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Abstract: Institutions considering online and blended learning (OBL) face the challenge of strategically adopting OBL to
develop, implement, monitor, assess and improve the quality of programmes and courses. The principles of continuous
quality improvement (CQl) allow this challenge to be addressed. Effective CQl management implies that quality assurance
and quality improvement follow and inform each other as part of a continuous cycle. Scholars report however, that quality
management of OBL usually focuses on assurance. The purpose of this paper is to provide a state of the art approach for
effective CQl management which allows practitioners to achieve coherence between quality assurance and improvement of
OBL. In this conceptual paper we link and integrate work across fields to address the challenge of achieving coherence
between quality assurance and improvement. We discuss research in the context of CQl that uncovers features of OBL that
prevent practitioners from achieving coherence. The conceptual model for effective CQl of OBL integrates data based
decision-making. The conceptual model provides a foundation for research on the effectiveness of this CQl management
approach in the context of OBL. The quality management approach supports practitioners during the entire CQl-cycle to
foster dialogue and consultation between all stakeholders in the institution in order to strategically develop assess and
improve the quality of OBL programmes and courses. The originality of the model lies in making explicit data-based decision
making as a driver for effective CQl management in the context of OBL.

Keywords: quality assurance, quality enhancement, quality improvement, e-learning, online and blended learning, data-
based decision making.

1. Introduction

Online and blended learning (OBL) is valued for its potential to remove barriers, such as accessibility and
flexibility, that prevent students from participating in traditional education (Shea, 2007). Institutions face
challenges when they (plan to) redesign their programmes in order to implement OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009;
Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman, 2013). Indeed, successful adoption, implementation and improvement of OBL
requires that the needs of the different stakeholders in institutions are taken into account (Moskal, Dziuban and
Hartman, 2013). This is important to ensure that the institution puts reliable and robust infrastructure and
sufficient resources in place to support the faculty and the students during OBL (Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman,
2013). For instance, if it appears in the context of OBL that students do not receive sufficient support in an OBL
programme, the institution must take actions to address this. This implies that professionals from the meso (the
management) and micro level (the faculty responsible for courses/modules in a programme) enter into dialogue,
consult the students, and decide what measures are appropriate (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007).

Continuous quality improvement (CQl) can facilitate a process of change, innovation, assessment and
improvement and is suited to capture the perspectives of these different stakeholders (Becket and Brookes,
2005). CQl is defined as a quality ‘[...] management approach [...] to continuously improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of all aspects of the organization’s programmes and services in order to maximise benefits for
clients. [...] relying on evidence-based information to support the organizations’ success in achieving its goals
and outcomes’ (Sonpal-Valias, 2009, p.2). The implementation of a quality model is essential in CQl. ‘A quality
model defines the set of variables in terms of which quality is measured and the way in which it is measured’
ISSN 1479-4403 189 OACPIL
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(Inglis, 2008, p.348). Figure 1 shows the ‘variables’ referred to in the literature as the quality areas (management,
services and products) that capture the six common systemic quality dimensions that need to fit together’ in
institutions to achieve quality in OBL (Ossiannilsson et al., 2015). The traditional models for quality management
of OBL adhere to this structure (Hansson, 2008; Marshall, 2010; Williams et al., 2012).

A quality model guides choices to improve and restructure management, services and programmes; and to
evaluate an institutions’ progress (Bloxham, 2010). In the example concerning insufficient support for student
to use technology given above, adequate improvement measures might be increasing the support in using the
technology in the dimension of ‘support for students’ (figure 1). However, improvement could also be achieved
by measures in other quality dimensions. For example, adopting a more user friendly learning management
system in the ‘course delivery’ dimension can also be an answer, provided of course that this dimension is
present in the quality model implemented by the institution.

Products

Course
delivery

Programme
design

Support for
VELEEE T teachers and
staff

Services

—

Figure 1: The three common quality areas and six quality dimensions in quality management models
(Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012; Ossiannilsson et al., 2015).

Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2002, 2003) noted a mismatch between quality models for CQl and education. This
mismatch consists of a focus on management and services at the expense of pedagogy (Srikanthan and
Dalrymple, 2003, 2002). According to Abdous ‘[...] because of this perceived disconnection (Srikanthan and
Dalrymple, 2003) CQl is considered more applicable to management and student services [...]* (Abdous, 2009)
than it is to educational processes (the products in figure 1). Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2002) make the case
that a model for effective CQlI management in education must not only be systemic and address management
and services but must also explicitly address the pedagogical aspects (Srikanthan and Dalrymple, 2002). Hansson
et al. (2008) confirm this need for the context of OBL claiming that indeed all quality dimensions should be
aligned in a functional manner focused on pedagogy: they must ‘[...] fit together in a coherent manner on the
basis of a pedagogical philosophy’ (Hansson, 2008, p.40). If educational processes are addressed, CQl principles
can help institutions to implement, assess and improve OBL successfully (Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman, 2013;
Srikanthan and Dalrymple, 2003). For instance if it appears that the pedagogical design (the courses and the
programme) — which covers aspects of content, learning goals, methods and materials — is not in line with the
students learning needs, the institution should take additional actions to address this (Ehlers, 2004). If this is so
in the example we introduced in the section above, providing additional support for students to use technology
might not suffice. This is likely insufficient since scholars in the context of OBL agree e.g. that OBL environments
coerce students to take ownership of their learning process (Ehlers, 2004). It is therefore, likely that
improvement measures need to focus on improving the pedagogical design in the dimensions of ‘course design’
or ‘programme design’ for students to take ownership. To inform such improvement measures, the pedagogical
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processes specific for OBL, need to be explicitly present in the quality model that is used. While these
pedagogical processes are not lacking from the traditional models for quality management (Hansson, 2008;
Marshall, 2010; Williams et al., 2012), they are not explicitly present (Blieck et al., 2018). Since the last decade,
several studies have empirically identified the needs of students related to OBL, including needs related to
pedagogy (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011, 2012; Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012). One of these studies, the
conceptual quality framework for OBL proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). In the literature on
quality management, the terms 'model' (e.g. Ossiannilsson et al., 2015) and 'framework’ (e.g. Ossiannilsson and
Landgren, 2012) are used interchangeably. In both cases it is a model or framework that is used for quality
management. The conceptual quality framework for OBL proposed by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) is
unique because it introduces success factors for OBL that makes the pedagogical needs of students related to
the quality areas: management, services and products explicit (figure 2). Three of these success factors are
related to pedagogy (McLoughlin and Lee, 2008). Success in OBL is described as: ‘[...] to be successful in e-
learning from an academic and educational point of view but also with regard to their personal and social life’
(Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012, p.49).

