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With the outbreak of COVID-19, online open and distance learning (ODL) has become
increasingly relevant, particularly among those who aim to pursue postgraduate
studies. ODL provides an opportunity for many to study while working or raising
a family. Nevertheless, ODL programs are associated with low student engagement
and high non-completion rates compared to traditional programs. Among the main
contributing factors are communication and course design, which relate to the level of
responsiveness of instructors and the quality of course design thus delivery through
online. An innovative approach is needed to address these issues, and heutagogy
seems to be a viable alternative. Nevertheless, the heutagogical approach alone
is incomplete without considering the instructional scaffolding technique that can
affect adult students’ engagement. This study introduces a model that combines
heutagogy and instructional scaffolding (HEIS) as a guideline in conducting a fully
online ODL course called Technology and Media Design. It interrogates the impact of
the course design from the perspective of postgraduate students and instructors in
one of Malaysia’s public universities. Recommendations include for faculties with ODL
courses to continuously help develop instructors’ competencies and using more suitable
assessment approaches e.g., project-based.

Keywords: ODL, heutagogy, instructional scaffolding, instructor competencies, project-based assessment

INTRODUCTION

Heutagogy or self-determined learning (Blaschke, 2018) is geared for professionals and part-time
learners. With the advancement in technology, a heutagogical approach able to make learning more
meaningful for these groups which consist of mostly people over 25 years of age (Chao et al.,
2007). Open and distance learning (ODL) education is a suitable tool for the learning process, as
evidenced by its acceptability by a number of higher education institutions (Dzakiria et al., 2005).
Even before the COVID-19 outbreak, the Malaysian government had already given full support to
ODL. The initiative to integrate the heutagogical approach in ODL is in line with the initiatives
by the Ministry of Education to transform the model of Malaysia’s education system. Professionals
and part-time learners can now improve their skills without having to pursue formal learning in
universities, allowing them to make their lives and work more meaningful. Several studies have
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discussed the prospect of incorporating heutagogy into online
learning (Anders, 2015; Crosslin and Wakefield, 2016; Parra,
2016; Blaschke, 2021). The literature reports despite the
affordances of the online learning there are various challenges in
the implementation of heutagogical approach and more research
is needed to improve online learning experience through the
approach (Blaschke, 2021). Therefore, it is important to first
recognize the features of the heutagogical approach as outlined
by Blaschke (2012), which are:

(1) students set the learning contract,
(2) a flexible curriculum,
(3) students lead the learning activities, and
(4) assessment(s) of the students are flexible and negotiable.

Despite of the flexibility offered by heutagogical approach; it
is still not enough to guarantee learning success. Previous studies
indicate that there are significantly higher student dropout rates
in online courses than in traditional courses due to course design
and a lack of communication (Musingafi et al., 2015; Khan
et al., 2017; Soffer and Cohen, 2019). Their findings imply that
the implementation of the heutagogical approach alone may
not necessarily guarantee students will complete their studies
(Lock et al., 2021). Since mature students favor discussions that
encourage deeper thinking (Olaniran, 2020), this study suggests
to integrate the scaffolding technique to facilitate discussion and
thinking. Scaffolding has been established as an effective method
for promoting engagement, empowerment, and critical thinking
(Hsieh, 2017; Weinstein and Preiss, 2017; Nachowitz, 2018;
Bloomberg, 2021). Hence, the instructional scaffolding technique
(Pattalitan, 2016), which has been tested in other studies, serves
as a reference for this study. This technique is seen suitable for
mature learners who require little control from their instructor
and tend to seek assistance when deemed necessary. A number of
studies, e.g., in medicine (Eachempati et al., 2017) have ventured
into combining heutagogical and scaffolding approaches, but
there are only a few in the Malaysian educational technology
context, particularly with the perspectives of both postgraduate
students and instructors (Marcut and Chisiu, 2018). This gap calls
for further exploration of this area, guided by a suitable model.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Studies suggest that the heutagogical approach is more suitable
for mature or autonomous learners than younger learners
(Canning and Callan, 2010; Blaschke, 2012). However, while
mature students tend to be independent, it does not mean that
they do not require an instructor’s assistance at all. Canning
and Callan (2010) stated that for the implementation of the
heutagogical approach to be successful, students must have high
motivation to achieve all of the objectives set for them. The
authors added that in order to be highly motivated, motivational
enhancements must be provided at the beginning of the learning
process. These will help to prepare students for the learning
process and more importantly, boost their confidence to voice
out their opinions. A suitable strategy to achieve these aims is
by recognizing that they are professionals and have extensive

knowledge that can benefit others. Students need to realize
that the heutagogical approach emphasizes knowledge sharing
rather than merely focusing on knowledge accumulation. Thus,
heutagogy may be successfully implemented if:

• students are open-minded, willing to share their knowledge
and experiences with other students,

• students are able to influence the perceptions of other
students or individuals, and

• students become agents of change.

