
Module 2: PG Cert in Learning & Teaching in Higher Education, 2012 

Delivering Online Distance Learning (DODL)  

Teaching Research Report 

Danielle Hinton 

 

 

Introduction 

In the 2009 report, Curriculum Design: Improving Support and Guidance, 

McLinden and Ferguson highlighted "an evident need to take a more coherent 

and better supported approach [to curriculum design] at the University of 

Birmingham.” As the University of Birmingham like so many others explores 

the challenge of creating a unique curriculum post-Browne, it is incumbent on 

the practitioner community (academic, e-learning, learning and instructional 

design)  to share and further develop resources to support good practice in 

relation to curriculum design and development. Online Distance Learning 

(ODL) is one area where a supported curriculum design approach is critical 

for success.  

Reeves, Herrington and Oliver (2004, 54-55) in discussing research agendas 

in online collaborative learning state, “rather than perceiving the development 

of an online degree programme as an opportunity for innovative pedagogy, 

the members involved in this program have intentionally aimed at replicating 

their pre-existing instructional methods as nearly as possible”. In providing 

two plausible suggestions of why this is the case (firstly how ‘off the shelf’ 

virtual learning environments promote thinking and are used; secondly lack of 

faculty time), the authors repeatedly come back to the “challenge being a 

conceptual one (rather) than a technological one”.  

Most practitioners immersed in the field of ODL and technology enhanced 

learning more widely talk about how their learning and teaching designs are 

pedagogically rather than technologically driven. Whilst this is where priorities 

should lie, it is healthier to conceptualise the relationship, as Anderson (2009) 

writes so eloquently, as “the two being intertwined in a dance: the technology 

sets the beat and creates the music, whilst the pedagogy defines the moves.” 

Numerous papers have been published that examine models of traditional, 

online and distance learning and teaching including Hannon, Umble, 

Alexander et al (2002), Mason (1998), Gagne, Briggs and Wagner (1992). 

However, there is often a disconnect between the research articles and 

translation into practice.  

As we compose and choreograph our learning designs, having access to 

research-informed, practitioner translated (authentic discipline focused and 
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generic) design examples, patterns, models, principles and guidelines for 

inspiration and guidance is vital. Models and patterns are needed at a range 

of levels (from programme-wide to module/course and unit focus), not 

neglecting the need to demonstrate and guide the development of the related 

structures that help operationalise a learning design.  How else are research 

subject focused practitioners going to be supported to develop beyond their 

immediate and personal experience “to perceive the opportunities for 

pedagogical innovation without substantial development support” and to start 

closing the chasm between “theoretical ideal and practical realisation of these 

innovative approaches” (Reeves, Herrington and Oliver). This is intention of 

the University of Wollongong’s Information and Communication Technologies 

and Their Role in Flexible Learning project 

(http://www.learningdesigns.uow.edu.au/index.html) and the Pedagogical 

Patterns project (http://www.pedagogicalpatterns.org/). The project reported 

here aims to contribute to this translation endeavour. 

Overall Aims 

This paper will present the methods and findings of the first phase of the 

Delivering Online Distance Learning (DODL) project. DODL was funded by 

the Centre for Learning and Academic Development (CLAD), a unit within the 

University of Birmingham (UoB) over the 2010 – 2011 academic year and 

proposed to:  

1. Investigate ODL practice within UoB and a selected sample within UK 

Higher Education institutions 

2. Produce an overview of a range of ODL models with reference to the 

literature that provides practitioners stimulus and guidance for 

designing and developing their own programmes or modules 

Many, if not all of the issues, principles, processes and resources (that the 

project explored and outputted) are transferrable. They can impact positively 

on traditional and blended campus curriculum design as well as the challenge 

of scaffolding and promoting enquiry and learner independence. As 

http://www.learningdesigns.uow.edu.au/index.html
http://www.pedagogicalpatterns.org/
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institutions move to a significantly higher fee paying regime our challenge 

becomes to move from a cottage industry approach towards embedded 

systems based on good practice.  

Fig 1. 

