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Introduction 

This review was conducted by H2 Learning during July and August 2021 to review the existing 

guidelines and supports that City of Dublin Education and Training Board (CDETB) are currently 

providing to their education and training providers. This report details the context for the review, 

the findings emanating from the review and a series of recommendations for CDETB to consider 

in the near future in relation to blended learning. 

 

Purpose of the Review 

CDETB developed an internal validation process for blended learning (BL) programmes having 

participated in an EU project, Blend4Vet1, in 2018. These guidelines pre-dated Covid-19 and it 

enabled CDETB to design and implement BL programmes without having to engage with QQI to 

validate such programmes. A BL quality assurance (QA) guide was developed to assist providers 

across the ETB in converting their existing validated programmes from face-to-face (face-to-face) 

to blended programmes.  

However, Covid-19 provided providers, educators and learners with a wide range of emergency 

remote learning (ERL) experiences since March 2020 and much of these have taken place on 

online. Therefore, the landscape across the FET sector in relation to Emergency Remote Teaching 

(ERT) and online learning has changed significantly and CDETB wishes to reflect this in a revised 

set of QA guidelines and procedures. There is an expectation nationally and internationally that 

FET providers will further embrace new modes of delivery, such as BL, in a post-Covid world and 

therefore there is a need to provide succinct guidance and support to providers to enable this to 

occur.  

CDETB has engaged H2 Learning (H2L) to review the CDETB Blended Learning Quality Assurance 

Guide - Guide to the Blended Learning Policy, Key Features and Application Process (March 2021) 

to ensure they align with current thinking in relation to BL and suggest improvements where 

needed.  

  

                                                             

1 http://blend4vet.eu/ 
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The Review Process 

H2 Learning critically reviewed a range of internal CDETB documents relevant to BL, as well 

reviewing two internal interviews with stakeholders who have engaged with the existing QA 

Guidelines. We also participated in a number of online meetings with the QA Team and other 

stakeholders during this time period. 

The following documents and resources were analysed: 

 CDETB Blended Learning Quality Assurance Guide - Guide to the Blended Learning Policy, 

Key Features and Application Process (March 2021) 

 Blended Learning - Educator Guide Best Practice Guidelines for Course Design And 

Implementation 

 Blended Learning - Learner Guide Practical Tips and Skills necessary for participating in 

a Blended Learning course 

 Further Education Support Service – An Introductory Guide to Blended a Course: 

Strategies for Blended Delivery 

 Blended Learning Phase 1: Centre Gap/Capacity Analysis and Checklist, to ensure 

capacity to move to Blended Delivery and Quality of Learner Experience 

 Blended Learning Phase 2: Centre Gap/Capacity Analysis and Checklist, to ensure 

capacity to move to Blended Delivery and Quality of Learner Experience 

 Reviewed two Zoom interviews with staff in relation to their experience of the existing 

CDETB Blended Learning Quality Assurance Guide - Guide to the Blended Learning Policy, 

Key Features and Application Process and the process of blending an existing course 

 Reviewed a selection of Rationales and Application forms for CDETB Blended Learning 

Programmes 

 CDETB report: Listening and Learning: Insights Shared by CDETB Students, Apprentices 

and Trainees on Courses at NFQ Level 5 & 6 (August 2021) 

 QQI Application form for Approval of Provider’s QA Procedures for Blended Learning 

leading to QQI Awards (June 2021) 

 QQI Approval of Provider QA Procedures Blended Learning Gap Analysis Tool and Action 

Plan For Provider Use (June 2021) 

 Transcript of QQI webinar on Programme Validation and Re-engagement Provider Q&A 

Session, 25th March 2021 

We will outline our high-level findings from this process in the next section. 
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Findings Section  

We have structured our findings into the following 7 sections.  

1. The term blended learning 

2. What blended learning is presently taking place? 

3. Rationales for converting to a BL programme 

4. CDETB support for blended learning 

5. Quality assurance guidelines 

6. Training materials 

7. Instructional design 

The Recommendations and Priority Actions are outlined in the subsequent sectiosn. 

1. The term blended learning 

How the term blended learning is used in documents, and how is it used more generally 

The term blended learning (BL) is a contested term and one that is regarded as being ill-defined. 