The heutagogical approach encourages students to be
connected to the community. They should be allowed to build
relationships as this process will help to shape their personality
and create competent and capable learners (Hase and Kenyon,
2001). However, the approach is still considered as inconsistent
with the current practice of many higher institutions (Moore,
2020). Pedagogical and andragogical approaches are preferred as
these approaches give academicians less worries in handing over
full authority to their students. Conversely, for mature learners,
the existing curriculum requires restructuring to enable the
evaluation of students based on their learning process (Ashton
and Newman, 2006; Lee and McLoughlin, 2007; McAuliffe
et al., 2009). This personalization that heutagogical suggests is
able to help students feel empowered and encourage greater
engagement (Blaschke, 2012).

Teaching mature students can be challenging, especially when
it is composed of 100 percent online learning. Students need to
be prepared and instructors need to help students to accept new
learning styles with appropriate scaffolding methods (Blaschke,
2012). Hence, the instructors must be proficient in offering
scaffolding to avoid impeding the development of learners’
autonomy skills. Several studies have shown that Vygotsky’s
social-constructivism (Vygotsky, 1980; Saleem et al., 2021)
provides a suitable guide for using scaffolding to teach mature
students due to the emphasis on social interactions (Shah and
Rashid, 2017; Lasmawan and Budiarta, 2020).

Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding is also known as zone of
proximal development (ZPD) (Wood et al., 1976). The ZPD
concept suggests that a more knowledgeable other (MKO) should
assist others during a difficult learning period. This MKO is often
an instructor, or in many instances, peers. Vygotsky believes
that peer interaction is an essential part of the learning process,
even though, not all more knowledgeable peers are willing
to teach others. Here, the instructor plays a crucial role in
creating interactive opportunities for dialogues and reflections
between the MKO and peers (Wang, 2016). When students are
in this ZPD, the instructor should provide them with appropriate
assistance and tools to enable them to work together toward
accomplishing a new task or skill. In finding the best technique
for the instructor to implement scaffolding, the instructional
scaffolding technique has been referred to Pattalitan (2016). This
technique suggests for:

(1) continued contact in and outside the classroom,
(2) collaboration instead of competition and isolation,
(3) practical applications,
(4) prompt feedback,
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(5) well-planned learning tasks for better time management,
(6) clear learning outcomes, and
(7) opportunity to showcase talents.

Based on other research recommendations, this study
incorporates the components of heutagogy (Blaschke, 2012;
Blaschke and Hase, 2015) and instructional scaffolding
(Pattalitan, 2016) into the model that forms the basis for
the study (Figure 1). This model is tested to understand its
effectiveness and shortcomings. Heutagogy provides the main
structure of the HEIS model, which is divided into three phases:
first phase (learning contract), second phase (learning activities),
and third phase (learning outcomes). Instructional scaffolding
is incorporated into the first and second phases to intensify the
interactions involving the instructor and peers. All the activities
in the HEIS model are done fully online between the instructor,
students, and their peers.

First Phase (Learning Contract)
Learning begins with an icebreaking session and students are
asked to form groups. Each group is required to work on their
learning contract. During this phase, the instructor provides a
draft of the learning contract. Students are allowed to add more
requirements based on their group discussion and agreement.
The instructor also briefs the students on the flexible curriculum
and flexible assignment submissions. Students receive clear
explanations of the expected outcomes of the course and are
offered support comprising:

• assistance with understanding new concepts or ideas,
• assistance with gaining a deep understanding of a topic by

challenging the students,
• assistance with evaluating ideas or practices,
• other types of assistance, e.g., wellbeing, counseling, and

mental health.