 

Distance Learning (DL) for the purposes of the project was defined as any 

programme or element thereof which "has a significant component delivered 

to students online and at a distance" (White et al, 2010). We also defined 

"distance" as learning that incorporates some time or geographical distance 

barrier (this can include placements, work-based learning, year-in-industry as 

well as shift patterns for postgraduate students). In practice most if not all 

traditional institutions will like Birmingham (UoB) define DL for student 

records, process and quality systems as a programme or module as “a mode 

of study in which there is little or no requirement to attend campus in order to 

study for, or take part in assessment for University credit” (2012).  

In 2009, JISC on behalf of HEFCE commissioned a “study of online distance 

learning provided by and for UK institutions in the HE sector” (White et al, 

2010). Its aims were four fold. Firstly to provide an overview of the sectors 

provision, secondly to illustrate the overview through a series of high level 

case studies, followed by an examination of common barriers and motivation 

for growth and finally to advise the Online Learning Task Force set up earlier 

that year by the Department of Business Innovation and Skills. The study 

provided a series of themed findings and recommendations that resonated 

with experience here at Birmingham. 

The University of Birmingham has over 20-30 years experience in providing 

distance learning (DL) programmes at postgraduate taught and research 

(including PhDs), especially in the Schools of Education (special needs 

teacher post qualification study) and English. Over that time isolated pockets 

of DL programmes were born within departments ranging from education, 

economics, English, international development, historical studies, languages, 

European studies, archaeology and dentistry. DL tended to develop in 

clusters within Departments (within the Social Sciences, Arts and Dentistry) 

until the formalisation of a DL manager role within the Arts which was seen 

the widening of development at a College level. 

As DL becomes institutionally important, Birmingham like so many in the UK 

Higher Education sector needs to address a number of key issues. These 

include quality, business supports and models, new roles, sharing practice 

and developing curriculum design support resources in order to maximise the 

student experience. As practitioners that have closely supported the 

development of DL programmes in two separated departments within the 
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College of Social Sciences, it was felt that the focus of the our research 

project (of which we are reporting) should be an extension of the White et al 

report focusing on one theme, that of ‘Providing advice on institutional 

infrastructure’.  

Method 

In order to answer our stated aims we asked two simple questions in phase 

one of the study: 

1. What top level / overall models of course design are being used and why? 

2. What examples of good practice and failed practice are available for 

component strands? 

The work of Mason (1998) and Jara and Mohamed (2007) were instrumental 

in helping frame the development of our thinking during the initial planning 

period and in turn shaping the resulting resources. The latter provide a 

breakdown of course components into the seven components which include 

content, learning activities, communication, learning resources, assessment, 

course administration and course evaluation. This synthesis of course design 

and delivery elements is practice focused and is accessible for practitioners 

commencing or progressing through their  learning design journey.   

The project was tackled in two parts. Firstly it was decided to interview a 

range of practioners (academic, instructional design, elearning and 

administrators) in a range of UK Higher Education institutions. The questions 

were based on those used by White et al and are contained in appendix 1. 

Secondly, three Birmingham ODL programmes of study were approached and 

the teams agreed to keep a blog of their developments. This included tracking 

and capturing 

1. University processes for apply for modification to a programme (from 

campus to distance mode) 

2. Process of developing an ODL programme from scratch 

3. Continued adaptation of a legacy (establish in 1981) DL programme 

from medium to high blended delivery 

ODL Programmes were identified through a mixture of generic searches using 

Google (www.google.co.uk) and Education UK (www.educationuk.org) as well 

as more targeted searches via institutional sites. Interviews took place within 

the subject areas of education, business management, international 

development, languages and health sciences reflecting in part our own 

interests, (O)DL programmes that were easily discoverable in the allotted time 

period and participants who agreed to share their time. 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/
http://www.educationuk.org/
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Institution Number of 

Programmes 

Number of Staff 

University of Birmingham 3 3 

Open University 1 5 

University of London 3 4 

University of Leicester 6 10 

University of Manchester 2 3 

University of Nottingham 4 5 

University of Sheffield 2 3 

University of Staffordshire 3 3 

 

 

 

Results 

Institutions at corporate, College and even School level are unsurprisingly 

geared in policies, procedures and practice to support the largest traditional 

groups within its student body, being Undergraduates and Postgraduates 

(taught and research). Distance learning and online learning although they 

may have been in existence for between 10 and 30 years (Arter, McLinden 

and McCall) still often struggle at Departmental (or related level) with 

providing a quality learning experience whilst dealing with often inflexible 

policies, procedures and practice. This section will firstly report on our main 

themed findings and then share the top level / overall models that resulted. 