Participation Flexibility

Productivity Accessibility

Student

Personalisation Transparency

Figure 2: The needs of students related to OBL captured in success factors (Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012).
2. Problem statement

As no guidelines on how to use this conceptual quality framework are given, there is a need for scientifically
validated knowledge on ‘how’ professionals can implement this conceptual quality framework, which explicitly
address pedagogy, for effective quality management of OBL (Ehlers, 2007; Inglis, 2008). The objective of this
contribution is therefore to answer the research question: ‘how’ can a conceptual quality framework that
captures the needs of students (Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) for effective CQl management of OBL be
implemented? And, more specifically, to anwer this question against the context of AE in Flanders (Belgium).

2.1 Context: the case of Flanders (Belgium)

Adult education in Flanders (Belgium) is recognised, financed, and subsidised by the Flemish community. In
Flanders (Belgium), Centers for Adult Education (CAE) cater to a wide range of target groups. To meet the needs
of these adult students in terms of accessible and flexible education, the Flemish government, at the macro
level, promotes OBL (Vlaams Parlement, 2007). As a result of the promotional policies of the Flemish
government, OBL has been increasingly adopted in CAE. As demand increases, staff of CAE at both micro and
meso levels, urgently need scientifically grounded quality instruments along with indicators and guidelines to
manage the quality of OBL. However, quality models suited for OBL in AE are rare in the literature. Due to the
lack of quality models for OBL in AE, CAE have to use what is available in the context of HE for CQl of OBL.
Regarding this CQl in CAE, the Flemish inspectorate reports, that at the management level (meso level) it is

www.ejel.org 191 ISSN 1479-4403



The Electronic Journal of e-Learning Volume 18 Issue 2 2020

sufficient to strong in most CAE and that course teams (micro level) either strongly or sufficiently support the
meso level. The majority of CAE have sufficient capacity to innovate which means that a culture focused on
innovation and improvement was installed in the CAE (strategical adoption). However, CAE struggle with the
use of data in quality management (quality assurance). While it is common practice in CAE to derive data from
student and teacher surveys, at times these are insufficiently comprehensible to students (De Niel et al., 2016).
Finally, CAE adopt an ad hoc approach to data analysis resulting in superficial analysis and ad-hoc quality
improvement (De Niel et al., 2016) undermining the effectivity of CQl. To conclude, although large amounts of
data are available, there is hardly any monitoring, not least because data registration is not coherent and a
number of concepts are ambiguously defined (De Niel et al., 2016).

In Flanders, the field of AE can benefit from a comprehensive and contextualised quality model and instruments
for OBL that are in line with the principles of CQl, i.e., strategical adoption, quality assessment, and the
improvement of OBL. Care should be taken to ensure that quality is captured in clear concepts, including those
related to pedagogy, and that quality indicators allow effective CQl management of OBL from strategical
adoption, over quality assurance towards continuous quality improvement. Second, adult education providers
in CAE can benefit from an approach with scientifically sound guidelines for effective quality management. More
specifically, guidelines on how to use data during CQl management in practice. Addressing these gaps in the field
of AE, while taking the necessary improvements mentioned previously into account, makes this highly
challenging and demanding contribution relevant beyond the context of AE.

Departing from the research context of AE in Flanders, we rephrase the general reseach question as ‘how’ can a
conceptual quality framework that captures the needs of students (Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) for
effective CQl management of OBL be implemented in AE?, and, split it into three specific research questions:

1. ‘how’can internal stakeholders in CQl of OBL implement a conceptual quality framework that captures

the needs of students to strategically adopt OBL in AE? (srq1)

2. ‘how’ can internal stakeholders in CQl of OBL implement a conceptual quality framework that captures
the needs of students for quality assurance of OBL in AE? (srq2)

3.  ‘how’can internal stakeholders in CQl of OBL implement a conceptual quality framework that captures

the needs of students be implemented for quality improvement of OBL in AE? (srg3)

3. Methods

To answer this research question a conceptual paper was chosen (Cropanzano, 2009). A conceptual paper is not
based upon empirical data but summarises and integrates recent research, presents an integrated framework
and highlights directions for future research (Gilson and Goldberg, 2015; Cropanzano, 2009). In conceptual
contributions, the focus lies on developing logical and complete arguments for associations rather than testing
them empirically. In line with the recommendations of Gilson and Goldberg (2015) we take a problem-focused
approach i.e. effective CQl management in online and blended learning and link work across disciplines to
broaden the scope on thinking about effective CQl management. Given that a review is not the sole focus of a
conceptual paper, that section in this article is tightly focused on the literature within the domain of effective
CQl management (Gilson and Goldberg, 2015). We focus on contributions that could explain and answer the
challenges i.e. specific research questions with effective CQl management for the specific context of AE in
Flanders. In contrast to a systematic review of the literature, we selected a subset of studies that were chosen
based on authors selection, to answer the “what’s new” question that distinguishes a conceptual paper from a
review, and on availability.

