. Although, the centre has a
mission and vision statement with respect to OBL at the institutional level respondents at the
policy level and programme level indicate that this is not translated to the programme level.
Course teams – The team members indicate that the relationship and cooperation
between the teachers is excellent. Attention to quality, not specifically to OBL, is given both at
the policy level and executive level. Nevertheless, the course team reports that, as part of their
professionalism, they monitor and improve the quality of their provision at this level in addition
to the quality procedure at the institutional level. The team embedded this procedure structurally
in regular team meetings.
Evidence and data – although the centre gathers information of its provision data
collection is done mainly from the institutional level. The quality assurance manager who is
also responsible to inform the course team analyses the data. Since the implementation of
quality assurance is mainly done at the institutional level it is not adapted to the needs of the
course team. Hence, the approach to quality improvement at the programme level. At this level
the

teams

uses

quality

instrument

consult

students

in

order

to

detect
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strength/weakness/opportunities and strengths in order to improve. Although this instrument is
used for quality improvement, this does not happen in a systematic way, the effects of
improvement actions are not systematically documented nor substantiated.
Innovative capacity – attention to the professionalism of the staff is anchored in the
policy of the centre. From this vision explicit objectives regarding the professionalization of
the staff were formulated. However, these goals are too little focused on the specific needs of
the programs. Although the centre provides the staff with ample opportunities for further
professional development within and outside the institution, it monitors the effects too little
according to the inspectorate.
The focus on ICT training in recent years has led to a qualitative expansion of online

and blended education in several programmes. While at the time of the inspection the culture
of sharing the knowledge and skills in the centre was reported as ‘still limited’, respondents
mention that since one year the course team receives structural technical and educational
support for the development of OBL. Colleagues from another programme in the centre provide
the expertise. Although respondents mention that more expertise is needed no further initiatives
in the near future are planned.
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C. Matrix with criteria to assess the internal quality assurance approach of OBL
in the research cases (adapted from De Niel et al., 2016).
This matrix contains criteria to allow for a qualitative assessment of the QA at the nominal
level: strong (A), sufficient (B), insufficient (C), largely insufficient (D).
(A)
Strong
There is both at policy level as
an executive level, attention to
a quality policy OBL.

The course team works with
annual objectives that relate
both to the organization and
the
OBL
offer.
Targeted work is being done
on these (operational) goals.
The frequency puff the team
meetings is adjusted to the
needs.
The
department
monitors the quality of OBL
education.
From a vision on quality
management, the centre
consciously deals with data
collection. It gathers the data
needed to work on priority
goals. It analyses the data
from the OBL supply and
adjusts the OBL practice
where necessary. In the centre
there is a research culture.
The teachers actively work
together to learn from each
other and to professionalise
the OBL team. The policy
encourages a creative and
learning culture and succeeds
in motivating, encouraging
and challenging OBL teachers
in an environment of safety
and trust.

(B)
Adequate

(C)
Insufficient

Quality policy
Attention is paid to for Attention is paid to for
quality policy of OBL at the quality policy of OBL at the
policy
level.
At
the policy level but this is
operational level this is limited to the policy level.
rather limited.
Programme course teams
The course team meets The course team meets
regularly. There is an agenda several times a year. The
(organizational + content), agenda
includes
both
agreements are made, and it practical-organizational and
is checked whether previous substantive points
agreements
have
been
fulfilled.

Data and evaluations
The centre has data from the The centre has data from the
OBL offer and completes the OBL offer. The data is
data with its own research analysed and occasionally
data. The data is analysed. supplemented with own
These analyses lead to data.
improvement actions.

Innovative capacity
The teachers take initiatives The innovative capacity of
to
professionalise
and the centre is highly
implement innovations. This dependent on individual
is supported organisationally teachers. A limited number
by the policy.
of teachers are prepared to
professionalise
and
implement innovations.

(D)
Largely insufficient
There is little or no attention
for quality policy of OBL at
the policy level. The quality
policy of the centre fails.

The course team meets once
or twice a year to discuss a
number of practical points.

The centre has data from the
OBL offer. The data is taken
into account.

The
centre
has
little
innovative capacity there is
little or no cooperation
between
teachers,
the
participation of teachers in
decision making is limited,
teachers are not challenged
by the management to do
better.
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A quality instrument with success factors and quality indicators for quality assessment of the
perceived student participation in –and to inform quality improvement of online and blended
learning in adult education.
Success Factors and credibility – Definitions
Succesfactoren en geloofwaardigheid – definities
Transparency – Refers to all information that the institution makes available to students and the
initiatives it undertakes to inform them. This occurs among prospective students, after registration
through the programme until graduation.
Transparantie – de informatie die ik kreeg voor ik de opleiding startte en die ik doorheen de
modules kreeg, is duidelijk.
Flexibility – Refers to the options the institution provides to students regarding the ratio of contact
education vs. online education and the length of the programme. Flexibility determines the extent to
which the training is tailored to professional/private obligations and/or the needs of students
Flexibiliteit – De opleiding is in balans met je professionele- of privé-verplichtingen en noden.
Accessibility - Refers to the ease with which students have access to what is available
to them online and on campus (e.g. open learning space, library) and the extent to which they are
supported.
Toegankelijkheid – wat me aangeboden is tijdens de opleiding aan leermaterialen en ondersteuning
is bereikbaar of ik kan beroep doen op ondersteuning.
Interactivity – Refers to the interaction that students have with the online material and fellow
students and teachers, both online and in the classroom.
Interactiviteit – de interactie met medecursisten, het studiemateriaal dat online aangeboden wordt
en lesgevers, zowel online als in de contactmomenten, ondersteunen mijn leerproces doorheen de
opleiding.
Personalisation – Refers to the extent to which learning activities can be/are customised to the
individual needs of the students. Personalisation ranges from ‘Personalised learning’ (students have
complete control over the choice of options) to ‘Personal instruction’ (the options are determined by
the institution).
Personalisatie – de opleiding die het CVO aanbiedt is op maat van cursisten. Ik krijg de kans om
eigen keuzes te maken op basis van individuele noden: Ik kan leeractiviteiten aanpassen aan mijn
noden, ik krijg de kans om te oefenen, fouten te maken en bij te sturen. Ik krijg de kans om te laten
zien wat ik geleerd heb.
Productivity – Refers to the extent to which learning activities (learning content and assessment)
challenge students to go beyond the minimum level of knowledge reproduction.
Productiviteit – door wat ik moet doen, en hoe ik geëvalueerd word, moet ik meer doen dan louter
de leerstof te memoriseren/van buiten te leren.
Credibility – Is determined by how the institution shapes its OBL policy (the translation of its vision
into measurable targets and adequate deployment of resources and personnel) and quality
management, the extent to which it meets the expectations of bodies of external quality control and
its efforts to ensure the reliability and validity of assessment.
Geloofwaardigheid – de informatie die voor de inschrijving beschikbaar gesteld wordt klopt met
de realiteit. De leermaterialen en de leeractiviteiten zijn kwaliteitsvol, de ondersteuning die
aangeboden wordt voldoet en de manier waarop ik geëvalueerd wordt is betrouwbaar en correct.
Participation – The success factors (and their underlying indicators) contribute directly or indirectly
to the way in which students can participate in the OBL offering. Some indicators are prerequisites
for participation while others have an impact on the degree to which students themselves are actively
involved in their learning.
Participatie – Bovenstaande factoren/elementen dragen allen, rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, bij tot
de manier waarop ik deelneem aan mijn leerproces doorheen een opleiding met afstandsonderwijs
of gecombineerd onderwijs.