Typically, it has been described as “the integration of classroom face-to-face learning (f2f) 

experiences with online learning experiences” (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004). This definition is 

widely cited and was used initially by QQI2 in 2018 but more recently they have stated that BL 

“means any programme which has some physical face-to-face interaction between programme staff 

and learners but which requires learners to access other part(s) of the programme online” (June 

2021). The key term in the June 2021 description is requires, as it implies that learners have no 

choice but to complete part of their programme online and this can be through participation in 

synchronous live learning events (online) or asynchronous self-directed learning activities. The 

key is that these learning events are scheduled and are specified as part of the programme 

calendar. 

It is worth nothing there is an issue, nationally and internationally, in relation to what is meant 

by BL. Yet QQI states that each ETB should develop a definition of what BL will be and that this 

should be arrived at through a consultative process (June 2021). The current use of the term BL 

in the CDETB documents sometimes seems to run the risk of getting in the way of actually 

discussing improved teaching and learning using technology. The confusion over the exact 

meaning of the term sometimes leads to unhelpful discussions about whether something is or is 

not BL, and sometimes leads to such confusions as a course being described as made up of a face-

                                                             

2https://www.qqi.ie/News/Pages/QQI-publishes-new-Quality-Assurance-Guidelines-for-Blended-Learning-
Programmes.aspx 
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to-face element and a blended element, when it seems that what is meant is that the course is 

blended i.e. it consists of a face-to-face element and an online element.  

The term BL may need to be down-played a little as much of what is included in this category is 

just standard modern teaching practice already familiar to the educators. Certainly, there are 

specific new approaches that can be explored, new balances to be struck, but the term ‘BL’; should 

not be seen as a prescriptive and precise definition of a new way of teaching with clear 

boundaries, rather it is a rather imprecise term applying to a wide range of approaches. 

The distinction between blended learning pedagogy (BL approaches) and blended learning 

programmes (BL Accredited Programmes) 

The term BL can cover both BL approaches, which could be part of all face-to-face teaching 

interactions and accredited BL programmes where learners are required to learn in face-to-face 

settings and to participate in specified online elements, either synchronous or asynchronous, in 

order to successfully complete their programme. CDETB, at a corporate level is focused on the 

later use of the term and it is this we are principally concerned with in this review. There is an 

expectation that all staff will use BL approaches, where applicable and possible, with their 

learners but from a QA perspective this review will principally focus on how CDETB can provide 

quality guidance to their providers so they can successfully convert their existing programmes 

from fully in-person programmes to a blend of face-to-face and mandatory online elements. Such 

programmes will then be considered as accredited BL Programmes within CDETB and will be 

required to align with the relevant QA policies and procedures.  

We fully understand that the CDETB does not wish to get involved in deciding how teachers will 

use blended learning in general, but that there is a requirement to address the situation where 

face-to-face classes are replaced by online classes and the consequent issues around change of 

mode of presentation and the impact of the QQI regulations governing this. It will be important 

to help staff identify when they have significantly changed the nature of their programme so that 

learners are required to engage in a predetermined set of online activities in order to successfully 

complete their programme. Currently CDETB suggests that if 30% of a programme’s activities are 

online, then the programme needs to be revalidated as a BL programme. 

Whilst it is necessary to accept the distinction between face-to-face and online delivery as given 

in the Garrison and Kanuka definition (2004) it is important to note that the clear separation 

between face-to-face and online learning had validity in in 2004 when the definition was written 

(when online learning was exclusively delivered via laptop and desktop computers), the arrival 

of the mobile internet has changed the playing field significantly. The Educator Guide gives 

relatively little attention to mobile technologies - once to say that Moodle allows plugins for 
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mobile learning, and once to say that courses should be designed to allow access by mobile 

devices. Whilst it is true that some online learning may require laptops or desk top computers, 

much can be carried out using mobile devices (and these often allow greater integration with 

work or other environments outside the home). Mobile devices seem to be characterised as just 

an additional form of access to essentially a computer-based experience. The widespread 

availability of mobile devices both at home and in the classroom partially breaks down the 

distinction between face-to-face and online course components, and it can lead to an increased 

integration of face-to-face and online learning experiences – and so to a better achievement of 

the stated goal set out by Garrison and Kanuka (“the integration of classroom face-to-face learning 

experiences with online learning experiences”). 

A key element of any BL programme will be the requirement for learners to engage in self-

directed/independent study as a required part of their programme. However, as currently 

articulated it is not clear where independent study (whether carried out in a centre library or at 

home) fits into the distinctions. Therefore, there is a need to articulate further what constitutes 

BL in Accredited BL Programmes as the QQI statement that it “requires learners to access other 

part(s) of the programme online” is open to multiple interpretations.  