In the next section we conceptualise OBL and the challenges it presents for institutions that adopt it and the
consequences it has for the internal stakeholders involved in the quality management. Then, we introduce the
answer to the specific research questions describing how the conceptual quality framework by Ossiannilsson
and Landgren (2012) can be implemented together with a scientifically valid approach for effective quality
management of OBL. In the fifth section we provide the background and underpinning for the different elements
in the conceptual model for effective quality management in relation to OBL. We explain how, according to the
recommendations of Gilson and Goldberg (2015), the problem-focused approach in this paper allows to link and
integrate work across research fields in order to answer the research question. In the final section we conclude
with critical suggestions for future research based on the proposed conceptual model for effective quality
management of OBL.
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4. A conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL
4.1 Online and blended learning and the internal stakeholders in CQl of OBL

Different types of OBL have emerged in education in the past two decades and are referred to in the literature
as e.g. e-learning, blended learning or distance education (Boelens, De Wever and Voet, 2017). Most of these
types are defined as a combination of online and face-to-face learning (Boelens, De Wever and Voet, 2017) and
all can be situated in the continuum between face-to-face learning (no technology) and fully online learning (all
technology) (OECD, 2005) with blended learning in between the endpoints. According to Boelens et al. (2017),
blended learning remains an ill-defined concept which they describe at the course level as: “[...] learning that
happens in an instructional context which is characterised by a deliberate combination of online and classroom-
based interventions to instigate and support learning” (p. 2). It is possible that courses are delivered completely
face-to-face, blended or completely online as part of a programme that can be considered to be blended. We
can thus extend the concept of Boelens et al. (2017) to the programme level. Institutions that adopt OBL need
to address this new educational mode in the institutional quality management strategy (Hansson, 2008).
Effective quality management of OBL starts with the strategical adoption (SA) of OBL and demands that quality
assurance (QA) provides the information needed to initiate a phase of quality improvement (Ql) (Abdous, 2009;
Williams, 2016).

Because OBL reaches up, down and through the entire organization, a broad group of internal stakeholders at
the meso (management) and micro level (faculty) is responsible for quality (Deepwell, 2007). This implies that a
team must be assembled involving professionals from both levels of the organization in CQl. In accordance with
the principles of CQl, a quality model and approach for effective management should be put into place to help
professionals adopt, set goals, identify resources and strategies, and measure progress towards the institutions’
vision (Moore, 2005; Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman, 2013).

We assume that the conceptual quality framework developed by Ossianilsson and Landgren (2012) is essential
to strategically adopt OBL to meet students’ needs in OBL programmes. If, at the level of success factors, quality
instruments provide clear concepts, quality expectations between stakeholders and students can be clarified
and assessed at the indicator level. First, this will enable the dialogue between internal stakeholders, at the
meso and micro level, to set goals, identify resources and strategies, and measure progress towards the
institution’s mission and vision for OBL. While it is important that professionals involve students as part of CQl,
the literature mentions several practical problems in the case of OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009; Ehlers, 2007;
Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman, 2013). Therefore, it can be useful to consult students to assess whether the
quality of OBL is in line with their needs. Second, if the success factors are connected to the quality dimensions,
quality instruments can help to consult students to detect and clarify opportunities for improvement in the
institution.

4.1.1  Development and validation of two quality instruments to involve the internal stakeholders in CQl for
OBL

Departing from the assumption that the conceptual quality framework by Ossianilsson and Landgren (2012) can
provide a narrative for dialogue between professionals and consultation with the students, Blieck et al. (2017,
2018 and 2019) developed and validated two quality instruments in the context of adult education. The
development and validation of the instruments was informed by the recommendations of Inglis (Inglis, 2008).
First, since the quality framework (Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) was derived from higher education, it is
important to verify whether the concepts are relevant in adult education (Inglis, 2008). Next, quality indicators
that have proven their value in HE must also be contextualised to adult education (Inglis, 2008). Finally, the
structure of a quality framework must be tailored to the way it is meant to be used (Inglis, 2008). In this particular
case, to support dialogue and consultation to strategically adopt, assess, and improve the quality of OBL.

To address these recommendations, two quality instruments were validated in line with the principles of design-
based research (Amiel and Reeves, 2008; Barab and Squire, 2004; Herrington et al., 2007; Reeves, 2006). The
result is the hybrid conceptual quality model depicted in figure 3 (Blieck et al., 2017). In this model, a limited
number of quality indicators are linked to both success factors and to the established quality areas and quality
dimensions in extant quality models e.g., ‘the ratio between contact education vs. online education (flexibility)
of the programme (design of the programme) matches the needs of the students. The success factors and
quality indicators are important in enabling adult students to participate in OBL. Credibility, transparency,
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flexibility, and accessibility are assumed to facilitate student participation in OBL while interactivity,
personalisation, and productivity relate to the pedagogy of OBL (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018).