Connections to quality
areas/dimensions en aantal
indicatoren (N=50)
Management (N=1)
Programme (N=3)
Course (N=2)
Student support (N=2)



Programme (N=3)




Delivery (N=3)
Student support (N=2)




Learning activity (N=3)
Student support (N=3)



Learning activity (N=3)



Learning activity (N=2)




Management (N=8)
Support for teachers and staff
(N=4)



Active participation in the
interaction (N=6)
Active participation in the
learning process (N=5)
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Student perspective
Success
Loadings
Factors
.61
.70
.76

Credibility

.65
.76
.72
.77
.70
.78
.74
.76
.72
.59
.76

Transparency

.81
.64
.71
.74
.75
.70

Flexibility

.62
.78
.73
.76

Accessibility

.82

Quality of OBL
Indicators
The educational provision meets the quality requirements of an organisation for external quality assurance
(inspection, accreditation, ...) (C1)
The institution realises continuity in the use of applications. (C10)
The institution management monitors important indicators for the quality of OBL and involves all stakeholders
in quality improvement (C21R2223)
The institutions management realises a culture focused on quality improvement based on a PDCA cycle
The institution management monitors the implementation of the institutional mission and vision of OB (C5)
The institution management gives credit to teachers and staff who develop OB (C6)
The institution management integrates OBL in all aspects of the organisation (teachers, support staff,
administration…) (C7)
The institution management dedicates adequate resources (people and infrastructure) to develop and support
the OBL provision (C89)
The institution management takes adequate measures to prevent and detect fraud in assignments and
Assessments (CN1)
The provision of OBL is designed by multidisciplinary teams (C13)
Teachers and staff have access to technical support on demand (C15)
Teachers and staff are able to get expert support in OBL-didactics (C16)
Teachers and support staff are trained in OBL-didactics and communication skills (C1718)
I receive information about the mission and vision on online and blended learning before I enroll in a
programme (T1)
I get information about the purpose of the online interaction (with materials, students, teachers) for the online
learning process (T10)
The intended learning outcomes have been clearly translated into learning activities and evaluations (T11)
I experience a uniform online layout throughout the programme/curriculum (T9)

Providers perspective
Loadings
Quality
Dimensions
.64
.72
.73

.72
.79
.76

Management

.77
.68
.78
.82
.87
.84
.46

Faculty support
Management

.81
.81
.72

Programme
design

At the start of the course, I receive clear information about the expectations of the course and the assignments
within the course (T1314)
I get an explanation about the structure of the online course. (T16R)
I am informed about the admission requirements, the costs associated with the course, the required technical
skills and the duration of the course before I enroll for a course. (T2367)
I am informed about the possibility of an adapted programme before I enroll (e.g., exemptions based upon prior
qualifications or experiences) (T8R)
Duration of the programme matches my needs (F1)
The ratio contact education vs. online education of the programme meets my needs (F2)
I can still adjust the duration of the training during the training to my needs (F3)

.88

Course design

.89
.58

Student support

.39
.53
.42

Programme
design

The technical infrastructure (online learning environment, WIFI, ...) meets the current requirements for
accessibility (A1)
I have access to the online learning environment via commonly used hardware and software. (A2)

.83

Delivery

.65

.89
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.82

Interactivity

Personalisation

Productivity

Active
participation in
Interaction

Active
participation in
the
learning
process

.66
.61
.74
.76
.80
.76
.65
.70
.89
.86
.77
.92
.90
.72
.73
.74
.71
.72
.71
.71
.77
.81
.80
.69

The online learning environment supports the intended interaction with the online material, other students,
teachers / staff (A3)
I have access to technical support (A6)
I can call on support services such as library, open learning space, career guidance… (A7)
The online learning activities coerce me to actively engage with the learning material. (I2)
The intended online interaction between me and other students fosters critical thinking (I4)
The intended online interaction between me and other students supports knowledge construction (I5)
The online learning activities contain a variety of opportunities for self-assessment (I7)
I am supported in my ability to communicate online. (I8)
My learning process is supported by quality feedback from teachers. (I9)
The authenticity of learning activities matches the needs of the target group. (Pe1)
Learning activities are meaningful for the target group (Pe2)
There are formative evaluation modalities (cases, portfolio, ...) that allow me to show what I have learned.
(Pe8)
I am encouraged to construct knowledge in an active way (Pr2)
I am assessed on a level that exceeds the level of the reproduction of knowledge (memorisation) (Pr3)
Student participation in OBL
I contribute to (online) discussions with fellow students / teachers. (AP_I1)
I use the (online) feedback I get in my learning process. (AP_I2)
I ask for advice if the information offered about the programme does not answer my questions. (AP_I3)
In case of problems, I use the support that the centre offers. (AP_I4)
I provide (online) feedback to fellow students. (AP_I5)
I ask feedback to fellow students / teachers (personally, via learning platform, mail ...) (AP_I6)
I process information that is offered in (online) learning materials (on the learning platform) in assignments
and tasks. (AP_L1)
I process information from other sources besides what is offered in the (online) learning materials (on the
learning platform) for assignments and tasks. (AP_L2)
I personalise tasks and assignments so that they are meaningful to me. (AP_L3)
For assignments and tasks, I always look for a relation with practice. (AP_L4)
I work actively on the tasks or assignments in the program. (AP_L5)

.86
.59
.56
.71
.72
.70
.69
.70
.65
.74
.72
.66

Student support

.76
.70

Learning activity

.70
.74
.75
.71
.70
.70
.70
.78
.81
.80
.70

Learning activity
Student support

Learning activity

Active
participation
Interaction

in

Active
participation
in
the
learning
process
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Vragenlijst:
Beoordeling van de kwaliteit van de opleiding in afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs.
Beste cursist(e)
Je volgt sinds enige tijd de opleiding in CVO. Deze opleiding bieden we aan in afstandsonderwijs of
gecombineerd onderwijs. Dit betekent dat je je opleiding volledig (afstandsonderwijs) of deels
(gecombineerd onderwijs) buiten de klas(muren) [en dus niet op vaste tijdstippen] doorloopt. Aan de
hand van onderstaande vragenlijst willen we graag te weten komen hoe jij onze opleiding beoordeelt.
Met deze vragenlijst willen we te weten komen in welke mate verschillende aspecten van onze opleiding
je toelaten om deel te nemen aan de opleiding via afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs.
De resultaten zijn voor ons, je lesgevers, belangrijk. Deze zullen ons toelaten de opleiding bij te sturen
waar nodig. We nemen deze vragenlijst ook af in het kader van een onderzoek waar wij als opleiding aan
deelnemen. Hier lees je meer over het onderzoek en we vragen ook jouw toestemming om jouw gegevens
te verwerken.
Het invullen van de vragenlijst duurt ongeveer 30 minuten.
De verwerking en de rapportering van de gegevens gebeurt anoniem. De verzamelde gegevens
worden in alle discretie en met het nodige respect behandeld. Dit houdt in dat we jouw gegevens niet
gebruiken voor commerciële doeleinden en dat we deze anoniem verwerken.

Jouw oordeel over de bijdrage van verschillende factoren voor actieve deelname aan een
opleiding in afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs.
Je wordt gevraagd om je oordeel te geven over de factoren via een aantal stellingen.
De omschrijving van vetgedrukte woorden en factoren vind je terug in twee begrippenlijsten aan het
einde van de vragenlijst. Je mag die losmaken als dat voor jou gemakkelijker is.
Er zijn steeds zeven antwoordmogelijkheden. Je antwoordt steeds in hoeverre jij akkoord gaat met de
stellingen.
Helemaal
oneens
1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5 6

6

Helemaal
eens
7

Stelling....
7
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1.