FIGURE 1 | Heutagogy and instructional scaffolding (HEIS) model.
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Second Phase (Learning Activities)
At this stage, the instructor has already prepared all the course
materials and made them available on the learning platform
(e.g., notes, demonstration and tutorial videos, links to related
websites or YouTube). In this case, the learning platform is
developed based on Moodle learning management system (LMS)
at https://odlsystem.utm.my/. Students are able to view the course
materials anytime and in any way they like. They may negotiate
on the appropriate online meeting date and time with their
instructor. Scaffolding in this phase involves a MKO (Stylidis
et al., 2022), which could be an instructor, a better-informed
peer, or even a supporting learning material. Students need
to work together in completing the assignments given. They
are encouraged to provide feedback on each other’s work. The
assignments given also lead to applications in the real world,
for example, improving the website design of an existing school.
Students need to showcase their designs and be willing to receive
comments and suggestions for improvement from the instructor
and other students. The instructor is on a standby mode for
any enquiries or guidance, including through communication via
WhatsApp for continued contact.

Third Phase (Learning Outcomes)
As mentioned earlier, students are given the flexibility to submit
assignments at their convenience throughout the semester.
However, all the submissions must not exceed the final date
before the semester ends. Final date refers to 3 weeks before the
semester ends. Students are also allowed to negotiate alternative
ways to complete their assignments. They must then provide
justifications (in the final reflective report) for what they have
achieved at the end of the learning process in the third phase.
This will improve their understanding of the strengths and
weaknesses of their work.

OBJECTIVES

1. To understand how the components of heutagogy
and instructional scaffolding affect students’
engagement in ODL.

2. To understand how the components of heutagogy and
instructional scaffolding affect students’ empowerment in
ODL.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. How do the components of heutagogy and instructional
scaffolding affect students’ engagement through ODL?

2. How do the components of heutagogy and instructional
scaffolding affect students’ empowerment through ODL?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study used a qualitative approach involving semi-structured
interviews whilst the main objective of the study is to understand

FIGURE 2 | Research design.

the experiences of the research participants (Denscombe, 2010).
Purposive sampling was used in selecting the participants
(Punch, 2013).

Figure 2 illustrates the research design of this study which
involves structuring the interviews into two parts. The first part
involved distributing the semi-structured interview questions
online (using the Google form) to twenty postgraduate students
aged 25–50 who enrolled in the ODL course of Technology and
Media Design in one of Malaysia public universities. The second
part consisted of one-on-one interviews to gain a more in-depth
understanding and to allow other relevant themes to develop
throughout the interviews (Bradford and Cullen, 2012). The
interview questions were validated by an educational technology
expert who was not involved in this study (Taherdoost, 2018).
Four students gave their consents for the one-on-one interviews.
The interviews were all conducted online due to the COVID-
19 outbreak and because the students were all located in remote
locations across Malaysia. An interview with the instructor was
also conducted for triangulation with the data collected from the
students (Flick, 2018). The confidentiality of the students and
instructor is maintained by changing their names in this study
(Allen, 2017).

This study applied two methods of analysis, namely thematic
(Braun and Clarke, 2006) and comprehensive data treatment
(Silverman, 2020) which includes the views from both sides of
the participants (students and instructor). The thematic approach
allows for careful analysis in finding coherent and distinctive
themes by first, determining the codes. In determining the codes,
another colleague who did not participate in the study took part
as the second coder and verifier. The entire data were then coded
using the NviVo 12 software. Based on the codes collated, two key
themes were identified.

DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The discussion is based on the two research questions to
understand the effect of heutagogy and scaffolding (HEIS) on
enhancing engagement and empower students’ learning.
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(1) How do the components of heutagogy and scaffolding
(HEIS) affect students’ engagement through ODL?

The first question is answered using the findings related to the
instructor’s competencies, as discussed below:

KEY THEME 1: INSTRUCTOR’S
COMPETENCIES

Studies have indicated that instructors’ or teachers’ competencies
have a strong impact on students’ emotions and effective
learning (Gläser-Zikuda and Fuß, 2008; Darling-Hammond
et al., 2017; Helin, 2021). Instructor’s competencies in this
study highlights the need for instructors to have certain
skills in engaging mature students to learn online fully.
Conceptual, interpersonal, and technical skills were found
to be most valued by the mature students in this study.
Instructor’s competencies are also closely related to the study
of scaffolding (zone of proximal development/ZPD) which
suggests that support should be given to students at the early
stages of learning (Tinungki, 2019). Support can be in many
forms depending on the situation. In the context of this
study, the supports required by the students were related to
learning preparation, effective communication, and technological
tools.