Q Q
U U
A A
L L
| 1
T 5 T
Y A Y

L
" ! s
T
P Y ]
R U
0 R
v Coursa design 1 Personalisation A
E L N
M Programme D C
E : E
N &
A
T T 0
0 2 ]
R
F S 0
B
0 L
B
L (@A)
()

Figure 3: Hybrid conceptual quality model connecting success factors and quality dimensions with quality
indicators (Blieck et al., 2017).

From this conceptual quality model, Blieck et al. (2017) derived and validated two instruments for effective CQl
management of OBL. The first of these (Blieck et al., 2018) presents a list of quality indicators and
comprehensively described success factors that underpin the SA of OBL (giSA-OBL) and aligns all quality
dimensions within institutions in accordance with this vision (Hansson, 2008; Kipta and Berge, 2006). Because
all success factors depend upon the adoption of OBL, priorities can be set at the level of the indicators (Blieck et
al., 2018).

The second instrument (Blieck et al., 2019) is relevant for the quality assurance of OBL and to guide internal
quality improvement of OBL (qiQA&I-OBL). Usually, student satisfaction is chosen as an indicator for effective
CQl in education (Ardi, Hidayatno and Zagloel, 2012). However, taking the reported drop-out rates of students
in OBL into account (Nistor and Neubauer, 2010; Rovai, 2003) along with how Ossiannilson and Landgren (2012)
describe success in OBL, sustained and successful student participation (Nistor and Neubauer, 2010; Rovai, 2003)
as chosen as a relevant indicator for effective CQl management of OBL (Blieck et al., 2018). In this survey students
are consulted about the extent to which the success factors allowed them to participate in the OBL programme,
the result informs the quality improvement.

We now conceptualise the implementation of these validated quality instruments for effective CQl management
of OBL (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018, 2019); see also figure 4.

4.2 A conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL

In the case of OBL literature indicates that teams composed of management and faculty should participate in
frequent meetings to develop (Nihuka and Voogt, 2011) and effectively manage the quality of OBL (Deepwell,
2007; Ehlers, 2007; Jara and Mellar, 2009). Dialogue between professionals at various levels of an educational
institution and consultation with the students is required to strategically adopt, assess and improve OBL
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successfully (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Moskal, Dziuban and Hartman, 2013). To strategically adopt OBL
several questions like e.g. “‘Why should the institution engage in OBL?, what are the goals, and what outcomes
are expected to be achieved, both initially and in the longer term?, what student benefits are sought —improved
success, increased persistence, shortened time-to-degree, etc.?, demand an answer (Moskal, Dziuban and
Hartman, 2013, p.16).

The strategical adoption of OBL (srql): We assume that management and faculty, can use the success factors
and the indicators mentioned in the qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2017), which was derived from the work by
Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012). First, to engage in this dialogue to strategically adopt OBL in line with the
institutions’ vision during the planning-phase. Second, in line with this reason for adoption, to develop an OBL
programme and courses tailored to the needs of adult students, both pedagogical and other, to participate in
the educational offering. We assume that the adoption and development of the management and faculty will
elicit concerns.

The concerns of the team members are important to prepare to access and collect data to explore a problem or
investigate hypotheses (plan-purpose). We identify data in line with Lai and Schildkamp (2013, p. 10) as the ‘[...]
information that is collected in a systematic manner and organised to represent some aspect of schools [...]’, or
an educational institution. In the case of OBL the reported attrition rates indicate that student participation can
be an issue (Nistor and Neubauer, 2010), therefore we suggest that student participation in OBL is taken as an
indicator for effective CQl as alternative for, or in addition to, other indicators such as student satisfaction (Ardi,
Hidayatno and Zagloel, 2012). The success factors in the qiSA-OBL (Blieck et al., 2017) are important in
formulating research questions or hypotheses when preparing to investigate and purposefully (purpose) monitor
student participation in OBL, or what can influence student participation, alongside other outcomes such as
student satisfaction.

The quality assurance of OBL (srg2): During implementation of the OBL courses and programme, the team
accesses and collects data to purposefully monitor student participation or what can influence participation in
OBL , next to other outcomes like e.g. student satisfaction. This is important to ensure purposeful quality
assurance (do-data). At the end of the implementation phase the effect of the CQl management must be
assessed (check—information). Because student input is valuable in guiding the improvement process (Harvey,
2003), stakeholders can consult with students to check and assess if the quality of the OBL programme and
courses meets their needs, and get feedback e.g. by survey data at the end of the implementation phase. The
giQA&I-OBL (Blieck et al., 2019) can be used for this purpose. Students are consulted to check and assess the
(perceived) effectivity of OBL programmes in a reliable and valid manner, for instance in terms of whether the
quality of the OBL programme and courses meets their needs. In this survey, students report the extent to which
the indicators and success factors enable them to participate in OBL. Team members combine this data in the
check-phase with the, both qualitative and quantitative, data that they collected to monitor OBL during the
implementation. Team members then filter, check, organise and analyse the data of OBL to explore a problem
or investigate hypotheses (check-information). This provides information to the team members about the extent
to which students were able to participate in OBL and it installs a feedback loop to initiate the quality
improvement phase. In the case of adoption of OBL, this would be the first CQl-cycle resulting in a current state
analysis in the check phase by the end of QA. The effects of improvement measures will need to be based on
this information.