Flexibiliteit

In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
De duur van de opleiding beantwoordt aan mijn
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
noden.
De verhouding tussen contactonderwijs en
afstandsonderwijs
tijdens
de
opleiding
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
beantwoordt aan mijn noden.
Ik kan de duur van de opleiding tijdens de
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
opleiding nog aanpassen aan mijn noden.

Hoe beoordeel jij flexibiliteit van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
Het CVO realiseert flexibiliteit in mijn
1
opleiding.

2.

2

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

2

3

4

5

6

7

Toegankelijkheid

In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
De
technische
infrastructuur
(online
leeromgeving, WIFI,…) voldoet aan de huidige
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
eisen voor toegankelijkheid.
Ik heb toegang tot de online leeromgeving via
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
gangbaar gebruikte hardware en software.
De online leeromgeving ondersteunt de beoogde
interactie met het online materiaal, andere
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
cursisten, lesgevers/personeel.
Ik heb toegang tot technische ondersteuning.
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
Ik kan wanneer nodig beroep doen op
ondersteunende diensten zoals bibliotheek, open
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
leercentrum (OLC), trajectbegeleiding …

Hoe beoordeel jij toegankelijkheid van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
Het CVO realiseert toegankelijkheid in mijn
1
opleiding.

2

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

2

3

4

5

6

7
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3.

Transparantie

In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
Ik krijg informatie over de missie en visie op
afstandsonderwijs en gecombineerd onderwijs
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
voor ik mij inschrijf voor een opleiding.
Ik
word
geïnformeerd
over
de
toelatingsvoorwaarden, de kosten verbonden aan
de opleiding, de vereiste technische vaardigheden
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
en de duur van de opleiding voor ik mij inschrijf
voor een opleiding.
Ik word geïnformeerd over de mogelijkheid tot
een aangepast opleidingstraject (bv. EVC/EVK,..)
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
voor ik mij inschrijf voor een opleiding.
Ik ervaar een uniforme online lay-out doorheen de
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
opleiding.
Ik krijg informatie over het doel van de online
interactie (met materialen, medecursisten,
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
leerkrachten) voor het online leerproces.
De beoogde leerresultaten zijn duidelijk vertaald
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
in leeractiviteiten en evaluaties.
Ik krijg bij aanvang van het opleidingsonderdeel
duidelijke informatie over de verwachtingen bij
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
het opleidingsonderdeel en de opdrachten
binnen het opleidingsonderdeel
Ik krijg toelichting over de opbouw van de online
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
cursus.

Hoe beoordeel jij de transparantie van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
Het CVO realiseert transparantie in mijn
1
opleiding.

2

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

2

3

4

5

6

7

4. Interactiviteit
In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
De online leeractiviteiten verplichten mij om
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
actief aan de slag te gaan met het leermateriaal.
De beoogde online interactie tussen mij en andere
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
cursisten bevordert kritisch denken.
De beoogde online interactie tussen mij en andere
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
cursisten ondersteunt kennisconstructie.
De online leeractiviteiten bevatten een
verscheidenheid aan mogelijkheden voor
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
zelfevaluatie.
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Ik word ondersteund in mijn vaardigheid om
online te communiceren.
Mijn
leren
wordt
ondersteund
door
kwaliteitsvolle feedback van leerkrachten.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Hoe beoordeel jij de interactiviteit van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
2
Het CVO realiseert interactiviteit in mijn
1
2
opleiding.

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

3

4

5

6

7

5. Personalisatie
In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3
4 5 6
7
De authenticiteit van leeractiviteiten is
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
afgestemd op de behoeften van de doelgroep.
Leeractiviteiten zijn betekenisvol voor de
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
doelgroep.
Er zijn formatieve evaluatievormen (casussen,
portfolio,…) die mij toelaten om te laten zien wat
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
ik geleerd heb.

Hoe beoordeel jij de personalisatie van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
Het CVO realiseert personalisatie in mijn
1
opleiding.

2

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

2

3

4

5

6

7

6. Productiviteit
In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
Ik word aangemoedigd om op een actieve manier kennis
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
op te bouwen.
Ik word beoordeeld op een niveau dat het niveau van
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
leerstof memoriseren (van buiten leren) overstijgt.
Hoe beoordeel jij de productiviteit van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
Het CVO realiseert productiviteit in mijn
1
opleiding.

7.

2

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

2

3

4

5

6

7

Geloofwaardigheid
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In welke mate ben je het eens dat de onderstaande stellingen om actief deel te nemen in jouw eigen
leerproces doorheen deze opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs gerealiseerd
zijn?
Helemaal
Helemaal
oneens
eens
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
Het onderwijsaanbod voldoet aan de kwaliteitseisen
van een organisatie voor extern kwaliteitstoezicht
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
(inspectie, accreditatie, …).
Het CVO management volgt de uitvoering van haar
missie en visie met betrekking tot afstandsonderwijs
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
of gecombineerd onderwijs op.
Het CVO management geeft leerkrachten en
ondersteunend personeel die afstandsonderwijs of
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
gecombineerd onderwijs ontwikkelen voldoende
ruimte/ voldoende krediet.
Het CVO management integreert afstandsonderwijs
of gecombineerd onderwijs in alle aspecten van de
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
organisatie (leerkrachten, ondersteunend personeel,
administratie,...).
Het CVO management voorziet voldoende
personeelscapaciteit en infrastructuur voor het
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
ontwikkelen en begeleiden van het afstandsonderwijs
of gecombineerd onderwijs aanbod.
Het CVO realiseert continuïteit in het gebruik van
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
applicaties.
Het afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs
aanbod wordt ontworpen door multidisciplinaire
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
teams.
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
beroep doen op technische ondersteuning.
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel kunnen
beroep doen op experten in afstandsonderwijs of
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
gecombineerd onderwijs didactiek.
Leerkrachten en ondersteunend personeel worden
getraind in afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
onderwijs didactiek en communicatievaardigheden.
Het CVO management volgt belangrijke indicatoren
voor de kwaliteit van afstandsonderwijs of
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
gecombineerd onderwijs op en betrekt alle
stakeholders bij de kwaliteitsverbetering
Het CVO management neemt voldoende maatregelen
zodat de manier waarop cursisten geëvalueerd worden
1
2 3 4 5 6
7
betrouwbaar en correct is.
Hoe beoordeel jij de geloofwaardigheid van de opleiding die je nu volgt?
Helemaal
oneens
1
2
Het CVO realiseert geloofwaardigheid in mijn
1
2
opleiding.

8.

3

4

5

6

Helemaal
eens
7

3

4

5

6

7

Deelname
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Bovenstaande factoren dragen allen, rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, bij tot de manier waarop jij deel kunt
nemen in je eigen leerproces doorheen een opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd
onderwijs.
Geef aan in welke mate je actief deel hebt genomen in de opleiding met afstandsonderwijs of
gecombineerd onderwijs die je momenteel volgt.
Nooit
1
Ik heb bijgedragen aan (online) discussies met
medecursisten/leraren.
Ik maakte gebruik van de (online) feedback die ik kreeg op
mijn leerproces.
Ik informeerde me als de informatie die over de opleiding
aangeboden werd geen antwoord gaf op mijn vragen.
Bij problemen maakte ik gebruik van de ondersteuning die
het centrum biedt.
Ik gaf (online) feedback aan medecursisten.
Ik vroeg feedback aan medecursisten/leraren (persoonlijk,
via leerplatform, mail…)
Ik verwerkte informatie die in (online) leermaterialen (op het
leerplatform) aangeboden werd in opdrachten en taken.
Ik verwerkte informatie uit andere bronnen naast wat
aangeboden werd in de (online) leermaterialen (op het
leerplatform) voor opdrachten en taken.
Ik gaf een persoonlijke invulling aan taken en opdrachten
zodat deze voor mij betekenisvol zijn.
Bij opdrachten en taken zocht ik steeds het verband met de
praktijk.
Ik werkte actief aan de taken of opdrachten in de opleiding.
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Einde van de vragenlijst.
Hartelijk dank voor je deelname.
Met vriendelijke groeten
Namens de opleiding.
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Begrippenlijst
Begrippen die hier worden uitgelegd staan vetgedrukt in de vragenlijst.