2. What blended learning is presently taking place? 

During Covid-19 there have been many challenges in implementing BL accredited programmes, 

as learners were often unable to attend face-to-face education and training activities. This period 

was dominated by Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT)3 where most learning took place remotely, 

and often online. Therefore, BL accredited programmes were in place prior to Covid-19 and/or 

will be available post Covid-19. It should also be noted that on occasion the documentation refers 

to online learning as blended learning and this is not correct.  

There is evidence that there has been gradual growth in the use of digital technology across all 

FET programmes during Covid-19 and there is an expectation that should use will continue.  In 

many instances educators will use digital technology to enhance f2f teaching and may even 

combine limited uses of online with f2f, but this is outside the responsibility of the QA team in 

CDETB. 

 

 

                                                             

3 https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning 
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Summary of Key Observations 

 Various documents define BL differently and therefore there is a need 

to identify a clear description in relation to what is meant by BL from 

a QA perspective 

 Need to distinguish between BL Approaches and Accredited BL 

Programmes 

 Need to ensure that there is a glossary of consistent terms developed 

for BL approaches and accredited programmes across the ETB 

 Review existing documentation to ensure consistency and accuracy 

of terminology 

 

 

3. Rationales for converting to an accredited BL Programme 

Having distinguished between BL approaches and BL Accredited Programmes, it is vital that any 

provider that is considering converting an existing an existing face-to-face programme to blended 

has a clear rationale for this decision. As part of this review H2L examined a selection of 

Rationales and Application forms for CDETB Blended Learning Programmes.  

Whilst it is clear that the intention, in most cases, is just to put identified elements of the  

programme online, there are also indications that the writers of the rationales see the overall  

programme as being ‘blended’ and claim benefits for the redesign that can actually only be 

delivered by an integrated blended approach, by which we mean that the approach to blending 

cannot just concern the planning for the online modules, it has to include planning how the face-

to-face and online elements will work together. Therefore, there is a need to explain how this new 

blended approach will enhance the existing programme and this is not discussed sufficiently in 

the documentation.  Therefore, any revised guidelines should place greater emphasis on 

providers articulating a clear rationale for redesigning an existing programme and moving 

significant elements online.  The provider’s rationale should explain how the integration between 

f2f and online is managed in such cases. 

The application forms cite a range of access related issues, the words ‘access’ and ‘flexibility’ were 

frequently mentioned. For example, access problems due to COVID were cited, as were problems 

for students with physical disabilities and visual problems. Closely related rationales were that 

students preferred blended learning, and that blended provision would lead to increased 

recruitment. 
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Many institutions referred to learning related issues, personalisation of learning, improving 

learning and teaching, the value of recording of teaching sessions for students (particularly those 

with poor language skills) to revisit the materials. Some saw online learning as helping learners 

to become more self-reliant in their learning, in learning how to learn online which prepares them 

for the future of learning in the lives. Therefore, the documentation referred more to BL 

approaches or good teaching and learning practices, rather than BL accredited programmes. 

 The descriptions included in some proposals in relation to what blended learning would 

look like were illuminating. On the negative side about 25% of the rationales presented 

some version of the following statement: 

 “The initial classes will be a weak blend to ensure that learners have a good understanding 

of the VLE and build up confidence and proficiency in collaborating with their peers on-

line. Having the course constructive aligned and the LOs scaffolded throughout the 

learning with appropriate e-tivities and (e-)moderation by the teacher both in face-to-

face classes and online with individualized feedback will ensure that learners remain 

motivated, engaged and connected.” 

The above rationale appeared in a number of reviewed rationale submissions, yet the source of 

this shared statement is not referenced, and it begs the question, where did it originate from? 

Whilst we understand that the term ‘weak blend’ implies that relatively small amounts of the 

course is moved online it is difficult from this statement alone to get a view as to how this would 

work. One proposal set out the expertise of their staff in running online and blended courses, one 

explicitly set out which learning objectives would go online and which be kept face to face. 

We have captured a range of statements from these applications to show the variance in terms of 

the rationale for moving to a BL accredited model.  

 The course will be delivered through a combination of classroom-based delivery, 

recorded sessions, online resources and online formative assessment 

 This course is highly practical, and the learners thrive in the kitchen but sometimes 

struggle with elements of theory modules. It is believed that some modules such as 

personal effectiveness, personal professional development and theory elements of work 

practice would be very well placed to be delivered in a self-directed manner. This may 

allow the learners to complete certain modules partially asynchronously. 

 It is our intention to deliver fully online 1 day per week for this course which has obvious 

cost benefits for students and offers the college flexibility and efficiency with timetabling. 

