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Abstract:
In response to changing student populations and more competition among
institutions, higher education is changing in a number of ways.  One involves
gradually offering students more choices in ways which "stretch the mold" of
campus-based participation and traditional approaches to teaching and learning.  In
this paper, the Stretching the Mold Model is described and validated. A major
characteristic of stretching the mold is the lack of policy steering or stimulating it;
suggestions are made for such policy in order to make the evolution more efficient
and effective.

Introduction: Scenarios for change

In this section, four scenarios for change in higher education are described, and the scenario
predicted to show the most growth in the next few years, Stretching the Mold, is looked at in
more detail.  Results of a validation study of the scenarios give further insights into the
current and future status of "stretching the mold" in higher education.

Change dimensions and scenarios. Changes occurring in the primary processes of
higher education--courses and degree granting--are closely related to the contextual trends of
virtualisation, internationalisation, life-long learning, and customer orientation that are part of
changes in society in general (Encarnacao, Leidhold, & Reuter, 2000). These changes suggest
two lines of development: a dimension relating to the place and form of transactions- local or
via a network (and thus potentially global), and a dimension relating to the degree of
individualisation of learner choice (quality control by the institution vs learner choice) (Collis
& Gommer, 2001; Collis & Moonen, 2001).  Using a scenario-development approach, four
scenarios were derived from these dimensions (Figure 1).

Scenario 1: Back to the Basics (local
setting, programme and instructional
choices predominately made by
institution)

Scenario 2: The Global Campus
(flexibility in location, programme
and instructional choices
predominately made by institution)

Scenario 3: Stretching the Mold (local
setting, increasing flexibility in
programme and instructional choices)

Scenario 4: The New Economy
(flexibility in location, increasing
flexibility in programme and
instructional choices)

Figure 1. Scenarios for change in higher education

The scenarios are serving as a focus of our research and as a guide for purposeful use of Web
applications in the teaching and learning process. Increasing flexibility is a key feature of
Scenarios 2, 3, and 4 and also one of the focuses of our research.
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Validation: Survey results. CHEPS (the Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies)
and the Faculty of Behavioural Sciences of the University of Twente in The Netherlands have
recently completed an international comparative study on models of technology and change in
higher education (Collis & Van der Wende, 2002). In the international study (nine countries,
including seven in Europe), over 650 respondents (instructors, decision makers and support
professionals) within higher education institutions gave their opinions relating to variables
related to the scenarios for change shown in Figure 1. The main results of the survey were:

• General conclusion 1: Change is slow, and not radical
Higher education institutions do not expect revolutionary change as a result from or
related to the use of Web applications. Nevertheless, institutions are gradually
"stretching the mold"; they change their procedures and approaches as a process of
change from within.

• General conclusion 2: Web applications in teaching and learning: Widespread
but part of a blend

Web application use has become standard as part of the teaching and learning process.
But this has not radically affected the nature of this process; rather, Web applications
have become part of the blend of on-campus delivery but in a way that gradually is
stretching traditional on-campus practices. The lecture remains the "core medium",
the instructional form, which is most highly valued. However, ICT has clearly
become part of the blend, serving as a complement to already existing instructional
tools.

• General conclusion 3: Instructors: Gradually doing more, but with no reward

The third conclusion relates to instructors' roles in the use of Web applications, how
this relates to their views on teaching and learning and on their actual workload and
job satisfaction. Overall, the instructor is still there, doing more with technology but
with no institutional particular reward. Thus, the instructor is also "stretching the
mold" with Web application use as part of daily practices.

Figure 2 shows the gradual trend toward stretching the mold that was confirmed in the survey.
While most of on-going practice is "Back to the Basics", there is a gradual tendency emerging
toward more flexibility in the decisions that an instructor can make about a course (leading to
"Stretching the Mold") and the flexibility that the institution offers in location ("Global
Campus").  Change is happening, but not, in general, change that is steered by policy or
explicit management strategy.

Figure 2. Directions of change (De Boer & Collis, 2003)

Some of the specific results relating to these general conclusions are as follows:
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• Flexibility

Instructors responding to the questionnaire were asked “To what extent do you offer options
relating to each of the following to students in your own courses?”. The response options
were: (1) No flexibility, (2) (Unlabelled), (3) Some flexibility, (4) (Unlabelled), (5) Extensive
flexibility. Table 1 shows the results.

Table 1. Amount of flexibility within courses currently offered by instructors in higher
education (n=347, 1 no flexibility, 5 extensive flexibility).

Mean Std. Deviation
Flexibility related to time:
Times for starting and finishing a course 1.82 1.02
Times for submitting assignments and interacting within the course 2.76 1.21
Flexibility in pace of learning 3.06 1.05
Flexibility related to content:
Topics of the course 2.76 1.16
Orientation of the course (theoretical, practical) 2.26 1.05
Assessment standards and completion requirements 2.15 .97
Flexibility related to instructional approach and resources:
Ways in which the course is experienced 2.68 1.23
Language to be used during the course 1.80 1.09
Types and sources of learning resources 3.40 1.07
Assignments required for the course 2.47 1.10
Flexibility related to course logistics:
Flexibility in location of learning 3.28 1.07
Flexibility in times of learning events 3.18 1.11

It can be seen that most of the responses were within a standard deviation of “Some
flexibility”.  Thus, there is a start toward stretching the mold that instructors in this sample at
least have already made.

• Uses of Web technology

Tables 2, 3, and 4 show overviews of the general and specific uses of Web technology
identified in the survey.