Afstandsmomenten: een periode tussen twee contactmomenten waarin de cursist onder
begeleiding van de docent of zelfstandig via afstandsleren leerstof verwerkt.



Afstandsonderwijs: betekent dat de module volledig van thuis wordt uitgevoerd, met
uitzondering van het intake en evaluatiemoment, die plaatsvinden in het CVO).



Authentieke leeractiviteiten: leeractiviteiten zijn authentiek als ze levensechte situaties
benaderen bijv. in de vorm van casussen of problemen.



Betekenisvolle leeractiviteiten: leeractiviteiten zijn betekenisvol als ze geschikt zijn om de
doelen van de opleiding te bereiken.



Contactonderwijs: traditioneel onderwijs op het CVO.



Doelgroep: De groep cursisten voor wie de opleiding bedoeld is.



Formatieve evaluatie: hiervan is sprake als je geïnformeerd over je eigen kennen en kunnen in
vergelijking met de verwachtingen en eisen van de opleiding. Formatieve evaluatie niet is bedoeld
om te beslissen of je ‘geslaagd bent’, maar om je de kans te geven om te oefenen, fouten te
maken, bij te sturen,...



Gecombineerd onderwijs: betekent dat je een deel van de leerstof in traditioneel onderwijs (=
contactonderwijs in de klas op vaste momenten) aangeboden krijgt en een ander deel thuis
zelfstandig verwerkt via afstandsonderwijs.



Kennisconstructie: hiervan is sprake als nieuwe informatie en inzichten gecombineerd wordt
met wat je al weet.



Leeractiviteit: een leerpakket of onderdeel van een opleidingsonderdeel waarin een of enkele
leerdoel(en) worden uitgewerkt in een instructie- en leerproces.



Module/opleidingsonderdeel: hiermee wordt een leereenheid bedoeld waarvoor men een
deelcertificaat ontvangt (ook wel opleidingsonderdeel of cursus genoemd).



Multidisciplinair team: een team van lesgevers en andere experten ontwikkelen samen de
leeractiviteiten (voor uitleg zie bij leeractiviteit).



Online leeromgeving: de online leeromgeving waar het CVO voor gekozen heeft. Voorbeelden
zijn: Moodle, Smartschool, Canvas, Pointcarré, Chamilo,...



Openleercentrum (OLC): een speciaal uitgeruste ruimte in een CVO of opleidingscentrum waar
cursisten al of niet onder begeleiding zelfstandig leren.



Opleiding: een opeenvolging van opleidingsonderdelen (of modules) die samen leiden tot een
diploma.



Opleidingsonderdeel: hiermee wordt een leereenheid bedoeld waarvoor men een deelcertificaat
ontvangt (ook wel module of cursus genoemd).



Trajectbegeleiding: zodanig helpen inrichten of bijsturen van een (studie)traject dat iemand
doorloopt dat dit een gunstig resultaat oplevert voor de betrokken partijen.
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Omschrijvingen van de factoren
(vetgedrukt & onderlijnd in de vragenlijst)
1.

Flexibiliteit: De opleiding is in balans met je professionele- of privé-verplichtingen en noden.

2.

Toegankelijkheid: wat me aangeboden is tijdens de opleiding aan leermaterialen en
ondersteuning is bereikbaar of ik kan beroep doen op ondersteuning.

3.

Transparantie: de informatie die ik kreeg voor ik de opleiding startte en die ik doorheen de
modules kreeg, is duidelijk.

4.

Interactiviteit: de interactie met medecursisten, het studiemateriaal dat online aangeboden
wordt en lesgevers, zowel online als in de contactmomenten, ondersteunen mijn leerproces
doorheen de opleiding.

5.

Personalisatie: de opleiding die het CVO aanviedt is op maat van cursisten. Ik krijg de kans
om eigen keuzes te maken op basis van individuele noden: Ik kan leeractiviteiten aanpassen aan
mijn noden, ik krijg de kans om te oefenen, fouten te maken en bij te sturen. Ik krijg de kans
om te laten zien wat ik geleerd heb.

6.

Productiviteit: door wat ik moet doen, en hoe ik geëvalueerd word, moet ik meer doen dan
louter de leerstof te memoriseren/van buiten te leren.

7.

Geloofwaardigheid: de informatie die voor de inschrijving beschikbaar gesteld wordt klopt
met de realiteit. De leermaterialen en de leeractiviteiten zijn kwaliteitsvol, de ondersteuning die
aangeboden wordt voldoet en de manier waarop ik geëvalueerd wordt is betrouwbaar en correct.

8.

