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Lessons in e-learning - international experts help shape new teaching model at UP


Lessons learnt across the globe about online and digital education will help shape a new teaching model at the University of Pretoria (UP) when international experts in this field attend a conference in Tshwane this week.

The conference, hosted by the UP, entitled “Flexible Futures: Shaping e-learning for Higher Education” will kick off in Centurion today. Influential international speakers like Dr Wayne Mackintosh, Director of the Open Education Resource (OER) Foundation and Dr George Siemens, the pioneer behind Massive Open Online Courses or so-called MOOCs, will share their insights with UP academics to help steer the institution’s path in pursuing a more hybrid model of teaching and fully online offerings.


“We have a long history of teaching and learning with technology, including celebrating a decade of fully online teaching in 2014 for the Veterinary Science Master's programme,” says Prof Wendy Kilfoil, Director of the Department for Education Innovation at UP, “but this will be expanded after a decision by the University to pursue a more hybrid model of teaching that would include more fully online offerings.

“Part of the rationale is to serve students beyond our borders, particularly in Africa,” Prof Kilfoil says.

Speakers from the University of Edinburgh and the University of Macquarie in Sydney, Australia, were also invited as they are both research-intensive universities that have brought online education fully into their mainstream teaching models.

The conference programme also includes UP’s own examples of excellent blended and hybrid learning with technology, including a panel on long-running Master's programmes online and another on the Veterinary Science Open Education Resource (OER) site (AfriVIP). According to Prof Kilfoil, the OER theme will be extended by Dr Mackintosh's paper on OERu and Catherine Ngugi's paper on OER Africa.

Prof Cheryl de la Rey, UP’s Vice-Chancellor and Principal, says that teaching and learning is the lifeblood of any university and in this regard, UP’s vital signs are good.

“The priority accorded to teaching and learning can be seen in the University’s strategic plan, UP2025, where two of the five objectives are excellence in teaching and learning and improving student access, success and diversity.”

Prof De la Rey adds that technological innovation has opened new opportunities to enhance access and success in teaching and learning. “These advances allow us to rethink the UP teaching and learning delivery model.

“Since the University’s initial decision to adopt a blended learning model, technologies that can be mediated by good teachers to engage students actively in inquiry-based learning have multiplied. Hence, the time has come for a different approach in the form of more radical change.”

She says the conference gives UP the opportunity to rethink the future of its teaching model. It is also an opportunity to reconsider UP’s responsiveness to the growing demand for access to university education in a society where the higher education participation rate for the 18 to 24-year old population is far below what is optimal to improve the economic competitiveness of the country and the African region.

“Proceeding from a solid base of excellence and responsiveness in teaching and learning, let us use the space provided by this conference for serious reflection, critical engagement and the development of exciting, innovative approaches to teaching and learning at the University of Pretoria,” the Vice-Chancellor says.

Representatives from other universities and higher education institutions, the Department of Higher Education and Training and the Council for Higher Education will also attend the conference.
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