Table 2: The extent to which Web technology is used within the institution

Extent of Web technology used (N=690) Mean &
(Standard
Deviation)

Course preparation or organisational purposes 3.80 (0.98)
Via a Web environment used outside of classroom activities 3.63 (1.06)
For communication with and among students and instructors 3.07 (1.11)
In classroom activities 3.04 (0.95)
For a combination of classroom activities and Web activities outside
classroom

2.83 (1.17)

1=rarely, 3=some, 5=extensively
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Table 3: The extent to which technologies influence actual teaching practice (De Boer, 2002,
p. 31)

Influence of technologies on teaching practice (N=690) Means (SD)
E-mail systems 3.94 (1.08)
Web resources 3.90 (0.96)
Web-based course management systems 2.53 (1.29)
Planning tools, such as network-accessible agendas 2.32 (1.15)
Externally available courses or modules, accessible via the Web 2.13 (1.09)
Conferencing tools (video, audio, chat) 2.00 (1.07)
Wireless solutions 1.77 (1.00)
1=very little, 3=some, 5=very much

Table 4: The extent to which support staff estimate that the following technologies are being
used within the institution (De Boer, 2002, p. 32)

Web tools used (N=132-148) Mean (SD)
Information presentation tools 3.53 (1.19)
Personal bookmark collections 3.37 (1.37)
Database tools 3.08 (1.15)
Authoring tools 2.74 (1.15)
Course planning tools 2.63 (1.15)
Newsgroups 2.58 (1.13)
Course management systems 2.52 (1.26)
Instructional design tools 2.52 (1.21)
Testing tools 2.21 (1.01)
Tools for analysis and tracking student performance 2.20 (1.17)
Chat 2.19 (1.11)
Groupware 2.17 (1.10)
Tools for on-line marketing 1.95 (1.01)
Desktop video conferencing 1.70 (0.86)

1=very uncommon, 3=somewhat, 5=very common

Table 4 shows that these types of rather basic use of available Web-supported options are
usually focused on supporting basic processes of instructors transferring knowledge (e.g. oral
presentation or reading materials) and for students as tools for carrying out their assignments.
All other instructional orientations are also used, but less often (Boer, 2002, p. 32).

In addition, instructors responding to the survey were asked to indicate how Web use related
to other aspects of teaching and learning. Table 5 shows the results.
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Table 5: The extent to which Web technology is used to support certain orientations in a
typical course (Boer, 2002, p. 33)

Web technology  used to support: (N=347) Mean (SD)
Students producing/creating reports and products using Web tools 3.58 (1.32)
Knowledge transfer 3.57 (1.16)
Instructors providing feedback on assignments 3.33 (1.30)
Skill development 3.23 (1.27)
Re-using materials made by someone else or found elsewhere
(appropriate re-use, not plagiarism)

3.19 (1.27)

Connecting to prerequisite knowledge 3.19 (1.27)
Developing positive attitudes towards the discipline 3.05 (1.28)
Students planning their own learning processes 2.77 (1.28)
Instructors giving guidance / Informally monitoring progress and effort 2.74 (1.30)
Instructors motivating on-going participation 2.71 (1.30)
Students having access to course activities via the Web 2.71 (1.30)
Instructors giving feedback after formal assessments 2.65 (1.30)
Testing and other formal assessments 2.04 (1.15)

1=rarely, 3=some, 5=extensively

The general picture seems to be that there is much ICT in use, not to replace traditional on-
campus settings, rather to complement them.  "Blended learning" using ICT (especially Web-
based systems) combined with lectures, books, and other traditional media and ways of
teaching is already the norm” (Collis & Wende, 2002, p. 29).

From Gradual Stretching to Systemic Change

The following recommendations for decision makers in the institution reflect the analyses
reported here:

1. Set the target:  At the policy level, take a decision as to the priorisation of types of
learners (entry level, intermediate, professional) for the next decade for the institution.
Base this decision with input from a modelling exercise.  Stimulate a wide discussion of
the change scenarios particularly in terms of the target learner types; articulate a vision
for the institution relating to the scenarios (or alternatives).

2. Become more systematic about Stretching the Mold: Continue any current processes of
migration to a Stretching the Mold scenario that are already underway by developing a
business plan related to the learner-type priorisation in Step 1.  Parallel to this, model and
plan for the integration of information systems that will be needed for a Stretching the
Mold scenario (see Table 1).  Stimulate the development of decision-support tools for
instructors to guide them in terms of strategies for "stretching the mold" of their courses,
particularly the ideas of re-use and tailoring of views for different learner characteristics
(De Boer, 2003).

Until such university-wide strategy is in place, the instructor is typically the major decision
maker about many forms of flexibility in his or her courses. In order to contain the time- and
management strains involved in making more and more options available to students on an ad
hoc basis, Table 6 gives some suggestions that can make the stretching the mold process more
efficient and more effective.
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Table 6.  Guidelines for instructors (Collis & Moonen, 2001, p. 206)

Become very familiar with all the options available in  the Web-based applications
that your institution supports.
Look for the best medium for each task, and offer alternatives when possible; don’t
try to use the WWW when a different medium (such as a handout or book) would
be better
Engage your students in the process of (peer) evaluation..
Students don’t necessarily appreciate more feedback, more communication, more
WWW resources.  Keep the level manageable for all
Take steps that build on your own way of teaching; do not try to do too many new
things at the same time, either with flexibilisation or the use of technology
Define success concretely such as (a) managing different versions of the course for
different groups of students, and (b) by students also having responsibility for
aspects of the course, such as finding additional cases or external WWW sites and
making these available for other students
Watch the costs for yourself, in terms of time and effort and stress. Look for didactic
strategies that increase the activity of students so that your own level can be
stabilised; re-use instructional resources as much as possible.
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