Deelname: Bovenstaande factoren/elementen dragen allen, rechtstreeks of onrechtstreeks, bij
tot de manier waarop ik deelneem aan mijn leerproces doorheen een opleiding met
afstandsonderwijs of gecombineerd onderwijs.
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Summary
The overall aim of this doctoral study was to develop and validate a conceptual quality model
for effectively continuous quality improvement (CQI) of online and blended learning (OBL) in
adult education (AE). The research started from the need that stakeholders from all levels of
adult education should participate, through dialogue and consultation, in effective CQI
management (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Mutch, 2012). Effective quality management
implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) follow and inform each other
as part of a cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016) referred to as CQI (Sonpal-Valias, 2009):
plan, do, check, reflect and act. In practice, this means that first a QA-phase is initiated in which:
OBL is strategically adopted, programmes are planned (plan), developed and implemented (do)
accordingly and that quality is monitored and assessed during implementation (check). This
QA-phase provides feedback for the QI-phase (Bloxham, 2010).
The second starting point are several necessities to improve extant quality models to
support stakeholders in effective CQI management for OBL. Quality models were developed
and validated in higher education. To be useful in AE extant quality models, and their
indicators, need to be contextualised (Inglis, 2008; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). A second
necessity is linked to the conceptualisation of quality. Quality is conceptualised from the
perspective of the provider (Ehlers, 2004; Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012). Quality is
achieved when the quality areas (management, services and products) that capture six common
specific quality dimensions in institutions: strategic management, support of faculty, support of
students, design of the programme, design of the courses and delivery of the courses
(Ossiannilsson et al. 2015) fit together (Hansson, 2008). However, the student perspective is
also relevant to achieve quality since strategical adoption of OBL implies that the needs of all
stakeholders including students (Moskal et al., 2013) including those related to pedagogy
(Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003, 2002) are taken into account. The third necessity is related to
limit the number of quality indicators in extant models (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) and provide
practitioners with a guideline to select the most relevant areas to improve after quality
assessment (Ossiannilsson, 2012b). The third starting point is the question how such a
contextualised quality model can be implemented to install a dialogue at the interface between
the meso with the micro level and the consultation of students (Ehlers, 2007; Ossiannilsson,
2012b) for effective CQI management of OBL.
This PhD research aims to bridge this scientific void by identifying a conceptual quality
model with scientifically grounded indicators, instrument(s) and an approach for effective CQI
management of OBL in the context of AE. To achieve this objective a conceptual quality
framework (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) mentioning the needs of students, including
those related to pedagogy, referred to as the success factors of OBL was chosen and an
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overarching design-based research approach was chosen (Amiel, Reeves, & others, 2008; Barab
& Squire, 2004; Herrington, McKenney, Reeves, & Oliver, 2007; Reeves, 2006).
The doctoral dissertation comprises 5 studies. Three studies were conducted to develop
and validate the conceptual quality framework of OBL (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) in
AE. In a first study (chapter 2 – study 1) the validation was based on the literature and semistructured interviews with professionals at the meso level (N=17) and micro level (N=20) in
five centres for adult education (CAE). A combination of deductive matrix analysis with the
principles of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006): open, axial and selective coding (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990) was used to analyse the data in this qualitative study. This study resulted in a
conceptual quality model for OBL in AE. The model contains seventy-four contextualised
quality indicators and seven success factors relevant for AE: credibility, transparency,
flexibility, accessibility, interactivity, personalisation and productivity. Credibility (Jung, 2011,
2012) was identified as an additional success factor. An institution is credible to students if
available resources are deployed in such a way that the success factors are realised so that
students can participate in the OBL provision. The indicators are connected to clearly defined
success factors and the quality dimensions in extant quality models for OBL. Our findings
indicate, that transparency is omnipresent since it is linked to all the quality areas. Our findings
also indicate that the pedagogical success factors: interactivity, personalisation and productivity
become more important over time for institutions that adopt OBL.
Next, the quality indicators and their connections to the success factors were validated
in a Delphi study (chapter 3 – study 2) (von der Gracht, 2012). In this mixed method study
experts stakeholders from all educational levels: (macro level N=1, meso level N=8, micro level
N=14 and students N=14) were consulted. The aim was to achieve agreement on the success
factors and the indicators relevant for the quality of OBL in AE. After four Delphi rounds
stakeholders agreed on the definitions of the success factors. The results showed that not all
quality indicators are equally relevant in the context of AE. Especially indicators related to
personalisation are reported not easy to manage in practice.
In a final study the results were validated with structural equation modelling (SEM)
(chapter 5 – study 3) (Hair et al., 2014). Succesful adult students from different target groups
(N=3) enrolled in an OBL programme (N=6) from four CAE were consulted in a survey on
their perceived importance of the success factors to participate in OBL. Analysis revealed that
the connection of the quality indicators with the success factors and the quality dimensions was
sufficiently valid and reliable. Next, the relation between the success factors and the
participation in OBL as perceived by students was explored. Except flexibility all success
factors have a small or moderate perceived impact on student participation. The result of these
three validation studies is a hybrid conceptual quality model (chapter 2) and two derived
quality instruments for effective CQI management. One quality instrument supports the
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strategical adoption of OBL (chapter 3) and another can be used for the quality assurance to
inform quality improvement of OBL (chapter 5).
Next, the implementation of the quality the quality framework (Ossiannilsson &
Landgren, 2012) for effective CQI management of OBL at the interface between the meso with
the micro level conceptualised (chapter 4 – conceptual paper) and investigated in practice
(chapter 6 – study 4). A conceptual paper allows to take a problem-focused approach and link
and integrate work across fields in order to find solutions and highlight directions for future
research (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015). Effective CQI implies that QA and QI follow and inform
each other as part of an on going continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). It appears
that this is difficult to achieve in practice (Abdous, 2009; Elassy, 2015; Jara & Mellar, 2009;
Williams, 2016). It seems that this is due to the features of OBL (Jara & Mellar, 2009). Databased decision making (DBDM), as part of CQI, provides coherence in CQI despite the features
of OBL that prevent achieving coherence (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009;
Jara & Mellar, 2010; Sonpal-Valias, 2009). Therefore, the process of data-based decision
making: purpose, data, information, knowledge and act (Schildkamp et al., 2015) was made
explicit in the CQI-cycle: plan, do, check, reflect and act (Sonpal-Valias, 2009) as a driver for
effective CQI. Participation in OBL (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010) was chosen as an indicator for
effective CQI (Ardi et al., 2012).
The conceptual model for effective CQI management (chapter 4) was used to
investigate the implementation of the conceptual quality model in two CAE in a case study
(Yin, 2009) (chapter 6). In the single case analysis descriptive matrix analysis was used to
match empirically observed events in both cases to the predicted events. Descriptive statistics
