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Abstract
There is limited research into the personal qualities that adult learners value in their tutors within blended learning contexts.  This paper takes steps to address this gap.  Of significance, the paper explores tutor practices contributing to their effectiveness by considering learner perspectives.  An Andragogical Model is proposed for effective blended learning to meet the needs of adult learners studying part-time, vocationally relevant degrees at a distance.  The research is based at a ‘post 1992’ university in the north of England at a time when there was financial constraint and increased marketisation of Higher Education, with other providers, such as Further Education colleges, encouraged to deliver degrees.  A mixed methods approach was adopted to conduct a detailed exploration of eight tutors’ practice with data gathered from three principal sources.  Interviews with tutors explored their approaches to delivery and considered factors that impacted on quality; students’ perceptions of their learning experiences were assessed using an attitude survey; an analysis of the content and communications in the virtual learning environment provided insight into tutors’ online practice.  All the tutors investigated as part of the research were located in the School of Education.  The paper argues that the predominant approaches to teaching, learning and assessment adopted by tutors were congruent with some of the Andragogical Model’s six core principles (Knowles et al., 2015) due to the vocational nature of the courses investigated.  The Andragogical Model provided an analytical lens and drove the development of the proposed Model for this context, which contains the same six core principles.  This analysis was valuable as it provided a number of factors to operationalise the Model, which can support practice for tutors and HE institutions in similar contexts.  Further, this analysis highlighted a number of tutor skills, qualities and competences that appeared influential in meeting the needs of adult learners in this context. 
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1 introduction
This paper reports on an interesting outcome of a piece of research into the approach and qualities that adult learners’ value in their tutors within blended learning contexts.  The research focussed on part-time (PT) learners, undertaking vocationally relevant degrees whilst, usually, in full-time (FT) employment.  Literatures note the difficulties when tutoring these learners, particularly regarding the influence of daily events within their lives, together with the pressures and time constraints of work [1].  However, adult learners tend to understand what they want to achieve from education and have clearer goals in mind [2].  Of note, this paper outlines the key influence these learners had over the apparent success during their studies and, even when significant problems arose, achievement and student feedback was similar to previous cohorts.  Learner characteristics, teaching and learning practices, and other contextual factors are explored that influenced their experiences whilst studying.  The paper argues that the predominant approaches to teaching, learning and assessment adopted by tutors were congruent with some of the Andragogical Model’s six core principles [3] due to the vocational nature of the courses investigated.  

The paper firstly outlines the research context before introducing Knowles et al. [3] Andragogical Model and justifying its use within this study.  The Model provided a lens for the analysis and drove the development of the proposed Model for this context, which contains the same six core principles.  This analysis was valuable as it provided a number of factors to operationalise the Model, which can support practice for tutors and Higher Education (HE) institutions in similar contexts.  Further, this analysis highlighted a number of tutor skills, qualities and competences that, I argue, were influential in meeting adult learner needs in this context.

This area of research is of particular interest to me as a former blended learning student, leader of a blended learning course, and manager of a division which has a number of such programmes.  Each of these roles provide insight into practices within blended learning contexts including student learning and motivation.  

2 Research context 
The research is based at a ‘post 1992’ university in the north of England which has approximately 520 full-time academic staff and 20,000 students.  Blended learning delivery models were used on each course investigated and all were located in the School of Education, therefore, focussed on this particular subject area.  The courses adopted a day school model of delivery where learners typically attend classes one day per month with the remaining time spent studying independently, utilising resources held on the virtual learning environment (VLE).  The research conducted a detailed exploration of eight tutors’ practice on one of their modules, which formed approximately 6% of their undergraduate degree.  Modules are usually a term in length (approximately three to four months) from the first day school until learners submit summative assessments.  Tutors then have three weeks in which to mark their assignments and feedback.  Each module, therefore, has two or three day schools with the overall course structure and delivery models developed by tutors and course leaders in conjunction with course approval committees.  During a module, tutors have responsibility for teaching, assessment and monitoring learner progress.  They are required to prepare suitable learning materials for both online contexts and day schools.  Module syllabi and assessments, again, are developed by tutors and course leaders in conjunction with course approval committees.  This includes both summative assessments and one opportunity for learners to receive feedback on a piece of formative assessment per module.  Beyond this, tutors have autonomy in a number of aspects of teaching and learning.  Day school content and teaching methods are solely within the control of the tutor who can structure delivery as they choose.  Any further learning activities within a module, including online learning, are designed by module tutors and used at their discretion.
The national and local context will have had an impact on this research and resultant conclusions.  There is increased financial constraint at the University, as outlined in the Browne Review, together with the increased marketisation of HE with other providers, such as Further Education (FE) colleges, encouraged to deliver degrees [4].  This is at a time when students increasingly want value for money [5].  Before this research, the University had already taken the strategic decision to explore other income streams beyond traditional FT undergraduate students.  This resulted in academic staff being placed under pressure to increase research outputs and generate additional research income whilst improving performance across league tables.  Traditional data figures (retention, achievement, attendance) and external indicators such as the National Student Survey (NSS) are carefully scrutinised with academic staff alert to poor performance.  This can be summarised as performativity [6] or a target setting culture within which the University academic staff operate.  Coupled with the pressure on public spending, this increased stress in terms of job security and individual performance.  