To generate the key theme (instructor’s competencies) and
three sub-themes (conceptual, interpersonal, and technology
skills), initial codes were generated first whereby chunks of data
from the semi-structured interviews with the 20 participants were
examined line by line (Bryman, 2004). As a result, seven codes
were generated, as shown in Table 1. Some of the codes overlap;
these were developed further into categories.

These codes are not closed categories, as sometimes they could
overlap. The codes were grouped into potential categories, which
are conceptual, interpersonal, and technology skills as shown in
Table 2. The data were constantly reviewed using the NviVo 12
software to ensure the two categories fitted the data codes.

Sub-Theme 1: Conceptual Skills
Based on the data analysis, instructor’s conceptual skills were
found to be one of the important factors of student engagement.
Conceptual skills refer to the abilities to understand situations,
organize, and implement solutions to ensure goals are achieved
(Katz, 2009). Therefore, instructors need to be able to manage
the ODL courses well by first, explaining the importance of the
learning contract clearly to students. Learning contracts were
found to be extremely effective in keeping the students engaged
(Mohamed Ibrahim and Ali Eldemerdash, 2018) as they already
have a preliminary agreement that will take effect if they fail to
fulfill the terms of the agreement.

In being assertive, there needs to be flexibility when dealing
with mature learners. Nonetheless, it does not mean they can
break the rules (learning contract). Instructors need to observe
the situation and allows some flexibility to the students. For
example, even though students are not required to submit
assignments by specified dates throughout the semester, they
should not submit their assignments later than 3 weeks
before semester ends.

Instructors also need to be observant of students working
in groups and be willing to offer their expertise when needed.
Instructors should not assume that no issues will arise when
mature students are working together in groups. As one of the
students mentioned:

TABLE 1 | Codes and indications from semi-structured interviews.

Code Indication Definition Sample of participants’ quote

CCI Clear and concise
instructions

Providing clear and concise instructions
and expectations for students.

“We wouldn’t want our marks to be affected if we break the learning contract. The
instructor has made this clear from the beginning” [Student D]

CFX Curriculum flexibility The curriculum is designed to meet
students’ needs and capabilities.

“I would say that I am more advanced as compared to my other friends because I’m
currently working in the design industry. . .well. I did submit one of the assignments
earlier than everyone else. I felt relieve after submitting. I can get on with my work and
not worry about the assignment anymore. I’m very busy, you see [laugh]” [Student A]

KN Knowledgeable Someone who is well-versed in a
particular subject or field.

“Sometimes it is difficult for us to agree on a decision so we will refer to the instructor to
get a more comprehensive view before continuing the discussion” [Student H]

AC Accommodating Willing to extend help without
hesitation.

“I’m glad that I can simply message or call my instructor for help at any time. There was
once when I message her at almost midnight, and she replied! That really helps as I was
under stress to understand and complete the assignment given” [Student G]

SE Sensitive Quick to detect or respond to the
surrounding, signals, or feelings of
others.

“It was great that we can agreed to meet online at certain time, especially at night. I’ve
to rush from work after 5:00 p.m., to get home, get my kids settled. . .so it is a bit
chaotic for me and for some of my friends in the course. . .there was few times that I
can’t attend the meeting but luckily the instructor managed to record the meeting for
those who can’t attend. We managed to refer back to what was discussed” [Student C]

TS Tech-savvy Able to use a variety of smart device,
software, and tools for teaching.

“Learning is not boring because the instructor used a variety of approaches. Sometimes
she uses Padlet, Webex, Zoom, free video recorded apps. All kinds of software. . .there
were some software that are new to me. This is useful not only for learning but for my
work as well” [Student H]

SPT Solve problems
with technology

Know how to overcome technical
issues with technology

“My internet line is sometimes unstable but I’m not worried because the instructor will
record everything, and I can watch it later. Plus, the instructor uses WhatsApp and
Facebook for backup” [Student K]
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TABLE 2 | Categorizing codes from semi-structured interviews into three
sub-themes.

Codes (see Table 1) Categorization of codes into sub-theme

CCI, CFX, KN Conceptual skills

AC, SE Interpersonal skills

TS, SPT Technology skills

“Sometimes it is difficult for us to agree on a decision so we will
refer to the instructor to get a more comprehensive view before
continuing the discussion.”

[Student H, semi-structured interview]

Mature learners have high expectations in pursuing
knowledge and skills that are worth their time or money
(Jones et al., 2018). Therefore, it is imperative to create and
manage a course that will maximize their strengths, meet their
individual needs, and address all the learning challenges.