 Blended Learning will incorporate effective communication between staff and students 

by using the Office 365 Suite available in the College, for example Outlook, Teams and 
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Microsoft Forms. The VLE supported within the college is Moodle and allows staff and 

students an effective platform for promoting and encouraging engagement. 

 The Liberal Arts/TAP university access programme has been successfully delivered in an 

emergency remote learning format since March 2020 in this College. Teaching since the 

first lockdown has been characterised by a mix of face-to-face teaching over Zoom and a 

variety of non-real time approaches to teaching and learning, such as flipped classrooms 

and formative assessment quizzes.  

 The course is inclusive and responds to the changing needs of different learners 

 The course will also connect through multi-media interaction and is easy to navigate and 

user-friendly.  

From reviewing these statements, most of these proposals are focused on BL approaches, or in 

other words good teaching practices, and not necessarily rationales for BL accredited 

programmes. Therefore, there was no need for these proposals to have been submitted to CDETB 

for approval in relation to the proposed BL approaches. CDETB should only have received 

proposals from providers that clearly identified they were reducing the amount of face-to-face 

time and replacing it with online learning activities. Within these proposals the providers should 

have clearly outlined why there were moving to such a model of learning by providing their 

rationale.  

Summary of Key Observations 

 Key that each application for an accredited blended learning 

programme has a clear rationale for redesigning the programme and 

explaining how the integration between f2f and online is managed in 

such cases. 

 

 

4. CDETB support for Blended Learning 

CDETB has developed a range of supports to assist educators across the FET sector to design and 

implement BL approaches and accredited BL programmes. These supports include a range of 

support documentation, professional development interventions and IT supports. Currently 

CDETB has a separate set of QA procedure for accredited blended learning programmes, and we 

will review these in this section. 

It has been argued that “We defined blended learning in terms of using blended methodology on 

courses and actually changing the mode. We defined it for the purpose of what needed corporate 
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approval and what didn’t. Maybe not the best line to draw but from a teacher/course/centre 

perspective they usually like to know what they have full autonomy to determine for the level 

they are operating at and what has to go for corporate approval to do it4.” 

We think that there is real danger that this is not understood by the educators, and this could lead 

to further misunderstandings about ‘what is blended learning’. 

5. Quality assurance guidelines  

The Blended Learning QA document5 (p.44) sets out in the section, Course Planning and 

Development, the CDETB Centre Level Operating Procedures which include quality assurance 

guidelines. These guidelines seem more prescriptive and limiting that the QQI QA Criteria and it 

might be useful to revisit these procedures to ensure that the maximum degree of flexibility of 

interpretation is supported. Particular points of concern were: 

 “What will be covered online and what will be covered through face-to-face sessions. 

Weightings and what assessments will have to be submitted via VLE”. Whilst clarity as to 

what will be done where and when is important, the danger with this procedure is that the 

term “covered” strongly suggests this is curriculum coverage which is being discussed i.e., 

some topics are done online and some topics are done face-to-face, and that is potentially 

quite limiting. 

 “The online aspect of the course must follow the same format for all modules, so learners 

become familiar and know how to find what they are looking for. Equally, new content 

becoming available must also be clear. This format must be agreed by all teaching staff using 

the VLE for the same cohort of learners”. Is there the same requirement for consistent 

formats for face-to-face classes? The intention to help students orient themselves online is 

good, and the procedure as written might be sensible in a purely online course, but if taken 

at face value it could undermine the value of blended learning. This procedure arises from 

the strong separation being maintained between the two kinds of elements.  

 “Each online session should clearly identify the learning outcomes to be addressed in the 

session. The content that will enable the learners to achieve it, and any task which they must 

complete to demonstrate their learning as part of formative assessment – clearly identified.” 

This seems overly prescriptive. The course should map learning outcomes to a sequence of 

face-to-face and online experiences/activities and students must then complete tasks online 

                                                             

4 CDETB email correspondence with H2L July 9th 2021 
5 CDETB Blended Learning Quality Assurance Guide - Guide to the Blended Learning Policy, Key Features and 

Application Process (March 2021) 
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or face-to-face or both in order to demonstrate their learning as part of formative 

assessment. It is quite possible for purely face-to-face teaching to be followed by on-line 

formative assessment, and it is possible to have online learning followed by face-to-face 

formative assessment (and indeed both such designs are very commonly found in blended 

learning). The CDETB QA guidelines are structured around what we might call a ‘component’ 

view – blended learning is seen as putting online components together with face-to-face 

components to construct a course – the relationship between components is quite tightly 

defined – the outputs (student acquired knowledge and skills) from one component are 

conceived of as inputs (prior knowledge) for another component. As a consequence, there is 

less chance for “the integration of classroom face-to-face learning experiences with online 

learning experiences” that blended learning advocates. 