3 The Andragogical Model within Blended Learning Contexts

Knowles et al. [3] claim the Andragogical Model and the six core principles on which it is based provides an insight into adult learning.  These learners bring previous knowledge, viewpoints, and life experiences [3] to face-to-face and online learning environments.  It is important to apply flexibility when applying the Andragogical Model and the context of study drives the teaching and learning strategies to be adopted [7, p418].  This latter point was included by Knowles et al. [3, p80] in their Andragogy in Practice model which included the six core principles, but included consideration of goals and purposes for learning and individual and situational differences, and these are analysed in this study.  The Model recognises “the lack of homogeneity among learners and learning situations, and illustrates that the learning transaction is a multifaceted activity” [8, p146].  This stresses the model is not a set of strict criteria but a set of premises through which to consider adult learning.  Merriam and Caffarella [9, p20] concur when stating “andragogy now appears to be situation-specific and not unique to adults”.  Consequently, the core principles are used to explore effective adult learning in blended learning environments, which encompass face-to-face, online and distance contexts.
Knowles’ notion of Andragogy has been one of the most widely cited concepts in adult education literatures [10; 11].  He was part of the development of learning theory that brought learners’ experiences to the fore, although, he did not explore how adults actually learn, or discuss the nature of their experiences [11: p135].  Andragogy is an ideal position on which adult learning should be based [12], particularly in terms of developing students capable of self-directed learning who are able to manage with limited tutor input [10, p89].  This is pertinent for this research as the day school model of delivery offers less face-to-face tutor/learner contact than traditional teaching approaches.  In the context under investigation, learners’ work experiences are relevant.

The Andragogical Model and the six core principles on which it is based are now outlined and analysed to argue their relevance for blended learning contexts, and the particular learners under investigation.  The Model’s core principles are:

· need to know: adults need to know why they are learning a topic before learning commences;  
· learners’ self-concept: adults need to be responsible for their decisions on education;
· role of learners’ experiences: adults use experiences as the basis for learning activities;

· readiness to learn: adults are more interested in learning if there is an immediate relevance to work;

· orientation to learning: adult learning is problem-centred rather than content orientated;
· motivation to learn: adults’ most potent motivators are intrinsic.  

The tutor can facilitate Andragogical learning, both in face-to-face and online environments, by adopting strategies within their modules to address the core principles.  Adult learners need to know the reason for learning a topic is particularly relevant for this research as learners are studying vocationally relevant programmes.  This core principle overlaps with readiness to learn as this type of self-directed learner, in general, wants to know the relevance of their study to their work context.  Tutors can clearly articulate the relevance of modules and establish clear goals and purposes for learning, both in relation to the course and general work contexts, usually at the first day school, but also in online environments.  Adults often want to be passive in the learning process [8, p63] but treating adults in such a manner can cause tensions considering their need to be self-directing and Knowles et al. [8, p63] referred to this as the learners’ self-concept.  A significant number of learners surveyed in this research are non-traditional university entrants, who may not have experienced formal education since school and may feel more comfortable in passive learning environments.  As Knowles et al. state:

as adult educators become aware of this problem, they make efforts to create learning experiences in which adults are helped to make the transition from dependent to self-directing learners.  [8, p65].