Sub-Theme 2: Interpersonal Skills
Interpersonal skills refer to the skills to communicate and
interact with other people (Hayes, 2002). Instructors need
to have interpersonal skills to teach effectively because those
skills can influence emotions, and emotions are proven to
help shape student engagement and learning (Linnenbrink-
Garcia and Pekrun, 2011). Students in this study stated that
the accommodating and sensitive attitude of the instructor
has influenced their engagement in learning. Other studies
have also reported that educators who are accommodating
(supportive, kind, and nurturing) have a positive impact on
learning (Feshbach and Feshbach, 2009; Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018).

Mature students face certain challenges when learning from
home. In addition to their responsibilities as students, they must
deal with family members including young children at the same
time. Moreover, the students who enrolled in the ODL course in
this study held high positions at work (e.g., director, manager,
and assistant principal). Therefore, it is not surprising that they
had high expectations. The students in this study requested for
less synchronous meetings and recommended for the meetings
to be conducted in the evenings to give space to them, especially
for those who are parents. Besides, the students expected
the instructor to be reachable when needed. Similarly, other
research findings suggested that instructors should provide quick
responses for effective online learning (Baker, 2011; Boettcher
and Conrad, 2016). Problems will arise if the instructor refuses
to accommodate such requests because mature students will not
hesitate to quit their studies, as explained by one of the students:

“I once decided to quit but the instructor approached me, and she
gave some suggestions for completing the assignment. She also
gave additional one-on-one learning session. She made me stay.”

[Student G, one-on-one interview]

The data show that interpersonal skills through positive
communications are vital for ODL instructors to develop
and possess in order to establish a trusting relationship

(Duffy et al., 2004). The data also show that empathy is the
key to interpersonal skills quality (Lloyd and Maas, 1992).
Empathy is the ability to put oneself in other people’s shoes
and understand a situation from their point of view. Several
studies have emphasized the importance of empathy in online
learning (Fuller, 2012; Osler, 2021), and this study fully
supports those findings.

Sub-Theme 3: Technology Skills
Technology skills refer to the ability to integrate technology into
teaching and learning (George et al., 1996). The instructor in this
study emphasized that technology skills can help smoothen the
learning process, as exemplified by the following incident:

“. . .yes, instructors need to have skills in using not just
one software but various! We cannot rely on just one
software. . .anything can happen online, so we need to always have
backup. There was once I used “zoom” and I had some problems
with it, I quickly switch to “Facebook live”. . .learning continued
and I didn’t have to cancel the class.”

[Instructor, one-on-one interview]

Without technology skills, as mentioned by the instructor,
students’ learning experience may be adversely affected and
become unpleasant. The instructor’s skills in video recording
were also mentioned by the students by referring to the video
lectures that were made available for them to revisit if needed.

“. . .the instructor managed to record her lectures and we were
able to watch at any time. Just like books, I watched her lectures
again before the final exam [laugh].”

[Student C, one-on-one interview]

All the data indicate that instructors need to be prepared and
open to any possibilities when teaching mature students through
ODL. Instructors need to have skills in planning and handling
their ODL classes with the aid of technology.

(1) How do the components of heutagogy and scaffolding
affect students’ empowerment through ODL?

To answer the second research question on students’
empowerment, six codes were generated (Table 3), which were
then categorized into three sub-themes (Table 4) leading to the
formulation of key theme 2 (project-based assessment).

KEY THEME 2: PROJECT-BASED
ASSESSMENT

Project-based assessments seem to play an important role in
empowering students. All the three sub-themes identified in this
study lead to the key characteristics of project-based assessment
(Beckett and Slater, 2019). Therefore, this study suggests that
project-based assessments should be incorporated in ODL and
analyzed in future studies. Moreover, other studies have indicated
that project-based assessments will encourage empowerment
by improving self-confidence and promoting collaborative and
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TABLE 3 | Codes and indications from semi-structured interviews.

Code Indication Definition Sample of participants’ quote

CT Communication tool Utilize communication tool for discussion
and deep learning

“We used WhatsApp group for brief discussion followed by Zoom for deeper discussion. These
tools allow us to communicate on the move. We can reach all members located in different state
and country. Besides, it’s cost-effective” [Student E]

CL Collaborate Working with another to produce or create
something

“We were not competing with other groups, instead we were asked to provide feedback to
improve the design produced by other groups and vice versa. This is healthy” [Student S]

SRP Solving real problems Solving situations that cause difficulties for
people.

