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 Douglas Shale in his article “The Hybridisation of Higher Education in Canada” constructs a theory that higher education providers in Canada are increasingly closing the gap between traditional classroom delivery of courses and distance education delivery of courses.  Shale argues that the increasing use of technologies to support traditional education experiences (in classrooms) and the increasing use of traditional teaching supports such as study groups and student cohorts (in distance education delivery) is creating a growing similarity between the once very different deliveries of distance education and traditional classroom courses.  

Shale points to specific examples that support this theory, such as the increased interaction between teacher and student in current distance education courses, because of improved technology.   He also writes about how traditional classrooms are increasingly changing to support multi-mediated delivery. 


While Shale does see a growing convergence between traditional and conventional deliveries, he questions the validity of extreme views which purport concerns such as the eroding of established institutions and expresses concern for the welfare of higher institutions who view distance education delivery as an untapped market for additional revenues.  Shale also discusses the intended and unintended consequences of the implementation of technology-based learning.


Shale describes quite different hybridisation models that strategically incorporated technology deliveries as part of program delivery.  He uses four different institutions as case examples:  The Technical University of British Columbia (TechBC), the University of Northern British Columbia, Royal Roads University, and The Ontario Institute of Technology.  In fact his discussions of these institutions are under the heading “Hybrids With a Difference.”   

 It was very disappointing that Shale did not discuss Athabasca University in this mix.  Not including in his discussions the one Alberta university (of only four) that not only uses distant education as its primary mode of delivery but is also recognized as a leader in Canada in distance education delivery, raises the question of credibility.   A number of research papers, dating back to the early 1990’s touch on areas related to the convergence of distance and traditional forms of course delivery.  In the International Centre for Distance Learning (ICDL) Literature Database, articles such as those written by Powell and McGuire (1995), Cookson (2000) and Davis (2001) all include references to Athabasca University and discuss changes in distance education delivery. To not include Athabasca University in his discussions, Shale misses out on an interesting case study of the hybridsation of higher education theory that he is purporting.  While undergraduate degrees in Athabasca University largely follow a more traditional early model of distance education (i.e., correspondence), certainly Athabasca University’s Master of Distance Education is a case in point of the convergence of distance and traditional classroom delivery. Coldeway and Spencer (1993) discuss the intended instructional delivery and curriculum issues of Athabasca University’s Master of Distance Education degree. The study of programs such as the Master of Distance Education would have been an interesting case study in supporting Shale’s theory of hybridisation of higher education in Canada.
Shale (2002 p. 79) states, “. . .the bandwagon of technologically based teaching learning has rolled along, it has become apparent that there is an important niche market for distance education—and the successful enterprises are effectively creaming this off.”    Shale uses the example of the University of Phoenix and the explosion of MBA programs as examples of institutions that are focused on distance education as the main source of delivery and are doing so primarily as an additional revenue stream.  This implies that those institutions that are delivering solely on line courses are doing so primarily for profit.  This seems rather harsh.  Certainly my personal experience thus far in this Athabasca University introductory course is that the university, while it may be making money, is responding to a market niche based on a delivery mode that works best for some individuals.  While it is easy to point to the American examples of quick-and-easy Master’s Degrees for a price, it seems unfair to categorize all institutions that deliver distance education as primarily motivated by profit.  While this may have been an interesting discussion, I did feel it detracted from the discussion of the topic “Hybridisation of Higher Education in Canada.”

While I found parts of the article went a bit off topic such as the references to the concerns with the money-making aspects of on-line programs and parts of the article lacking, particularly in its exclusion of Athabasca University, I did appreciate the discussions around Shale’s theory of the hybridisation of higher learning institutions.  When I relate this to my personal experience at NorQuest College I recognize, in very practical terms, the reality of his theory.  

At NorQuest College almost every instructor in Communication Arts (upgrading in English and social studies courses) uses multi-mediated instruction that includes giving instructions from multi-media carts.  Because course materials are often on-line, students can access and manipulate information in different ways (certainly the gathering of and listening to information can take the student far beyond the classroom presentation of materials).  Some instructors are using WebCT as a means of communicating with students for such things as schedules, marks, and discussions.  In other words, students in these traditional classes are indeed sharing similar experiences of distance education students.  In a similar way, distance education students are experiencing courses that really imitate the classroom experience.  While some of our courses are asynchronous, many are synchronous with the teacher located at one of the delivery sites with students who are experiencing the course face-to-face while simultaneously instructing students who are off-site.     

My own experiences in this course are also reminiscent of my experiences in two undergraduate degrees delivered in face-to-face classrooms where discussions ensued and learning took place as a shared experience.  The discussions in this distance education course are different in the sense that they are mediated through a computer and not face-to-face; ultimately, it does have the same educational purpose (to present and support one’s views and to listen critically to and learn from other’s views).  

Shale (2002 pg 79) also refers to that “mundane and even boring” topic of copyright and intellectual property.  When we view the growing convergence of traditional and distance deliveries because of the use of technologies, the issues of copyright and intellectual property will remain one of our huge challenges in adhering to policies and laws regarding copyright.  The ease of reference to other authorities in a face-to-face classroom becomes so much more real in terms of litigation when that reference is in black and white.  Of course, with the use of technologies also comes access to unlimited amounts of reference materials.  Anyone who works in an educational institution is well aware of the restrictions that copyright brings.  In other words, that shared experience of constantly having to be prudent about appropriate use of materials is the same, whether an educator is teaching face-to-face or through distance delivery.  

Shale’s article helped me realize that my work as an educator and as a student in my studies in Athabasca University’s Master of Distance Education is part of the growing hybridisation of higher education in Canada.  Overall, I would rate this article as a 3 out of 5.  The writing and clarity of communication was excellent as was the relevance to the field of distance education.  However, the exclusion of a major player (Athabasca University) in the discussion raised concerns with credibility.  Shale’s theory constructing around hybridization continues to be timely, as articulated by Moore and Kearsley (2005) in the understanding of what distance education is, and how that will continue to grow and change. 

Thinking about technology and its implication for both traditional classrooms and distance education deliveries will be important in reshaping how we view program delivery.  As I think about my work world, I realize the importance of encouraging instructors to use add on resources such as WebCT which may support student learning and understanding; but, in addition to this, the use of other technologies and delivery models ultimately lays the groundwork for our unit, Communication Arts, to be better ready to embrace opportunities to deliver our courses on-line.  

Given the profile of NorQuest College which has not only regional campuses in Alberta, but also students living in remote areas of Alberta wanting to access our services (courses), the ability to move to on-line delivery with ease will be an important part of maintaining our niche in the upgrading market.   The hybridisation model of our courses is also a very real possibility for instructors at NorQuest College as we change to a trimester system in September 2008.  The current discussions and tensions revolve around our ability to maintain Alberta Education high school credit courses (which require 125 hours) and to do that in a shortened term (from five months to four months).  I believe the only way we will be able to schedule classes and maintain Alberta Education credits is to embrace hybridisation.  For example, in a grade 12 English course, we would have students attend face-to-face classes, but components of the course may be projects which the student would work on independently through such programs as “Moodle” so that we are able to complete the required units of study and the time needed to qualify for Alberta Education credits.  Indeed the hybridisation of higher education in Canada is no longer a theory, but a reality for many of us in post-secondary institutions.  
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