To address this, tutors can give appropriate consideration to academic skills and robust learner support mechanisms, however, these issues have to be addressed in both face-to-face and online environments.  The structuring of such support, and the encouragement of learners to utilise it, can be a challenge for blended learning tutors [13, p31].  Both formative and summative assessments provide an opportunity for tutors to consider the core principles, the role of the learners’ experiences and orientation to learning, by allowing students to contextualise their learning to ensure its relevance to the workplace.  Assessment strategies could include case method, problem solving and peer support as a means of integrating learner experiences [8, p64], and the use of such methods is explored within this research. 

The core principles outlined above are largely fulfilled within the modules under investigation in this research study.  Learners have chosen to study vocationally focussed degrees which allow the relevance of curricula to be apparent.  Although tutors may be constrained by summative assessment requirements, they could allow learners to be responsible for choice of assessment, develop problem-centred tasks, and relate theory to practice.  Further, formative assessment tasks can be utilised, in both face-to-face and online environments, which can help meet the needs of adult learners.  The analysis of core principles has been instructive for this research study in highlighting important factors for adults, with appropriate assessment strategies based on Andragogical principles, appearing important for encouraging self-directed learning.  

4 Development and Justification of the ADOPTED Research Methods 

A mixed methods approach was adopted to conduct a detailed exploration of eight tutors’ practice with data gathered from three principal sources.  Interviews with tutors explored their approaches to delivery and considered factors that impacted on quality; students’ perceptions of their learning experiences were assessed using an attitude survey; and, an analysis of the content and communications in the virtual learning environment provided insight into online practice.
The tutors' interviews explored their approaches to teaching and assessment whilst considering factors that influenced the success of the modules.  To complement the interviews, a random selection of their students (n=72 covering the eight modules investigated) completed a questionnaire which explored perceptions of their tutor.  The questionnaire was designed to elicit general opinion about the quality of tutoring and the course as well as provide data concerning learners’ approach to study.  To obtain this, firstly, a modified version of the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) was used [14].  The scale items adopted were good teaching communication; good teaching feedback on, and concern for, student learning; clear goals and standards; appropriate workload; and appropriate assessment, with additional scales for the online elements of modules.  Secondly, Biggs et al. [15] Revised Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ) was chosen to evaluate students’ approaches and motivation towards their study, and was amended to make it more suitable for adult learners on blended learning courses. 

5 Findings
5.1 Introduction

This section first describes some notable characteristics of the learners whilst they studied the modules before analysing tutors’ practice using the Andragogical Model’s six core principles.  Finally, an Andragogical Model for Blended Learning Contexts is proposed.  
5.2 The Characteristics of the Learners under Investigation
Overall pass rates, whilst a crude measure of educational success, were found to be greater than 95% with some of the remaining 5% expected to complete in the near future.  Learners were asked to rate their module achievement on a five-point scale (very disappointed to very good) and the resultant mean score was 3.83 indicating broad satisfaction with their results and academic development.  Revised Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ) results revealed those under investigation were Deep learners, which indicates they were using the highest level of learning activities, such as wide reading and relating concepts to work environments [15, p145].  Surface approaches were less prominent, which suggest learners were not completing only the required activities in order to achieve desired outcomes.  Scores for Deep approaches to study were significantly higher than for Surface (see Table 1).  Further, these scores revealed this research study’s findings were favourable when compared with other empirical studies using the R-SPQ with university students [see 16; 17; 18].  These findings indicate successful learners who were generally satisfied with their achievement on the modules.
	
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	 Deep Approaches
	3.52
	.58

	 Surface Approaches
	1.72
	.51


Table 1 - Summary of learners' approaches to study as measured by the R-SPQ (n = 72). 

The influence of learners was exemplified on Frank’s (pseudonym) module when a number of disruptions occurred but module outcomes were similar to previous years.  He outlined a range of problems that occurred on the module including administrative errors and a day school disrupted by snow.  Even with such considerable external influence, the module was successful with achievement and feedback on a module satisfaction survey being similar to previous years.  Frank did demonstrate a number of effective tutoring qualities and competences to support learners through the module.  However, the learners found different strategies to complete assignment work by drawing on the VLE resources and assessment guides more heavily.  
This section has highlighted the influence of these learners on the general module success, however, there are other factors facilitating this, and these are now discussed. 