 The procedure relating to pastoral care is also potentially problematic: “Ensure pastoral care 

element of the course does not get ‘lost between the stools’ so to speak. It must be accounted 

for within the face-to-face elements”.  

The intention here is understandable, but ‘pastoral care’ perhaps should not be accounted for only 

within the face-to-face elements, rather the pastoral care should be ‘accounted for’ in all elements 

of the course. 

The CDETB QA documents need to clearly distinguish QA guidelines from advice about blended 

learning approaches. The documentation provided to providers should also reiterate that many 

of the BL QA requirements are part of standard practice at the centres and not new requirements. 

This point was raised by one of the interview respondents who asked, why do we need an entirely 

separate process for QA of a blended programme? They asked why validation for an accredited 

programme could not just become an appendix within the general QA guidelines. QQI were asked 

similar questions during their March 25th webinar and stated that providers could include BL as 

part of a holistic validation process or separately.  They stated there is no right or wrong approach 

to this issue. 

6. Training materials 

A variety of advice and training materials have been provided. There is an Educator Guide and a 

Learner Guide which we have seen and some online provision (e.g., a course entitled Pedagogy 

and Concepts for Blended/Online Teaching and Learning) which we have not been able to access. 

The materials related to the QA procedures discussed above will play a training role with respect 

to the QA and management staff at the centres. It is not clear whether specific materials about 

blended learner have been prepared for Senior Managers, resource staff (including librarians), or 

technologists and computing staff. 
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Educator Guide  

The most detailed document for the educators that we have seen is the Educator Guide. This 

seems to have been well received by educators, but it possibly reflects too closely the experience 

of one group and there are several areas that would benefit from some further development. 

The distinction made in the QA documentation between blended learning pedagogy, what we are 

describing as BL approaches, on the one hand in which blended learning is incorporated into 

existing courses with no significant reduction in face-to-face contact and blended learning 

programmes with reduction in face-to-face contact and which would require re-validation is not 

clearly echoed in the Educator Guide, which may lead to some confusion. 

Designing a BL Programme – taking a holistic approach 

Much of the current CDETB documentation gives the impression that certain topics or tasks are 

best taught or learnt face-to-face or online. However, there is no such list of activities or topics. 

The Educator Guide makes a division between different sections of the programme being 

delivered face-to-face or online: 

 What sections of the programme are more suited to face–to-face delivery? 

 What sections of the programme are more suited to online delivery? 

However, two of the models of implementation6 described in the Guide – Station rotation model 

and Flex model - incorporate online work in the classroom and do not have this strict separation 

between online and face-to-face, so this is unclear.   

The general idea that some sections are more suited to face-to-face and some to online delivery 

is problematic and needs to be supported by clear examples if it is to be suggested. A better 

division would be between activities that have to be carried out face-to-face, those which have to 

be carried out online and the great majority of activities which can be done in either way with 

appropriate design. 

 

7. Instructional Design 

The Statutory QA Guidelines for Blended Learning Programmes includes these procedures: 

                                                             

6 http://www.blendedlearning.org/models/ 

http://www.blendedlearning.org/models/
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“4.4.1 Learning and teaching practices that are informed by best practice in blended and online 

provision. Subject-specific and educational scholarship informs the pedagogy and instructional 

design.  

4.1.4 Curriculum development processes with an appropriate representation of subject, 

educational technology, instructional design and other key internal stakeholder expertise. For 

example, specialist student support advisers and administrators, library and information 

professionals play significant roles in effective online learning as well as the teaching staff who 

will support learners. Processes enable close collaboration between academic subject specialists 

and those responsible for online educational technology and/or instructional design in the 

development and delivery of online provision ... “  

And the Gap Analysis Tool, contain these questions:  

“Has the organisation sustainable access to expertise in instructional design and educational 

technology?” 

“Does the procedure for programme development include the following: ... collaboration between 

subject matter experts and educational designers / technologists?” 

Whereas the QQI Guidelines and the Gap Analysis Tool would seem to see a ‘learning designer’ as 

a specific role in the institution, it is important to note that the Educator Guide is sub-titled: “Best 

Practice Guidelines for Course Design and Implementation” and would seem to view the Course 

Educator (= subject-expert?) as the designer. The Guide provides this as a description of The 

Blended learning Team: 

 

Figure 1, The Blended Learning Team as captured in the Educators Guide 
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There are several issues with this conception of the roles involved and their relationship, but of 

main concern to our present argument is how it fits with a view of ‘learning designer’ as a specific 

role. 