(Mean and Standard deviation) are used to assess the effects. Cross case analysis was used to
explore and confirm the generic implementation principles. Findings revealed that the
conceptual quality model (chapter 2) was implemented as conceptualised. Both teams also
used the conceptual model for effective CQI management to embed a quality cycle in the
planning phase. Management together with faculty can use the quality instrument (chapter 3)
for quality assurance. This starts with dialogue to strategically adopt (plan-purpose),
development and monitoring quality of OBL during implementation (do-data). In line with the
first validation study (chapter 3) both teams focused, in the short term, on success factors to
enable students to participate in OBL while the success factors ‘personalisation’ and
‘productivity’ were chosen for the long term. Next, the quality instrument is useful to consult
students about how they participated in OBL in a questionnaire to assess the quality of OBL at
the level of the success factors (chapter 5) (check-information). Compared to the findings from
the third study (chapter 5) the conceptual model for effective CQI management seems effective
in practice. The data gathered with the quality instrument informs (reflect-knowledge)
institutional quality improvement (act-act). Confirmation of the relation between the success
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factors and participation in OBL as perceived by the students (chapter 5) can inform quality
improvement (Ardi et al., 2012; Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014). The success factors that
deserve priority to increase active participation of students in their learning process are resp.
students’ active participation in interaction, ‘interactivity’, ‘transparency’ and ‘productivity’.
This quality of OBL as assessed by the students can be visualised in the success factors from
the student perspective and the quality dimensions from the institutional perspective indicating
areas for improvement.
The findings from this doctoral study are useful for the field of AE in Flanders
(Belgium). It provides CAE with a conceptual quality model, quality instruments with
contextualised quality indicators and an approach for effective CQI management adapted to the
context of AE. The government can use the findings to improve legislation and the
complementary evaluation of OBL. Taken together the validation studies, the conceptual paper
and the implementation study provide a foundation for future effectiveness research beyond the
field of AE in Flanders (Belgium).
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Samenvatting
Dit doctoraatsonderzoek heeft tot doel om een conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel voor effectieve
continue kwaliteitsontwikkeling (CQI) van online en blended leren (OBL) te ontwikkelen en te
valideren voor het volwassenenonderwijs (AE). Het onderzoek startte vanuit het gegeven dat
effectief CQI-management (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Mutch, 2012) start vanuit dialoog
tussen de verschillende stakeholders op alle niveaus van volwassenenonderwijs en consultatie
van cursisten. Effectief CQI-management houdt in dat kwaliteitsbewaking (QA) en
kwaliteitsontwikkeling (QI) elkaar opvolgen en informeren in een continue cyclus (Elassy,
2015; Williams, 2016) aangeduid als CQI (Sonpal-Valias, 2009): plan, do, check, reflect en act.
In de praktijk betekent dit dat eerst een QA-fase wordt gestart waarin: men de keuze van OBL
strategisch onderbouwt, een opleiding met modules plant (plan), ontwikkelt en implementeert
(do). Vervolgens, dat men de kwaliteit opvolgt en beoordeelt tijdens de implementatie (check).
Deze QA-fase geeft feedback voor de QI-fase (Bloxham, 2010).
Het tweede startpunt zijn verschillende noodzaken om bestaande kwaliteitsmodellen
voor effectief CQI-management voor OBL te verbeteren. Bestaande kwaliteitsmodellen zijn
ontwikkeld en gevalideerd in het hoger onderwijs. Om bruikbaar te zijn in het VO moet men
bestaande kwaliteitsmodellen en hun indicatoren contextualiseren (Inglis, 2008; Ossiannillsson
et al., 2015). Een tweede opportuniteit houdt verband met de conceptualisering van kwaliteit.
Kwaliteit is geconceptualiseerd vanuit het perspectief van de aanbieder (Ehlers, 2004;
Frydenberg, 2002; Jung, 2011, 2012). Kwaliteit wordt bereikt wanneer de kwaliteitsgebieden
(management, diensten en producten) die gevat worden door zes gemeenschappelijke
specifieke kwaliteitsdimensies in instellingen: strategisch management, ondersteuning van
lesgevers en medewerkers, ondersteuning van cursisten en, tenslotte, het ontwerp–en aanbod
via technologie van de opleiding, de modules en de leeractiviteiten (Ossiannilsson et al. 2015)
op elkaar afgestemd zijn (Hansson, 2008). Het cursistenperspectief is echter ook relevant om
kwaliteit te bereiken. Men kan kwaliteit immers alleen bereiken wanneer men vanaf de keuze
voor OBL bij de invulling van de kwaliteitsdimensies rekening houdt met de noden van alle
betrokkenen dus ook die van cursisten (Moskal et al., 2013), inclusief hun pedagogische noden
(Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003, 2002). De derde opportuniteit is een beperking van het aantal
kwaliteitsindicatoren voor CQI (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) en richtlijnen om de meest relevante
kwaliteitsdimensies voor kwaliteitsontwikkeling te kiezen na de kwaliteitsbewaking
(Ossiannilsson, 2012b). Het derde startpunt is de vraag is hoe men een gecontextualiseerd
kwaliteitsmodel kan implementeren om een dialoog tussen het meso –en het microniveau te
installeren en cursisten kan consulteren (Ehlers, 2007; Ossiannilsson, 2012b) voor effectief
CQI-management van OBL.
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Deze doctoraatsstudie beoogt deze wetenschappelijke leemte te overbruggen door een
conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel te ontwikkelen en te valideren in instrumenten met
wetenschappelijk onderbouwde indicatoren en een strategie voor effectief CQI-management
van OBL in het VO. Om dit doel te bereiken valideren we een conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel
voor OBL (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) dat de noden van cursisten, inclusief die met
betrekking tot pedagogie, benoemt in succesfactoren volgens de principes van design-based
onderzoek (Amiel, Reeves, & others, 2008; Barab & Squire, 2004; Herrington, McKenney,
Reeves, & Oliver, 2007; Reeves, 2006).
Het proefschrift bestaat uit 5 studies. Het conceptuele kwaliteitsmodel van OBL
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) is ontwikkeld en gevalideerd voor het VO in drie studies.
De validering in de eerste studie (hoofdstuk 2 – studie 1) is gebaseerd op literatuur en semigestructureerde interviews met professionals op mesoniveau (N = 17) en microniveau (N = 20)
in vijf centra voor volwassenenonderwijs (CVO). Een combinatie van deductieve
matrixanalyse met de principes van grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006): open, axiale en
selectieve codering (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) is gebruikt voor de analyse in deze kwalitatieve
studie. Het resultaat is een conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel voor OBL binnen het VO. Het model
bevat vierenzeventig gecontextualiseerde kwaliteitsindicatoren en zeven succesfactoren die
relevant zijn binnen het VO: geloofwaardigheid, transparantie, flexibiliteit, toegankelijkheid,
interactiviteit, personalisatie en productiviteit. Geloofwaardigheid (Jung, 2011, 2012) werd
geïdentificeerd als een extra succesfactor. Een instelling is geloofwaardig voor cursisten als de
beschikbare middelen worden ingezet zodat dat de succesfactoren cursisten toelaten om te
participeren aan het OBL onderwijs. De indicatoren zijn gekoppeld aan duidelijk omschreven
succesfactoren en de kwaliteitsdimensies uit bestaande kwaliteitsmodellen voor OBL. Onze
bevindingen wijzen op het belang van de succes factor transparantie omdat het gekoppeld is
aan alle kwaliteitsgebieden. Daarnaast, wijzen onze bevindingen erop dat de pedagogische
succesfactoren: interactiviteit, personalisatie en productiviteit gaandeweg aan belang winnen
binnen de CAE die voor OBL kiezen.
De tweede validering van de succesfactoren en de kwaliteitsindicatoren gebeurde in
een Delphi-studie (hoofdstuk 3 – studie 2) (von der Gracht, 2012). In deze mixedmethodestudie werden experten van alle onderwijsniveaus: (macroniveau N=1, mesoniveau
N=8, microniveau N=14 en studenten N=14) geraadpleegd. Het doel was consensus te bereiken
over de succesfactoren en de indicatoren voor de kwaliteit van OBL in het VO. Na vier Delphirondes bereikten experten consensus. De resultaten tonen aan dat niet alle kwaliteitsindicatoren
even relevant zijn. Vooral indicatoren met betrekking tot personalisatie zijn in de praktijk
moeilijk te realiseren.
Het resultaat van deze drie validatiestudies is een hybride conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel
(hoofdstuk 2) en twee afgeleide kwaliteitsinstrumenten voor effectief CQI-management. Met