5.3 The Analysis of Modules Using the Andragogical Model’s Six Core Principles
The six core principles of the Andragogical Model were largely fulfilled given the vocational nature of the programmes under investigation.  The core principles are addressed in turn to consider their strengths and limitations for the blended learning context under investigation.  

5.3.1 Need to know: adults need to know why they are learning a topic before learning commences

This core principle was addressed by tutors but was facilitated through the vocational nature of learners’ courses.  The immediate relevance of some topics would have been apparent to learners as they were linked to work roles, however, tutors facilitated this process by, for example, connecting theory to practice.  Throughout modules, learners appeared to know what was expected, which was enhanced with the predominant facilitative teaching style and support when required.  The CEQ scale item Clear Goals and Standards received a high mean score (3.89) indicating learners knew what was expected.  Qualitative analysis revealed some instruction of key module information at day schools such as submission dates and assessment requirements as well as key subject knowledge in the area of study.  All day schools included a range of learner-centred activities to develop understanding of key concepts and apply theory to practice, with tutors encouraging learners to see the value of their study by contextualising their learning.  To summarise, tutors related theory to practice and showed learners the value of topics being covered in order to address this key aspect of meeting these adult learner needs.  
5.3.2 Learners’ self-concept: adults need to be responsible for their decisions on education

Section 3 highlighted the difficulty of learners moving into HE given previous educational experiences.  Many of these learners were studying in HE for the first time and may have had perceptions of education rooted in their experiences at school.  They may have been more comfortable in passive learning environments but this would be challenged by an adult’s desire to be self-directing [8, p63].  This challenge may have been enhanced as the learning context under investigation was markedly different from school experiences as, for example, courses had vocational relevance, there was application to work contexts and, importantly, there was a change in delivery model.  Further, adults often have competing pressures as they balance study with work and family life.  The move into such a different learning context has to be managed by tutors to meet adult learner needs and requires a number of skills, qualities and competences that were exhibited across modules, but particularly by those achieving higher CEQ scores.  

All the modules investigated allowed aspects of learner self-direction with pertinent overlaps with learner autonomy [20], but with appropriate structure and support around.  Learners had choice over the focus of module assessment, evaluating the implications of an aspect of law on their own institutions being a relevant example.  Further, learners studied independently outside day schools, predominantly on assessment requirements, with this highlighting their responsibility for decisions on learning.  To support this, modules were structured around assessment requirements and, with the predominance of asynchronous communication, allowed learners to manage competing pressures.  Feedback was valued by learners (as indicated by the high Good Teaching Feedback CEQ scale score, 3.73) with tutor support available throughout modules and, if used effectively, would support the development of student-centred learning.  

Meeting adult learners’ self-concept is potentially demanding for tutors in blended learning contexts but a range of skills, qualities and competences appear important in meeting this principle.  Tutors achieving higher CEQ scores were more proactive in supporting learners and created space for learning on modules.  They were empathic to adult learner needs with some describing strategies to encourage autonomous learning.  

To summarise, there was evidence of learner self-direction across modules and this appeared particularly important on vocational courses for those with competing pressures.  This was facilitated by an assessment driven structure with available tutor support.  Importantly though, the achievement of this principle is aided by a number of tutor skills, qualities and competences.  

5.3.3 Role of learners’ experiences: adults use experiences as the basis for learning activities
Tutors engaged in a number of practices to integrate learner experiences into module teaching, learning and assessment, however, there were potential improvements in addressing this principle.  Tutors used a variety of teaching and learning methods at day schools which included group work activities.  Individual learner experiences were also used throughout modules as there was choice over assessment focus with application to work contexts and roles.  Knowles et al. [8, p65] argue adult educators should “try to discover ways to help adults examine their habits and biases and open their minds to new approaches”, which tutors did with the examples cited above.  However, increased peer collaboration could encourage learners to overcome habits and biases in their work roles and be open to new approaches.  All tutors adopted a facilitative teaching style with Ann and Daisy describing their learners as “the experts”, which suggests there is value in peer collaboration when studying vocationally relevant courses.  However, such peer collaboration was limited across formal module computer mediated communications (CMCs), but this did not prevent the general module success evident or learner satisfaction with their experience.  This suggests this andragogical principle is important but more could be done to encourage the sharing of learner experiences within online contexts. 