We would not wish to argue for a single way of organising access to the necessary expertise, but 

there does seem to be some lack of clarity about how the task of learning design is organised and 

supported. 

Recommendations  

There is an expectation that BL is here to stay post Covid-19 and all providers experienced ERT 

over the past 18 months and have witnessed some of the pros and cons of online learning. Going 

forward there is an expectation that more accredited learning will take place online, thus 

providing alternative and more flexible approaches to formal learning programmes. Much of the 

current discussion is focusing on BL, but QQI are also developing QA guidelines for fully online 

programmes. In this section we will reflect on the analysis of existing documentation and 

discussions with key stakeholders to identify a number of areas that could be further developed 

to assist providers apply for and create BL accredited programmes.  

The CDETB’s primary wish in this area is to ensure that the implementation of blended courses 

with significant elements of online learning that lead to a reduction in face-to-face classroom time 

are suitably quality assured for accredited as Blended programmes, but the advice they offer will 

have wider implications for the adoption of blended learning in the centres and this needs to be 

taken into consideration as well. 

1. Clarify what is an Accredited BL Programme and what is not 

BL is a much-used term, and it can be interpreted in many ways, as it is an ill-defined and 

contested term. Many educators will blend face-to-face teaching with elements of online teaching 

without altering the nature of the programme, specifically the amount of time learners and 

educators will have to spend in face-to-face learning environments. Educators will embed digital 

technologies into their face-to-face practices to ‘enhance’ teaching, learning and assessment 

practices. However, such practices are not altering or restructuring a validated programme into 

a programme that requires learners to engage in face-to-face learning and in online learning. The 

term requires is a key consideration in determining whether a programme should be revalidated 

for BL. The QA guidelines need to distinguish between BL approaches or good teaching practices 

and what is required to convert an existing validated programme to a mix of face-to-face and 

online learning. 
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Therefore, there is a need to identify what is meant by an accredited BL Programme and what is 

not. One way to think about this is using the work of Alammary et al (2014), who identified three 

different types of BL as follows:  

1. Low-impact blend:  

Adding extra activities to an existing course/programme  

Such blends are BL approaches are designed and implemented by educators to supplement an 

existing face-to-face programme.  An example of this would be where an instructor adds a Kahoot 

Quiz to their classes. These will be undoubtedly more popular after Covid-19. 

2. Medium-impact blend:  

Replacing activities in an existing course/programme 

Teacher records a presentation in advance of the face-to-face session and learners access it 

online. The face-to-face classroom session is shorter and focuses on discussion and deliberation. 

(The Flipped Classroom Model). This is again a BL approach, where an educator doesn’t alter the 

course calendar significantly but utilises the face-to-face elements for more active learning 

activities.  

3. High-impact blend:  

Redesigning a face-to-face programme for BL. 

The ETB redesigns an existing validated programme so that it is restructured in terms of the 

amount of time learners spend engaged in face-to-face learning and online learning activities. The 

course is designed to be delivered in a blended way using a mix of technologies, pedagogical 

strategies and using a range of modalities (i.e., a mix of online and FACE-TO-FACE). In this blend 

the provider has ensured that staff and learners are equipped and informed of the course 

expectations, and they are supported to actively participate on the course so they can successfully 

complete it. 

The CDETB QA Guidelines for BL should only apply to the High-impact blend as it necessitates a 

redesign of an existing validated programme, and it will result in staff and learners interacting 

regularly online for a significant portion of the programme. The QA guidelines should help 

providers to identify if they need to revalidate their existing programme for BL or not. Providers 

should be able to engage in a self-directed process to help them identify if their use of BL 

approaches conforms with a high-impact blend and thus needs to be revalidated as such. 
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Low-impact blend Medium-impact blend High-impact blend 

 Educators embedding digital 

technologies in f2f teaching 

with learners (using 

PowerPoint, online quiz 

tools, discussion apps etc.) 

 Learners accessing learning 

materials on a VLE such as 

Teams 

 Learners submitting 

materials via a VLE or an 

online platform such as 

Teams 

 Learners and educators still 

meet f2f for scheduled 

learning events 

 Educator redesigns his 

programme so that learners 

engage in more self-directed 

learning activities. 

 Learners, in advance of 

attending class, review and 

engage with learning 

materials online. 