Findings are reported anonymously in order to protect programme and 

institutional identity. 

Institutional Support 

A common theme that emerged was one of institutional support and 

leadership at Vice Chancellor and Pro-Vice Chancellor level. Often support in 

contingent on support that is short term due to length of term served (3-5 

years) and the priorities of the institution, length of time it realistically takes to 

change culture in a large institution and the external UK and international 
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environment. Where there is a lack of support a cottage industry is 

established with resulting associated risks and barriers.   

Staffing Issues 

High quality administrative personnel were highlighted to be a significant  key 

to success of ODL programmes but also a risk. Enrolments of up to three 

hundred were found to be supported by 1 staff member. Where working 

environments means high turnover of staff, programmes in turn have a 

greater challenge to retain and support students long term. The repeated 

message was that the programme are often kept going by an individual staff 

member providing the oil that keeps the programme functioning, this is of 

course high risk if and when this staff member becomes unavailable.  

From an academic viewpoint workload planning was found to be a consistent 

barrier to ODL innovation, development and delivery. In only one instance 

was a whole Department found to have explicitly adapted workload planning, 

this resulting from a strategic decision for all staff to be involved in campus 

and ODL teaching and learning. Many ODL designs by their very nature 

require a high level of development time pre-delivery that is not traditionally 

factored into workload planning models. 

Regional or associate tutors were discovered to be a regular feature of many 

programmes. This naturally stems from the traditional, long established UK 

Open University core model which separates content production to in-house 

academics and tutoring to contracted professionals. Employment practises for 

externals often cause problems especially where contracts are tied in term to 

access to the institutional Virtual Learning Environment (iVLE). Additionally it 

was reported that regular tutor training and monitoring is essential for high 

quality delivery along with moderation of marking if that is included in tutor 

roles. Tutor training most often takes place on campus or regional centre with 

online training taking place especially when tutors are scattered around the 

world.    

Multiple Intakes 

Intakes outside the traditional September / October UK intake period, whether 

single or multiple are a common occurrence in ODL. Institutional admission 

facilities, procedures, staffing levels and work priorities impact often are a  

barrier to the daily operation of an ODL programme. Multiple intakes allow 

departments to acquire enrolments of (generally) international students who 

may have missed admission into campus programmes of study for a variety of 

reasons. Commonly this is caused by the time it takes to secure funding 

and/or visas as well differing expectations resulting from their own educational 

systems traditions (eg. start timings or the need to translate official 

documentation).  
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Dedicated ODL staffing is critical to maintain systems outside the main 

University structure. Professional and administrative staff will often have to 

spend a high proportion of time liaising with central admissions units as well 

as monitoring closely potential applicants as they travel through a process 

that often resembles an obstacle course making multiple intakes essential. 

Trouble additionally can be caused by University “snapshots of enrolment”. 

These “snapshots” are tied to funding whether Government for undergraduate 

or just for internal accounting purposes. This can cause unnecessary stress 

for staff where a ODL programme appears to be not recruiting or ends up 

teaching some of its students without the aid of the vital external subsidy.   

Face-to-Face Components 

Face-to-Face components were a common element of ODL designs. They 

came in the form of residential long weekends (2.5-3 days) or study weeks 

whether on campus or at regional centres where there is a large enough 

student group. Often an additional cost applied to students to cover 

accommodation, food and any additional materials required, although in one 

case yearly air fares have been offered in order to entice students to enrol for 

PhD programmes.  