5.3.4 Readiness to learn: adults are more interested in learning if there is an immediate relevance to work

This principle was strongly addressed with the nature of teaching, learning and assessment common to all modules under investigation (see Sections 5.3.2 and 5.3.3.).  Modules generally mirrored the Individual Constructivist Perspective [21, p20] the achievement of understanding through active discovery where learners construct new ideas by hypothesis testing.  The pedagogy aligning with this perspective includes interactive environments for knowledge expansion, cognitive scaffolding, experimentation with the discovery of principles, adaptation of teaching to existing student understanding, and support for reflection, analysis and evaluation.  Assessment strategies aligning with this perspective encourage experiential learning, experimental learning, problem-based learning, case-based learning and self-evaluation, and autonomy in learning.  When evaluating tutor practices as part of this research study I considered this perspective primarily focuses on students generally learning independently from tutors and peers throughout modules.  
Throughout all modules there was evidence of active discovery in work contexts.  Assessments were problem-based and generally case-method within learners’ organisations, with action research a relevant example.  Further, learners had choice over assessment focus, which could be linked to their own interests and role.  Teaching, learning and assessment were generally aligned following the Individual Constructivist Perspective [21, p20] with a facilitative teaching style adopted as an overall approach to module delivery.  To complement this style, learning outside day schools was focussed on module assessment tasks with these linked to practice and were case method or problem-based.  Effective tutors were proactive in providing learner support, which opened opportunities for dialogue, however, there was limited peer-to-peer communication within the VLE indicating students were working independently throughout modules.
5.3.5 Orientation to learning: adult learning is problem-centred rather than content orientated

Again, this principle was strongly addressed with the nature of teaching, learning and assessment common to all modules under investigation (see Sections 5.3.1 to 5.3.4).  As outlined above, assessments were problem-based and generally case-method within learners’ organisations.

5.3.6 Motivation to learn: adults’ most potent motivators are intrinsic

This section outlines examples to illustrate learners’ intrinsic motivation to study but argues there are other important extrinsic motivators that influenced their perceptions of module quality.  Tough [22] notes that intrinsic motivators can be blocked by barriers such as negative self-concept as a student and time constraints.  Such barriers can be lowered by tutors but require certain skills, qualities and competences to be actioned effectively.  Further some learners undertake study for instrumental purposes, such as to increase promotional opportunities, with this described by Emily as an issue encountered on her module.  This, and the effect of tutors, indicates influencing extrinsic motivators, which are considered within this section.  

Learners predominantly adopted Deep over Surface approaches to study indicating some intrinsic motivation (see Section 5.2).  Tutor interviews outlined a consensus opinion of learners being motivated, engaged in their study, and producing good quality work.  Frank’s module provided a clear example of learners’ intrinsic motivation when achievement was comparable to previous years even though the module was heavily disrupted.  

Biggs and Tang [23, p32] argued that learners seeing value in the area of study and expecting success were key factors for tutors to encourage learning, and these points highlighted issues relevant to all modules.  The discussions above regarding the andragogical principles; need to know, role of learners’ experiences, and readiness to learn, demonstrate that learners saw value in studying these modules.  Learners ‘expecting success’ was evidenced through formative assessment procedures across modules.  Each module outlined detailed formative assessments that included feedback on assignment plans and drafts with tutors indicating high uptake across modules.  This was supplemented with assessment briefs and, in some cases, exemplar work.  This feedback is likely to have reassured learners that they could 'expect success' on modules whilst helping to contextualise learning in practice.

Biggs and Tang [23, p34] further highlighted the importance of tutors building fascination for the subject area as an extrinsic motivator of learners and this was apparent across all modules.  Tutors described strategies at day schools to motivate learners for the module duration, including adopting a variety of learning activities.  This was enhanced, in some cases, with enthusiasm for the subject area and a general commitment to supporting learners through the assessment process.