The quality improvement of OBL (srg3): During the reflect-phase the team members need to combine their
understanding and expertise to install improvement measures in the institution. This is needed to convert the
information into actionable knowledge to take informed decisions about what improvements i.e. management
processes, services or pedagogical aspects of the products delivered to students (reflect-knowledge). The
connections between the success factors and the quality indicators in the qiQA&I-OBL (Blieck et al., 2019) are
useful for this purpose (figure 4).
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Figure 4: Conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL (based on Abdous, 2009; Berge, 1995;
Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007; Jara and Mellar, 2009; Leiber, Stensaker and Harvey, 2015; Moskal, Dziuban and
Hartman, 2013; Nihuka and Voogt, 2011; Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015; Schildkamp et al.,
2014, 2016; Sonpal-Valias, 2009; Harvey, 2003).

Finally, in the act-phase the knowledge of the team members is applied. There are two possibilities. Either the
vision on OBL needs refinement, or improvements to management processes, services or the pedagogical
aspects (the products) are needed. In both situations a new CQl cycle is initiated (plan). Several CQl-cycles are
needed to assess mid-term and long-term effects of the quality management approach on student participation
in OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2010, 2009).

The conceptual model for effective quality management supports to investigate the effectiveness of the quality
management approach for OBL. In line with widespread use in literature we distinguish short-term, mid-term
and long-term effects and refer to these respectively as outputs, outcomes and impacts (Leiber, Stensaker and
Harvey, 2015). Leiber et al. (2015) reported that the terms ‘effect’ and ‘impact’ e.g. ‘impact evaluation’ or
‘impact analysis’ are both used as umbrella terms. Like Leiber et al. (2015), we choose to use ‘effect’ as an
umbrella term.

This conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL is relevant for several reasons. First, it presents
a scientifically valid quality management approach to foster dialogue between all stakeholders in an institution
and consultation of students. Second, combined with the quality instruments (Blieck et al., 2017, 2018, 2019)
derived from the framework by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012), it can support institutions to implement a
CQl management approach to adopt, develop, monitor, assess and improve OBL to meet the (pedagogical) needs
of students.

5. Background for the conceptual model for effective quality management of OBL

In this section, we first address literature on effective CQl management of OBL. We introduce the general
principles, a quality indicator and a common problem in effective CQl management for OBL. Then we present
research that clarifies the causes of this common problem of CQl management in the context of OBL. Since this
research points to the use of student (feedback) data to address this common problem we link the field of data-
based decision making (DBDM) to the field of CQl. We explain how DBDM is a driver for effective CQl
management of OBL.

5.1 Effective CQl management of OBL

Since Deming (1950), CQlI management is identified as different variants of the plan, do, check, reflect and act
cycle (Moen and Norman, 2010). We identify CQl in accordance with Sonpal-Valias (2009) as: plan—-do—check—
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reflect and act (figure 5). Effective CQl implies that quality assurance (QA) and quality improvement (Ql) follow
and inform each other as part of a continuous cycle (Williams, 2016). In practice, this means that first a QA-
phase is initiated in which: OBL programmes and services are strategically planned and developed (plan),
implemented (do); and that quality is monitored during and assessed by the end of the implementation (check).
This QA-phase provides feedback for the Ql-phase. This phase starts when the results from the QA-phase are
checked (check) and interpreted (reflect) and decisions to improve are taken (act). Thus initiating a subsequent
CQl-cycle.
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Figure 5: The conceptual quality model of Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) can support effective CQl
5.1.1  Student participation as an indicator for effective CQl management of OBL

We argued that sustained and successful student participation is a relevant indicator for effective CQl of OBL as
alternative for, or in addition to, other indicators such as student satisfaction (Ardi, Hidayatno and Zagloel, 2012).

Nistor and Neubauer (2010) describe sustained and successful student participation in OBL as: “[...] learners
completing the activities specified in the seminars’ didactical concept” (p. 664). Two dimensions of participation
in OBL are distinguished. First, students can choose to participate actively in the interaction with peers and
teachers about the (online) learning content, which is coined as: ‘active participation’ (Nistor and Neubauer,
2010, p.664). Students can also choose to ‘lurk’ i.e. ‘only consume without producing information’, which is
referred to as ‘passive participation’ (Nistor and Neubauer, 2010, p.664). In the latter case, students make, at
best, passive use e.g. read the online content and digital traces of the online interaction to complete learning
activities. Effective CQl of OBL will ultimately lead to improved student participation in OBL.

5.1.2 A common problem in effective CQl management of OBL

While scholars take different perspectives on the relationship between QA and Ql, some acknowledge that: [...]
they are part of a cycle, each part informing the next’ (Williams, 2016, p.101). Such a feedback loop is crucial for
quality improvement (Bloxham, 2010; Harvey, 2003). Effective CQl management needs a simultaneous focus on
QA and Ql (Abdous, 2009). Yet scholars report that institutional CQl of OBL usually focuses on QA at the expense
of Ql (Jara and Mellar, 2009; Abdous, 2009; Williams, 2016). In the case of OBL, Abdous (2009, p. 382) showed
that CQl ‘[...] can be transformed from a static, after-the-fact state to a more iterative and dynamic state [...]’,
if QA is intertwined with the development (Plan) and implementation process (Do) of OBL. While the conceptual
framework for quality of OBL (Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) is useful for effective CQl, the research
question is, ‘how’ the implementation of this conceptual quality framework that captures the needs of students
for effective CQl management of OBL can be implemented for effective CQl management?