248

Samenvatting
één kwaliteitsinstrument wordt keuze van OBL strategisch onderbouwd (hoofdstuk 3). Dit
instrument wordt samen met het tweede instrument (hoofdstuk 5) ingezet zodat
kwaliteitsbewaking de kwaliteitsontwikkeling van OBL informeert.
We conceptualiseren de implementatie van het conceptuele kwaliteitsmodel
(Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) voor effectief CQI-management van OBL tussen het meso
met het microniveau (hoofdstuk 4 – conceptuele paper) en onderzoeken die in de praktijk
(hoofdstuk 6 – studie 4). Een conceptuele paper laat toe om op de literatuur te benaderen vanuit
een probleemgericht perspectief en door onderzoek domeinen te verbinden oplossingen aan te
reiken voor toekomstige studies (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015). Effectief CQI-management is
moeilijk in de praktijk (Abdous, 2009; Elassy, 2015; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Williams, 2016). De
kenmerken van OBL hinderen een coherent CQI-management (Jara & Mellar, 2009). Zij
bemoeilijken de dialoog tussen het meso en het micro niveau en de consultatie van cursisten.
Data-based decision making (DBDM) is een essentieel voor een coherent CQI-management en
biedt bovendien een antwoord op de ontwrichtende kenmerken van OBL (Harvey, 2003; Inglis,
2008; Jara & Mellar, 2009; Jara & Mellar, 2010; Sonpal- Valias, 2009). Om deze reden werd
het proces van DBDM: purpose, data, information, knowledge en act (Schildkamp et al., 2015)
expliciet gemaakt in de CQI-cyclus: plan, do, check, reflect en act (Sonpal-Valias), 2009) als
motor voor effectief CQI-management. Participatie aan OBL–onderwijs (Nistor & Neubauer,
2010) werd gekozen als een indicator voor effectief CQI- management (Ardi et al., 2012).
Het conceptuele model voor effectief CQI-management (hoofdstuk 4) vormt de basis
om de implementatie van het conceptuele kwaliteitsmodel in twee CVO te onderzoeken in een
case studie (Yin, 2009) (hoofdstuk 6). In de single case analyse gebruiken we het principe van
beschrijvende matrixanalyse. We vergelijken de empirisch geobserveerde gebeurtenissen met
de voorspelde gebeurtenissen uit het model. Beschrijvende statistiek (gemiddelde en
standaarddeviatie) wordt gebruikt om de effecten van het CQI-management te beoordelen. Uit
de exploratieve cross-case-analyse leiden we de generieke principes om het conceptuele
kwaliteitsmodel te implementeren in het VO. De resultaten tonen aan dat beide casussen het
conceptuele kwaliteitsmodel (hoofdstuk 2) implementeerden zoals dat geconceptualiseerd
werd. Beide teams gebruikten het conceptuele model voor effectief CQI-management
bovendien om een extra kwaliteitscyclus in de planningsfase. Management gebruikte samen
met de lesgevers en medewerkers het kwaliteitsinstrument (hoofdstuk 3) voor
kwaliteitsbewaking. Deze fase in CQI-management start met een dialoog om de keuze van OBL
strategisch onderbouwen, modules te ontwikkelen (plan-purpose) en de kwaliteitsmonitoring
tijdens de implementatie voor te bereiden (do-data).
In overeenstemming met de eerste validatiestudie (hoofdstuk 3) richtten beide teams
zich op korte termijn op succesfactoren die participatie aan OBL-onderwijs faciliteren, terwijl
de succesfactoren 'personalisering' en 'productiviteit' voor de lange termijn werden gekozen.
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Vervolgens blijkt het kwaliteitsinstrument om studenten te consulteren over hun deelname aan
OBL nuttig om de kwaliteit van OBL te beoordelen op het niveau van de succesfactoren
(hoofdstuk 5) (check-informatie). In vergelijking met de bevindingen uit de derde studie
(hoofdstuk 5) lijkt het conceptuele model voor CQI-management effectief in de praktijk. De
data die met de kwaliteitsinstrumenten worden verzameld leveren informatie om te reflecteren
(reflect-knowledge) en gerichte acties te nemen teneinde de kwaliteit van OBL te ontwikkelen
(act-act). De bevestiging van de relatie tussen de succesfactoren en participatie aan OBL zoals
waargenomen

door

de

cursisten

(hoofdstuk 5)

kan

dit

beslissingsproces

voor

kwaliteitsontwikkeling ondersteunen (Ardi et al., 2012; Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014).
De succesfactoren die prioriteit verdienen om de actieve participatie van cursisten aan hun
leerproces te vergroten, zijn resp. ‘de actieve participatie van cursisten aan de interactie’,
'interactiviteit', 'transparantie' en 'productiviteit'. Het verband tussen de kwaliteitsindicatoren
van deze succesfactoren met de kwaliteitsdimensies toont wat prioriteit verdient voor
kwaliteitsontwikkeling binnen de instelling.
De bevindingen van deze doctoraatsstudie zijn nuttig voor het VO in Vlaanderen
(België). Het biedt CVO een conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel, kwaliteitsinstrumenten met
gecontextualiseerde kwaliteitsindicatoren en een strategie voor effectief CQI-management
aangepast aan de context van het VO. De overheid kan de bevindingen gebruiken om de
regelgeving en het extern kwaliteitstoezicht van OBL te optimaliseren. De validatiestudies, het
conceptueel kwaliteitsmodel en de implementatiestudie zijn een vertrekpunt voor toekomstig
effectiviteitsonderzoek binnen het veld van het VO in Vlaanderen (België) en daarbuiten.
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Accessibility

Accessibility is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
accessibility refers to the ease with which students have access to
what is available to them online and on campus (e.g. open learning
space, library) and the extent to which they are supported. This
definition evolved during the several studies in this dissertation:
from a conceptual quality model for adult education (Chapter 2), a
quality instrument to support the strategical adoption of online and
blended learning and (Chapter 3) and a quality instrument to assess
the quality of online and blended learning as perceived by the
students (Chapter 5).

Active
participation in
interaction

Nistor and Neubauer (2010) operationalise sustained and successful
participation in OBL as ‘learners completing the activities specified
in the seminars’ didactical concept’ (p. 664). Nistor and Neubauer
(2010) distinguish two dimensions. First, students can choose to
actively participate in their interactions with peers and teachers
about the (online) learning content. This dimension is termed
‘active participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664).

Active
participation in
the learning
process

Students can also choose to ‘lurk’, i.e., ‘only consume without
producing information’, which is referred to as ‘passive
participation’ (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010, p. 664). We acknowledge
both of Nistor and Neubauers' (2010) dimensions, but we assume
that students can actively participate in the learning process, i.e.,
complete learning activities, without actively participating in the
interaction. In the latter case, students make, at best, passive use of
the resources, e.g., they read the online content and digital traces of
the online interaction to complete the learning activities. Therefore,
we refer to Nistor and Neubauers’ (2010) dimensions, respectively,
as ‘active participation in interaction’ and ‘active participation in
the learning process’ to operationalise ‘participation in OBL’.

Adult
education

In line with Boeren and Nicaise we refer to adult education as: ‘the
extra learning activities that people undertake the end of the initial
learning career’ (in Vanderleyden, Callens, & Noppe, 2009, p. 315).
Boeren and Nicaise indicate that according to the literature AE is
part of lifelong learning, and can be offered in different types and
formats (in Vanderleyden et al., 2009, p. 316). In this research we
refer to the first of the three forms of AE as mentioned by Boeren
and Nicaise (in Vanderleyden et al., 2009, p. 316) which is the
formal learning that takes place in institutionalised contexts such as
schools and training institutions and after successful completion of
this training the participant receives a certificate or diploma.

Centres for
Adult
Education

In Flanders (Belgium) centres for adult education (CAE) offer
programmes to a wide range of groups, from secondary education to
programmes at level five of the European Qualification Framework,
teacher training and second-language students. CAE operate in a
different context compared to institutions in higher education (HE).
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Continuous
Quality
Improvement

Continuous quality improvement (CQI) is a quality ‘[...]
management approach [...] to continuously improve the efficiency
and effectiveness of all aspects of the organisations’ programmes
and services in order to maximise benefits for clients. [...] relying
on evidence-based information to support the organisations’ success
in achieving its goals and outcomes. (Sonpal-Valias, 2009, p. 2).
CQI and total quality management (TQM) have become
synonymous in academia and business (Bloxham, 2010). For this
reason, we consider that TQM and CQI can be used
interchangeably. While some scholars referred to in this study use
the term CQI, others use TQM. For readability in this study, we
chose to use the concept CQI.

Credibility

Credibility is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
credibility is determined by how an institution shapes its OBL
policy (the translation of its vision into measurable targets and
adequate deployment of resources and personnel) and quality
management, the extent to which it meets the expectations of bodies
of external quality control and its efforts to ensure the reliability and
validity of assessment. This definition evolved during the several
studies in this dissertation: from a conceptual quality model for
adult education (Chapter 2), a quality instrument to support the
strategical adoption of online and blended learning and (Chapter 3)
and a quality instrument to assess the quality of online and blended
learning as perceived by the students (Chapter 5).

Data-based
decision
making

The use of data in education is well researched in the field of databased decision making. DBDM is an iterative and cyclic procedure
that can be used by teams composed of management and faculty to
use data collaboratively in a reflective dialogue within a school,
using a structured approach (Schildkamp et al., 2015). In this
dissertation data-based decision making (DBDM) is identified in
accordance with Schildkamp et al. (2015): as (a cyclic procedure)
starting with a purpose to – collecting data – transforming data into
information – combining this with stakeholder understanding and
expertise to create knowledge – taking actions and evaluating
outcomes.