 Learners and educators meet 

in-person, either f2f or 

online, to discuss and 

interact with the materials. 

 Learners then engage further 

with the materials after the 

live session, either on their 

own or in collaboration with 

a peer.  

 Such blends don’t see a 

reduction in terms of the 

number of f2f sessions, but 

they may result in the face-

to-face time being used 

more for deliberation and 

discussion and less for 

transmission of materials. 

 The purpose behind such BL 

approaches is to actively 

engage the learner with the 

materials, their educator and 

their classmates or peers. 

 

 Provider decides to redesign 

an existing programme or 

section of a programme as a 

BL accredited programme. 

 Provider develops a clear 

rationale for this redesign. 

 Provider engages in a 

redesign process to identify 

which activities are best 

carried out face-to-face and 

those best carried out online. 

 The redesigned programme 

develops a programme 

timetable identifying the 

blend of f2f and online. 

 The blended programme 

meets the CDETB QA 

guidelines for a Bl accredited 

programme. 

 This blend sees a significant 

reduction in f2f sessions and 

requires learners to actively 

engage with online learning 

activities.  

 Both staff are learners are 

actively supported to 

participate in such a blend. 

 

2. Clarify rationale for moving to an Accredited BL Programme 

Covid-19 has shown that many learners can successfully learn online. Many learners have enjoyed 

the flexibility to learn from home or work during Covid-19, as it reduces the time commitment to 

travel to a centre to engage in formal learning activities. In a post Covid world there is an 

expectation that many providers, including CDETB, will retain this flexibility by reducing the 

amount of time spent in face-to-face learning environments by increasing the amount of time 

learning online. There is evidence that new cohorts of learners accessed CDETB programmes 

because of the flexibility of online learning.  
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However, Covid-19 also illustrated that not all learners or educators enjoyed online learning. 

Some people had issues in relation to: 

 access to technology 

 access to broadband 

 requisite digital competences 

 suitable spaces to learn 

 ability to engage in self-directed learning 

It is also worth remembering that people have learnt at a distance for centuries, dating back to 

the original correspondence courses, yet not everyone enjoys such experiences. Today we have 

more powerful technologies, and it opens new ways to engage in formal learning at a distant. 

Therefore, when a provider considers if they are going to ‘convert’ an existing programme from 

face-to-face to online, they need to have a strong rationale for such a decision. They should consult 

widely7 with: 

 Leadership staff 

 Teaching staff 

 Learners, and 

 Support staff 

before embarking on such a journey. They need to identify a clear why for their decision and the 

following list captures some possible rationales for such a decision. 

Is it to: 

 Attract learners from outside their immediate locality – i.e., from another part of the city 

and thus reduce the time learners will need to spend travelling 

 Provide a more flexible learning model to learners who have other commitments, such as 

work, family or other. In this way they can engage in self-directed learning at times that 

suit them and combine this with face-to-face learning sessions. 

 Provide access to expert educators who are not always able to attend face-to-face 

sessions. There may be an expert located in a different part of the country or the globe 

and they are unable to attend face-to-face sessions. 

 Attract a more diverse cohort of learners who have a range of physical or mental learning 

needs. By providing a blended learning option you may be able to engage better with a 

wider cohort of learners who would not normally be able to regularly attend face-to-face 

learning events.   

                                                             

7 This process aligns closely with what is proposed in the Educators Guide in relation to the BL Team. 
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 To enable learners to engage in more self-directed learning as this will be expected of 

them in the world place. 

This list is not exhaustive, but it captures some of the reasons why a provider might decide to 

redesign an existing face-to-face programme for BL. Such decisions should be taken collectively 

at the centre level so that everyone is aware of the implications for such a decision.  

3. How to further develop the QA procedures to support this process 

Once the decision has been taken and there is a clear rationale for redesigning the programme as 

a BL programme then other considerations should come into place, such as relevant staff 

competences, learner competences and digital infrastructure and supports.  

The present Gap Analysis tool needs to cover these aspects, but it may be that the account of 

procedures presently given is overly prescriptive and the March QQI Webinar seemed to indicate 

that the QQI guidelines could be open to more flexible interpretations. Once the rationale for 

redesigning a programme is clear then decisions about how it is delivered can be made in a more 

focussed way rather than taking into account the wide range of possible scenarios, they will 

highlight what training is required by staff and learners and what digital infrastructures are 

required. 