5.2 Linking the field of Data-Based Decision making to the field of Continuous Quality Improvement
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Deepwell (2007) emphasises that a broad group of professionals at all levels of an institution is responsible for
the quality of OBL (figure 4). A distinctive feature of OBL is e.g. its dependence on institutional infrastructure
and access to technologies beyond the control of the faculty (Deepwell, 2007). The implication is that
management and faculty, both stakeholders in CQl for OBL need to engage in a dialogue. CQl management for
OBL is therefore to be implemented at the intersection of the meso (management) and micro (faculty) level of
an institution (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). However, CQl management requires the participation of ‘all’
stakeholders, including the consultation of students (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2007). The research question is
therefore restated to ‘how’ can the conceptual quality framework that captures the needs of students be
implemented to foster dialogue and consultation between the stakeholders to achieve effective CQl
management of OBL? We address this question in the section below and offer an answer. To come to this, we
discuss studies that highlight challenges to achieve coherence in CQl management of OBL. We present a
scientifically state of the art approach for effective quality management that supports dialogue between
professionals, during the entire CQl-cycle, and consultation of students.

5.2.1  Data-Based Decision Making as a driver for effective CQl management of OBL

In their case study, Jara and Mellar (2009) reported four main factors related to the features of OBL that disrupt
the effectiveness of CQl management for OBL. Three of these factors challenge the installation of a dialogue
between management and faculty in CQl (Jara and Mellar, 2009). The fourth factor presents challenges to
consult students during CQl of OBL.

First, in relation to management and faculty, developing an OBL programme and courses is complex and
demands different skills, leading to disaggregated processes. Second, this demands that different professionals
in different roles are involved in the development and implementation of OBL courses, which lead to a
distributed configuration of these teams. Third, as a result of the organizational position that courses have
within institutions not all professionals are equally available. These three factors indicate that institutions need
to adapt their CQI management approach to be suited for OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009). Jara and Mellars’ (2009)
study suggests that CQl management of OBL, addressed from a team perspective, can be beneficial. It is
interesting to note that current literature on the development of OBL programmes and courses embraces a
collaborative approach such as in multidisciplinary teams or teacher design teams (Nihuka and Voogt, 2011).
This approach provides an answer, among other things, to the different roles and responsibilities a department
faces when they develop and implement OBL (Berge, 1995). As part of their responsibility to develop and
implement OBL, faculty can participate in CQl of OBL together with management.

The fourth disrupting factor for CQl of OBL is that it is not straightforward to consult students (Jara and Mellar,
2009). The limited opportunities to interact with students puts pressure on the need to consult them in CQl of
OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009). To solve this issue, Jara and Mellar (2009) suggested that the faculty together with
the management collect, analyse and act upon student (feedback) data from a wide range of instruments (e.g.
interaction logs, observation, student surveys and student-tutor relationships) to effectively manage the quality
of OBL.

It seems that data are drivers for quality improvement (Harvey, 2003; Inglis, 2008; Williams; 2016). In line with
Inglis (2008) we assume that data, especially student feedback (Harvey, 2003), can be the driver for CQl. DBDM
allows management and faculty to offset the fourth of the disrupting factors for CQl i.e. the difficulty to consult
students (Jara and Mellar, 2010). Several studies about CQl for OBL confirm this statement. Bloxham (2010) used
(formative) student feedback to monitor, assess and improve the development of online courses. Barrie et al.
(2005) showed that a CQl management approach that uses data that was focused on student learning promoted
coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement. A focus on DBDM in CQl can thus promote
coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement. The DBDM-process is an inherent part of CQl
since it was introduced by Deming (1950). Yet research indicates that DBDM is difficult to put into practice due
to the features of OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009). Next, as Schildkamp et al. emphasise that ‘[...] management and
faculty often still do not use data to their best effect, if at all /[...]°, and ‘[...] that decisions are still mainly based
on intuition and limited observations [...]" (Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015). It is therefore useful
to make data use throughout the CQl-cycle explicit. This is helpful to support developing practitioners’
competence in the use of data (Schildkamp and Kuiper, 2010) in quality management for OBL (Ehlers, 2007).
Therefore, in the next paragraph we make DBDM in the CQl-cycle explicit.
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Data-based decision making (DBDM) as part of CQl. DBDM is ‘[...] an iterative and cyclic procedure [...]’
(Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015) that can be used by teams composed of management and faculty
to use data collaboratively in a reflective dialogue within a school, using a structured approach [...]" (Schildkamp,
Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015). Management and faculty operating as a team at the programme level offers
an answer to the first three disrupting factors for CQl (Jara and Mellar, 2009). In such a constellation the
expertise and efforts of these professionals, with their different roles, who are responsible for OBL in the
institutions can be directed in a targeted manner both for developing (Nihuka and Voogt, 2011) and managing
the quality of OBL. Schildkamp et al. (2015) identified DBDM as a cyclic procedure that can be used by teams:

‘Data use in data teams starts with a purpose in the form of a problem definition and a related goal
instead of with data. Next, data are collected to investigate possible causes of the problem. The team
needs to filter the data (e.g. are the data valid and reliable? If not, additional data need to be collected
and a feedback loop is created), organise the data to investigate the hypothesis, and analyse and
interpret the data. Only then, these data are transferred into information. Combined with stakeholder
understanding and expertise, this becomes actionable knowledge. Data teams can take two possible
actions: The hypothesis is incorrect and the action is to go back to formulating new hypotheses (a
feedback loop is created), or the hypothesis is correct and the data team takes action based on the data.
In case of the latter, they also need to evaluate (collect new data) whether their actions have led to the
desired outcomes and goal; in this way, another feedback loop is created.’ (Schildkamp, Poortman and
Handelzalts, 2015, p.4).