A number of tutor extrinsic motivators were apparent throughout modules, evidenced through differing CEQ scores, which indicated important skills, qualities and competences.  Tutors receiving higher CEQ scores were, for example, more likely to have engaged in greater online interactions, be more experienced in blended learning contexts, were more proactive in learner support, communicated with groups prior to the first day school, created more space for learning, and raised less concerns over their workload.  

5.4 A Proposed Andragogical Model for Blended Learning Contexts 

Knowles et al.’s [3] advise the flexible application of the Andragogical Model and value in noting strengths and weaknesses in specific contexts.  This has allowed the proposal of an Andragogical Model to meet the needs of adult learners studying part-time, vocationally relevant degrees at a distance.  The vocational nature of the courses was significant in highlighting the similarities with practices evident on the modules with Knowles et al.’s Model.  Consequently, this research study’s proposed Angragogical Model maintains the six core principles but with a development to motivation to learn to include extrinsic motivators.  In addition, factors are provided for each principle to potentially operationalise the Model for blended learning practitioners within similar contexts and are suggested to potentially guide blended learning practitioners, within similar contexts to this research study, in meeting the needs of adult learners.  Tutors’ skills, qualities and competences are considered where appropriate to evaluate their influence in addressing the Andragogical Model’s core principles.  The factors are outlined under each core principle in Table 2.  

	Core principle
	Key operational factors for blended learning contexts

	Need to know
	· Tutors outlined key module information and key topics at day schools with supporting documentation available, such as assessment briefs;

· Day schools included a range of student-centred activities to develop understanding of key concepts and apply theory to practice;  

· Tutors provided a learning environment that was structured around assessment requirements.

	Learners’ self-concept
	· Tutors provided a learning environment that was structured around assessment requirements;

· Learners had choice over focus of module assessment;

· Learners studied independently outside day schools, mainly on module assessments;

· Tutors adopted strategies to foster student-centred learning including appropriate feedback on progress.

	Role of learners’ experiences
	· Tutors adopted a variety of teaching and learning methods at day schools, including group work, student-centred learning and application of theory to practice;

· Learners had choice over the focus of module assessment with application to work contexts and roles.

	Readiness to learn
	· Tutors adopted the Individual Constructivist Perspective across the whole module with student-centred learning encouraging experimentation and application of theory to practice;

· Assessments were problem-based within learners’ organisations;

· Learners had choice over the focus of module assessment with application to work contexts and roles.

	Orientation to learning
	· Assessments were problem-based within learners’ organisations;

· Learners had choice over the focus of module assessment with application to work contexts and roles.

	Motivation to learn
	· Tutors were aware that learners generally exhibit intrinsic motivation;

· Tutors outlined the value of their modules in relation to learners’ work context, roles and practices;

· Tutors provided appropriate feedback to enhance learners’ belief of success and demonstrated commitment to support;

· Tutors showed enthusiasm for the subject area and adopted strategies at day schools to motivate learners for the module duration;

· Tutors adopted strategies to motivate learners at a distance, which included interacting online and communicating proactively.


Table 2 - An Andragogical Model for these learners studying in blended learning contexts with factors provided to operationalise the six core principles.
6 Conclusion

A proposed Andragogical Model for the context has been presented to support a module delivery that meets the needs of PT learners, undertaking vocationally relevant degrees whilst, usually, in full-time (FT) employment.  This research has emphasised the impact these learners had over the general module success but highlighted areas where tutors influenced their perceptions of quality.  Knowles et al’s., [3] core principles were largely met due to the vocational nature of the courses investigated and, as a consequence, have been maintained in the proposed Model.  However, the research study advocates a development to Knowles et al.’s Andragogical Model regarding the motivation to learn core principle to include extrinsic motivators, as tutors’ motivational practices were found to influence learner perceptions of quality.  These practices included outlining the value of modules in relation to learners’ work contexts, roles and practices; appropriate feedback to enhance learners’ belief of success; a commitment to learner support; enthusiasm for the subject area; communicating proactively, and motivational strategies at day schools.  The Model could aid teaching, assessment and learner support and assist course leaders in the development of blended learning programmes.
The research also suggests Knowles et al’s., [3] Andragogical Model, and the six core principles on which it is based, has relevance in contemporary blended learning contexts for PT learners undertaking vocationally relevant degrees.  
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