Setting the Environment and Expectations  

In any distance and online learning environment it is essential that the 

environment is set up in a manner that all aspects of the programme of study 

are clear and accessible. This is due to the manner and importance of 

teaching presence within this mode of study. Setting expectations of both 

students and staff (teaching, administrative and professional) is another 

important issue in a mode where students especially may not have previous 

experience of distance or online learning. Staff expectations include scene 

setting (via Induction), contact mode and turnaround time, virtual office hours, 

mode and level of support in online discussion forums or webinars. Student 

expectations include recommended levels of accessing the programme of 

study, etiquette, levels of interaction required in online forums (eg. 2 original 

postings and 3 replies), pace and length of study and options of swapping 

between ODL and campus modes with individual modules.  

Technical Issues 

Technical considerations are important to consider in regards to design and 

delivery of ODL programmes. Company firewall restrictions, browser age 

(capability), speed of connection, level of interactivity (eg Flash based 

activities) are all important issues, especially in regards where a programme 

of study recruits heavily from the developing world. It is also important that 

minimum technical requirements are provided for students well in advance of 

the commencement of their studies.  
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Models 

A total of 9 initial high level programme models were created during the 

funding phase. A framework for the models was based on the work of Jara 

and Mohamad (2007). Each model was defined and a typical generic scenario 

was provided. A basic indication was then laid out in a course component 

template grid. Examples from practice or the literature followed accompanied 

by reasons why a practitioner might consider the approach, issues related to 

the model, concluding with direction to further reading and research articles 

where appropriate. 

The Open University UK Supported Open Learning (SOL) model was the first 

one patterned. This model was the “basis of many long established (20+ 

years) distance learning designs within the UK and further afield. Depending 

on the skills and experience of the programme lead academics and the 

availability of online instructional design teams, the 1990s saw the evolution of 

the SOL model to include varying degrees of electronic or web elements.” 

(Hinton, 2011). SOL is distinguish by Jones et al (2009) as the separation 

between content creation (academic) and tutoring (regional or associate), 

materials delivered online and print based, elements of face-to-face contact 

and study being in the main highly individualised. A variation called the 

OUUK-SOL Admin Support Model retains the basic SOL with the only online 

elements being administrative. 

The Parallel model’s distinguishing feature is that “students will be studying 

the same or parallel modules having selected a study mode route (full-time, 

part-time and distance). There may or may not be varying elements of 

interaction between the route cohorts” (Hinton, 2011). A benefit of this type of 

model is the access to a wider range of peers that results as well as the 

potential opportunities to change mode of delivery (per module) if 

circumstances allow. 

The Paternoster model was named after the “passenger lift (of the same 

name) which consists of a number of open, continuously moving 

compartments” or modules of “(limited capacity). Passengers” or students 

“must jump on and off to progress up or down a building” or through modules 

(Hinton, 2011). This module is highly dependent on flawless communication 

and administration as well as the total support and input of all academic staff. 

The model is not conducive to group work of any kind as students’ progress 

through modules at their own pace, starting and stopping depending on their 

level of engagement and circumstances..  

The E-tivities and E-tivities Lite models are similar in that they are based on 

active learning based around a series of activites with the former being group 

based and the later mostly individual activities. These models are delivered at 

Masters level and could also be described as content-lite as students are 
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referred to examine existing published materials and professional based 

resources. 

The Self Directed Workplace model is as its name suggests it is student 

negotiated, based in the workplace. A rare undergraduate degree example, 

modules are designed to allow students to negotiate their own targeted 

learning outcomes, learning plans and assessment. 

The Rollercoaster and Cul de Sac models were two identified with significant 

challenges associated. Both models are labour intensive for both staff and 

students, the first being characterised additionally by tightly timetabled, 

multiple low level credits modules. The second is additionally costly to 

maintain with high tutor contact (both technologically and through flying 

faculty). The findings indicate that both of these models are highly dependent 

on willing, enthusiastic staff and the market continuing to bear this mode of 

delivery.   

Conclusion 

Continuing translation of research and communication of practice successful 

as well as failed or risky is clearly needed in order to continue support the 

Online Distance Learning field to adapt to 21st Century needs. The dance can 

be simple or complicated, but the continued advancements of the Internet 

from read/write (or Web 2.0) to beyond (and the semantic Web) will continue 

to provide opportunities to continue to innovate in order to provide a student 

centred learning experience whatever mode the study may be delivered.   
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