This typical DBDM-cycle (Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015) can be integrated in the CQl-cycle, figure
6. When the DBDM-cycle is embedded in the CQl-cycle it can be used for two purposes i.e. process evaluation
and effect evaluation (Schildkamp et al., 2014). In the case of process evaluation, an implementation process is
monitored (Schildkamp et al., 2014). This is useful to explore (monitor) and assess the effects of what is
implemented (QA). If a team adopts an innovation like OBL, only the implementation process of OBL can be
monitored and assessed (process evaluation). This first CQl-cycle results then in a current state analysis in the
check phase (QA). Effect evaluation is only possible in a subsequent CQl-cycle. Effect evaluation is about whether
improvement measures (Q/) solve a problem (Schildkamp et al., 2014). This means whether the causes of a
problem have been removed or that a problem has been solved and the goal has been achieved.
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Figure 6: An integrated approach for effective CQl management of OBL: DBDM-cycle and steps integrated into
the PDCRA-cycle.

The conceptual quality management model in this contribution is in line with literature in the fields of internal
quality improvement and external quality assessment that emphasise the importance to systematically collect
and analyse multiple data as a point of departure as a basis for decisions (Creemers and Kyriakides, 2010; Mutch,
2012; Vanlommel, Vanhoof and Petegem, 2016).

6. Discussion

The CQl management approach presented in this contribution is designed to be implemented with the
conceptual quality framework for OBL by Ossiannilsson and Landgren (2012) and strategically adopt, monitor,
assess and improve the quality of OBL in line with the needs of the adult students. We assume that the
conceptual model for effective CQl management of OBL presented in this contribution can be used to investigate
the effectivity of the CQl management approach. For these purposes Blieck et al. (2017, 2018, 2019) developed
and validated two quality instruments.

Assuming that the conceptualised model for effective CQl management of OBL described in this contribution
provides an approach to implement the work of Blieck et al. (2017, 2018, 2019) is one thing, achieving it quite
another. To achieve this implementation, various concerns that the literature points to, need to be considered
such as the relation to the external quality assurance (Mutch, 2012) and factors related to the quality
instruments (Faddar et al., 2017) and the context (Schildkamp et al., 2016; Van Kemenade, 2017). Because it is
not possible to address all concerns in this contribution, we address the two most important aspects in relation
to the educational context in which our work is meant to be implemented i.e. adult education. The first is, when
carried out in OBL settings, whether the use of the quality instruments in the CQl management approach
presented in this contribution can influence the learning or educational process already in place. More
specifically, transform the implemented pedagogy of the face-to-face programme to realise the full potential of
a (re)designed OBL programme (Graham and Robison, 2007). The second, is the need to take contextual factors
(e.g. characteristics of the organisation, the team, the professionals and the data) into account during the
implementation of the CQl management approach (Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015; Schildkamp
et al, 2016).

6.1 Critical reflections related to the implementation of the OBL quality instruments

While the quality instruments were validated for the context of adult education, have an explicit focus on OBL
pedagogy and were designed to strategically adopt, develop, implement and assess OBL programmes (Blieck et
al., 2017, 2018, 2019); they were used in an implementation study by Blieck (2018) in two contexts as part of
their doctoral study. In this descriptive case study the researcher supported two teams consisting of
management and faculty in different CAE, indicates that the quality instruments indeed support a quality
dialogue between professionals (Deepwell, 2007; Ehlers, 2004, 2004; Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) upon
the adoption of OBL to take informed decisions to design and implement (QA) programmes for OBL (Blieck,
2018). However, the implementation was time intensive, spanning a period of 18 months, and resource
intensive. With respect to this design of OBL programmes in education, it is important to take note that several
stakeholders influence OBL design decisions i.e. management, faculty and learners (Shea, 2007). Therefore, it is
crucial that the CQl approach supports management and faculty to implement OBL programmes that go further
than increasing the convenience and productivity to learners (Graham and Robison, 2007). This means, firstly,
to devote sufficient resources and time (management) to support and encourage the faculty to design OBL
programmes focused on the pedagogical requirements of OBL programmes for adult learners. The time intensive
implementation study by Blieck (2018) confirms these assertions. Secondly, in relation to this pedagogical
design, it is important to take note of two observations. Firstly that several generations of distance education
pedagogy emerged over time: cognitive-behaviourist, social constructivist and connectivist pedagogy (Anderson
and Dron, 2011). The implemtation study by Blieck (2018) indicates that the quality instruments (Blieck et al.,
2017, 2018, 2019) allow to guide the decision process of practitioners towards the pedagogical elements of OBL.
However, it remains unclear that the instruments are sufficiently generic to be compliant with these different
pedagogical perspectives. This compliance is important for at least two reasons. Firstly, because in practice OBL
programmes are seldom designed in accordance from one single pedagogical perspective (Anderson and Dron,
2011). Secondly, compliance is also important because all pedagogical perspectives add to the quality of the
educational offering (Anderson and Dron, 2011). In sum, it remains thus to be seen if the instruments allow
practitioners to re-design the learning or educational process that is already in place towards OBL programmes.
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Also, when quality assessment uncovers problems, to what extent the quality instruments allow professionals
to evolve towards an optimal educational design in terms of OBL pedagogy that is aligned with the needs of the
adult students and balanced with the management infrastructure and resources. Because the implementation
study by Blieck (2018) ended upon completion of the quality assurance phase, it did not allow to investigate the
effictivity of the CQlI management approach on the educational design.