The CDETB needs to position any specific guidance for BL alongside its present guidelines for 

face-to-face programmes and also think ahead to the possible form of future online guidelines. It 

is unlikely that three sets of guidelines will last long into the future – a more integrated approach 

to QA will be needed in view of the likelihood of a greater variety of ways of integrating technology 

within programmes. Thinking ahead on this may help to clarify what is needed now. 

4. Supporting the development of instructional design expertise 

Instructional design lies at the core of the changes and is recognised both by the QQI guidelines 

and the CDETB Gap Analysis document – but it is unclear where the expertise in the area is to 

come from. At the moment there seems to be a reliance on self-taught talent – which is important 

to nurture but providers need to be given support in this area, and expertise may need to be 

brought in to strengthen this approach.  

Once a provider has established a clear rationale for redesigning their face-to-face programme 

into a BL programme there needs to be a discussion around how to structure the new programme. 

During the provider interviews educators spoke about starting at the end and working 

backwards, in effect Constructive Alignment, to consider how the blend of face-to-face and online 
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learning activities might work. Such discussions should involve the key stakeholders in the 

institution that will be impacted by such a decision, and that includes the learners. 

There are a number of design processes that could be considered for this phase, such as the  

­ The ABC- Learning Design8 

­ The Gilly Salmon Carpe Diem Approach9 

Both take a team-based approach and are designed to assist educators create learning 

experiences that will meet the needs of their learners. This is a process that provides stakeholders 

with a structure to engage in considering what BL might look like in a revalidated face-to-face 

programme. There are no easy answers to this question, as the context needs to be considered 

and the rationale for moving to BL.  

There are examples of institutions that have adopted such approaches and created additional 

resources to support staff to design their blended programmes, as in the case of Heriot Watt 

University in Scotland10. Nearer to home Dublin City University and others have also adapted the 

ABC-Learning Design approach to design fully online and blended programmes. 

The key is that CDETB develops a capacity across the organisation so that providers can engage 

in learning design for all programmes, fully face-to-face, online and blended. There may be a need 

to initially upskill a small cohort of staff in this area, so they can support their colleagues engage 

in learning design.  

5. Supporting the implementation of BL accredited programmes 

Much of the discussion around ERT focused initially focused on learners having access to 

technology and to appropriate learning platforms. CDETB found that learners found it challenging 

when they were expected to use a range of similar technologies, such as Microsoft Office and 

Google Apps, for similar purposes within the same institution. This message is also emanating 

from other ETBs and learning organisations, that learners want consistency in terms of learning 

technologies and platforms. While this issue is very important it should be addressed as part of 

the learning design process and not solely as an IT consideration. The rationale for using 

specialised software tools etc. Should be decided during the learning design phase and issues such 

as staff and learning training and ongoing support should also be considered here. 

                                                             

8 https://abc-ld.org/ 
9 https://www.gillysalmon.com/carpe-diem.html 
10 https://lta.hw.ac.uk/resources/responsive-blended-learning/ 

 

https://www.gillysalmon.com/carpe-diem.html
https://lta.hw.ac.uk/resources/responsive-blended-learning/
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Ultimately CDETB should provide a holistic set of supports to their staff and learners in relation 

to quality BL accredited programmes. Staff should be supported in putting together a blended 

programme that meets the needs of their learners. Therefore, this goes well beyond digital 

infrastructure and includes all elements of QA, as indicated below. 

 

Figure 2, Holistic Quality Assurance Approach 

Such a holistic approach should commence at the design stage when providers consider the 

potential impact of an accredited BL programme on the organisation, on staff and on learners.  

Priority Actions 

CDETB has an existing infrastructure of supports and guidelines to support providers convert 

existing f2f programmes or sections of programmes to BL accredited programmes.  These 

resources are an excellent starting point for any provider working with CDETB to convert an 

existing f2f programme to one that is blended.  However, these supports and guidelines can be 

further enhanced, particularly considering lessons learnt during Covid-19 by the ETB.  The 

following priority actions have been identified to ensure that providers and learners experience 

quality learning experiences on such programmes. 

1. Produce a clarified definition of what programme changes would necessitate re-

validation (a flow-chart) 

2. Outline possible rationales that might be proposed for re-validation of a course (a flow 

chart) 

3. Revise Gap Analysis 
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4. Establish a working group of in-house instructional design expertise to revise Educator 

Guide that clearly distinguishes general BL guidance and guidance for programme 

seeking re-validation 

5. Examine with centres whether additional instructional design expertise is needed – 

should instructional designers be appointed? 

6. Prepare for the future – look for ways of QA that are relatively mode-blind. 

 

Resources to assist CDETB  

 