Effective
Continuous
Quality
Improvement

Effective CQI implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality
improvement (QI) follow and inform each other as part of a
continuous cycle (Elassy, 2015; Williams, 2016). In practice, this
means that first a QA-phase is initiated in which: OBL is
strategically adopted, programmes are planned (plan), developed
and implemented (do) accordingly and that quality is monitored
during and assessed upon implementation (check) (Sonpal-Valias,
2009). This monitoring and quality assessment in the QA-phase
provides feedback that informs the QI-phase (Bloxham, 2010).

External
quality
assessment

External quality assessment (Mutch, 2012) aims to assess the
quality of the educational provision and management structure in
institutions (meso level). The goal of external quality assessment,
referred to as complementary evaluation or external quality
assurance, is to leverage the internal improvement process in the
institutions through dialogue (Mutch, 2012).
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Flexibility

Flexibility is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
flexibility refers to the options the institution provides to students
regarding the ratio of contact education vs. online education and the
length of the programme. Flexibility determines the extent to which
the training is tailored to professional/private obligations and/or the
needs of students. This definition evolved during the several studies
in this dissertation: from a conceptual quality model for adult
education (Chapter 2), a quality instrument to support the strategical
adoption of online and blended learning and (Chapter 3) and a
quality instrument to assess the quality of online and blended
learning as perceived by the students (Chapter 5).

Higher
Education

see centres for adult education

Interactivity

Interactivity is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
interactivity refers to the interaction that students have with the
online material and fellow students and teachers, both online and in
the classroom. This definition evolved during the several studies in
this dissertation: from a conceptual quality model for adult
education (Chapter 2), a quality instrument to support the strategical
adoption of online and blended learning and (Chapter 3) and a
quality instrument to assess the quality of online and blended
learning as perceived by the students (Chapter 5).

Internal quality
improvement

Institutions need to evolve towards a process of continuous quality
improvement instead of relying on standards set at the macro level
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015; Mutch, 2012). The general procedure is
that stakeholders use these quality models as modes for selfassessment of OBL at the interface between the meso and micro
levels to uncover areas for improvement.

Macro level

Quality can be assessed from the macro level (national level –
inspectorates and accreditation bodies), the meso level (institutional
level – management) and the micro level (courses/modules –
faculty) and the perspective of the students (Ossiannilsson et al.,
2015; Ehlers, 2004; Jung 2011, 2012). Representatives of each of
these levels in education are referred to as stakeholders.

Meso level
Micro level

Online and
Blended
learning

Different concepts are used in the literature to refer to OBL, e.g., elearning, blended learning or distance education. From a
technological viewpoint, all are situated on the continuum of faceto-face learning (no e-learning) to distance education (no face-toface), with blended learning situated in between the endpoints
(OECD, 2005). Boelens et al. (2017, p. 2) conceptualise blended
learning at the course level as ‘a deliberate blending of face-to-face
and online instructional activities with the goal of simulating and
supporting learning’. This conceptualisation allows the blending of
(parts of) one or more courses in a programme along the technical
continuum (OECD, 2005). It is possible that courses are delivered
completely face-to-face, blended or completely online as part of a
programme that can be considered to be blended. We can thus
extend the conceptualisation of Boelens et al. (2017) to the
programme level.
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Participation

Participation is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research The
success factors (and their underlying indicators) contribute directly
or indirectly to the way in which students can participate in the
OBL offering. Some indicators are prerequisites for participation
while others have an impact on the degree to which students
themselves are actively involved in their learning. This definition
evolved during the several studies in this dissertation: from a
conceptual quality model for adult education (Chapter 2), a quality
instrument to support the strategical adoption of online and blended
learning and (Chapter 3) and a quality instrument to assess the
quality of online and blended learning as perceived by the students
(Chapter 5).

Personalisation

Personalisation is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
personalisation refers to the extent to which learning activities can
be/are customised to the individual needs of the students.
Personalisation ranges from ‘Personalised learning’ (students have
complete control over the choice of options) to ‘Personal instruction’
(the options are determined by the institution). This definition
evolved during the several studies in this dissertation: from a
conceptual quality model for adult education (Chapter 2), a quality
instrument to support the strategical adoption of online and blended
learning and (Chapter 3) and a quality instrument to assess the quality
of online and blended learning as perceived by the students (Chapter
5).

Productivity

Productivity is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
productivity refers to the extent to which learning activities (learning
content and assessment) challenge students to go beyond the
minimum level of knowledge reproduction. This definition evolved
during the several studies in this dissertation: from a conceptual
quality model for adult education (Chapter 2), a quality instrument to
support the strategical adoption of online and blended learning and
(Chapter 3) and a quality instrument to assess the quality of online
and blended learning as perceived by the students (Chapter 5).

Quality areas

Extant quality models share a similar systemic structure
(Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson 2012a) that has
since long been established in the literature (Phipps & Merisotis,
2000). To achieve quality in OBL several aspects in institutions need
to fit together (Hansson, 2008). These pieces are conceptualised in the
literature as the quality areas (management, services and products)
that capture six common specific quality dimensions: strategic
management, support of faculty, support of students, design of the
programme, design of the courses and delivery of the courses
(Ossiannilsson et al. 2015)

Quality
assurance

See Effective Continuous Quality Improvement

Quality
dimensions

See quality areas
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Quality
framework

See quality model

Quality
Improvement

See Effective Continuous Quality Improvement. Quality
improvement is also referred to as quality enhancement (Williams,
2016)

Quality
indicator

Quality indicators can measure quality.

Quality
instrument

See quality model

Quality model

Quality models are used for quality management in education (Inglis,
2008; Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, et al., 2015): ‘A quality
model defines the set of variables in terms of which quality is
measured and the way in which it is measured’ (Inglis, 2008, p. 348).
The main objective of CQI is to use a quality model and quality
instruments to guides choices to improve and restructure programmes
and management, and to evaluate an institutions’ progress (Bloxham,
2010). In the literature on quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g.
Ossiannilsson, Williams, Camilleri, & Brown, 2015) and 'framework'
(e.g. Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In
both cases it is a model or framework that is used for quality
management. To avoid confusion, we use 'framework' when we refer
to the work of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) while we use the
'model' to refer to the research within this doctoral study and extant
quality models developed in HE.

Stakeholders in
education

See macro level

Success factor

From the students perspective the success factors for online and
blended learning are essential: ‘to be successful in e-learning from an
academic and educational point of view but also with regard to their
[students] personal and social life’ (Ossiannilsson & Landgren 2012,
p. 49). It appears that these success factors capture the students’
perspective i.e. how students assess the quality of OBL. From the
providers’ perspective, the success factors are essential for an
organisation to achieve its mission (Ossiannilsson 2012a). From this
perspective the success factors for online and blended learning relate
to the common quality areas and quality dimensions present in quality
models.

Total Quality
Management

See Continuous Quality Improvement

Transparency

Transparency is one of the success factors in the conceptual quality
model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In this research
transparency refers to all information that the institution makes
available to students and the initiatives it undertakes to inform them.
This occurs among prospective students, after registration through the
programme until graduation. This definition evolved during the
several studies in this dissertation: from a conceptual quality model
for adult education (Chapter 2), a quality instrument to support the
strategical adoption of online and blended learning and (Chapter 3)
and a quality instrument to assess the quality of online and blended
learning as perceived by the students (Chapter 5).

255

Glossary

256