6.2 Critical reflections related to the effective quality management approach for OBL

Both CQl and DBDM happen in a context that is influenced by characteristics of the organization, the team and
its members (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Jara and Mellar, 2009, 2010; Schildkamp, Poortman and
Handelzalts, 2015; Schildkamp et al., 2016). These (perceived) characteristics can act as catalysts or hinder
implementation of effective CQl of OBL. With respect to the conceptualised approach for effective CQl
management of OBL in this paper, it should be noted that it is generic and the design of the approach has been
derived from literature in the context of higher education. Since scholars such as Van Kemenade (2017) contend
that contextual elements affect CQl at the interface between the meso and micro level, it is not clear if and to
what extent it can be implemented in different educational contexts. Because the implementation study by
Blieck et al. (2018) was conducted in only two cases this question remains largely unanswered. Van Kemenades’
(2017) main argument is that, like quality models and their instruments, generic principles of quality
management need to be adapted to different educational contexts. This is in line with the ICDE’s (Ossiannilsson
etal., 2015) recommendation to assist institutions in adapting a (generic) quality management approach to their
specific context, i.e., adult education. This is important because, there are practical issues involved in
implementing quality models for effective CQl of OBL in HE (Jara and Mellar, 2009).

It is thus important to expand scientific knowledge on the context elements that are at play during the
implementation (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Jara and Mellar, 2009, 2010; Schildkamp, Poortman and
Handelzalts, 2015; Schildkamp et al., 2016). It remains to be seen whether the approach for effective CQl
management can offset two important challenges related to the features of OBL (Jara and Mellar, 2009). First,
if acting as a team can offset the features of OBL that challenge the involvement of the stakeholders at the
interface between the meso level and micro level, and the consultation with students (Jara and Mellar, 2009).
Second, if the explicitation of the DBDM-approach in CQl management alone will allow practitioners to achieve
coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement (Abdous, 2009; Jara and Mellar, 2009). Taking
research such as Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts (2015) and Schildkamp et al., (2016) into consideration
it is likely that teams comprised of management and faculty will need support in DBDM. This will be crucial to
offset the factors at the level of the organization, the team (members) and the data (Schildkamp et al., 2016).

It is thus important in implementation studies (Blieck, 2018) to take the context in which quality models and
instruments are implemented into account. This is important to assess transferability to other contexts. Despite
the efforts of the researcher (Blieck, 2018) to provide an indication for the transferability of the findings in the
implementation study by means of a thourough context description the number of cases to draw conclusions
from remained limited. Therefore, we agree with the recommendation to explore suitable participation methods
toinvolve all stakeholders, i.e., providers and students, through dialogue to achieve effective institutional quality
management of OBL in education (Ehlers, 2004; Ossiannilsson and Landgren, 2012) and AE in particular
(Ossiannilsson et al., 2015; Van Kemenade, 2017).

6.3 Suggestions for further research

We advise exploratory case study research (Yin, 2009) with the conceptual framework (Ossiannilsson and
Landgren, 2012). This will inform practitioners how the different education providers (teachers and trainers (in
all their roles), course designers and management) can engage and use the quality framework by Ossiannilsson
and Landgren (2012). These studies are important to confirm the generic implementation principles of the
approach for effective CQl management of OBL in different educational contexts (Van Kemenade, 2017) and
enable mid-term and long-term effectivity research. Next, we advise that case studies in the field also investigate
the contextual elements (Yin, 2009). Although elements such as institutional context, team, data, and self-
characteristics lay beyond the scope of this contribution we advise to examine how these elements can interfere
with or strengthen the quality management approach (Abdous, 2009; Bloxham, 2010; Deepwell, 2007; Jara and
Mellar, 2009, 2010; Schildkamp, Poortman and Handelzalts, 2015; Schildkamp et al., 2016; Van Kemenade,
2017). Expanding the implementation research to a sufficient number and diversity of institutions is necessary
to establish generic principles for implementation, for instance by uncovering the contextual factors that are at
play. Investation of these contextual factors is important to gain insight into the transferability of the findings to
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other contexts. A final route for future research is to implement the quality instruments by Blieck et al. (2017,
2018, 2019) together with traditional quality models for OBL (Hansson, 2008; Marshall, 2010; Williams et al.,
2012), or even generic quality models in education, as the hybrid structure of these quality instruments would
allow this.

7. Conclusion

In this conceptual paper we presented an approach for effective CQl management of OBL at the intersection of
the meso and micro level. The approach integrates key findings from the fields of CQl (of OBL) and DBDM.

Effective CQl management (of OBL) needs coherence between quality assurance and quality improvement. Such
coherence can be reached when management and faculty operate as a team, through dialogue, and consult the
students, following a data driven approach. Multiple data sources are systematically collected to monitor and
assess the implementation process and complemented with student feedback data to decide how to improve
the quality of OBL and later assess the effects (Creemers and Kyriakides, 2010; Mutch, 2012; Vanlommel,
Vanhoof and Petegem, 2016). Student participation in OBL is assumed as a suitable indicator for effective CQl
next to, or in addition to, other quality measures (Ardi, Hidayatno and Zagloel, 2012).
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