“I like the third assignment given where we have to solve real problems. This helps us make
connections and gain deeper understanding” [Student L]

AVE Assessment vs.
Evaluation

Process oriented assessment instead of
product or outcome oriented.

“Actually, I don’t like having a final exam for this kind of course. We learn about design, something
that is subjective and require constant improvement. So why is there a need for a final exam? We
are not school students [Laugh]” [Student A]

RAB Reduce assignment
burden

Burden reduction from many assignments. “Can I suggest reducing the number of assignments? when combined with all the assignments
from other courses we feel burdened” [Student H]

FA Focused assessment Assessment focusing on a particular
problem identified in real world.

“. . .Instead of three, why not just give us one meaningful assignment to be completed throughout
the semester for a course like this?” [Student J]

TABLE 4 | Categorizing codes from semi-structured interviews into three
sub-themes.

Codes (see Table 1) Categorization of codes into sub-theme

CC, CL Collaborate and communicate

SRP, AVE Real task

AVE, RAB, FA Meaningful Assessment

problem-solving skills among students (Meyer, 2014; Amissah,
2019; Warnock and Duncan, 2019).

Sub-Theme 1: Collaborate and
Communicate
Despite the physical absence, students were able to collaborate
through the online platform to complete their assignments.
Learning in collaboration has been shown to have numerous
benefits, such as developing higher-level thinking skills,
improving confidence, and empowering students (Laal et al.,
2012, 2013). Collaboration enables students to learn from each
other as they discuss solving problems and making decisions.
However, the students mentioned that they favor discussions
in small groups due to the greater sense of commitment
(Bondie, 2020).

“I don’t think this will work in bigger group! Three in a group
should be enough. It’s easier to manage and we gained quality
discussion. Plus, everyone gets to participate.”

[Student C, one-on-one interview]

Students have used various technologies, such as WhatsApp
and Zoom as a medium for communication. Nonetheless,
WhatsApp was not considered the best communication tool for
more in-depth discussions.

“We used WhatsApp group for brief discussion followed by Zoom
for deeper discussion. These tools allow us to communicate on
the move. We can reach all members located in different state and
country. Besides, it’s cost-effective.”

[Student E, semi-structured interview]

This contrasts with one study (Urien et al., 2019) that stated
WhatsApp is a key factor that helps undergraduate students

working in groups solving complex tasks. With conflicting
findings between undergraduate and postgraduate students,
further studies can be done to see if age factor is the cause
of differences in using communication applications such as
WhatsApp for the learning process.

Sub-Theme 2: Real Task
Students in this study stated that they prefer to deal with
assignments that are authentic or related to the real world because
such assignments allow them to gain a better understanding of
issues (Pieratt, 2019).

“I like the third assignment given where we have to solve real
problems. This helps us make connections and gain deeper
understanding.”

[Student L, semi-structured interview]

Solomon (2003) in his study of project-based learning also
stated that students feel more empowered when dealing with
authentic tasks as they take learning more seriously.

Sub-Theme 3: Meaningful Assessment
It is important to highlight that the most distinguishing feature
of an ODL course compared to a face-to-face course is the
assessment part. According to the instructor in this study, there
is a need to properly analyze the appropriate types of assessment
for ODL courses. She specifically mentioned that the mastery
learning approach is not as suitable for teaching ODL among
adult students from diverse backgrounds:

“We need to be more creative in using different approaches
than the mastery learning. That approach does not encourage
empowerment. We have students from diverse background and
some of them are more advanced than the others. . .of course they
wish not to learn the basic topics anymore.”

[Instructor, one-on-one interview]

Students also conveyed their disagreement with using final
examinations to assess their learning achievements for the course.
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“Actually, I don’t like having a final exam for this kind of course.
We learn about design, something that is subjective and require
constant improvement. So why is there a need for a final exam?
We are not school students [Laugh].”

[Student A, semi-structured interview]
Online final examinations cannot prevent cheating, and

according to the instructor, many similarities were found in the
final examination answers submitted by some students.

“Final exam is no longer suitable for this course. Despite being
given 2 days of open book exam, I found that there were students
who plagiarize with more than 60% similarity.”

[Instructor, one-on-one interview]

Many studies have raised the issue of online assessment or
e-assessment leading to plagiarism and fraud (Gathuri et al.,
2014; Mellar et al., 2018). A study also showed that students of
ODL-based learning had low trust in e-assessment and suggested
that further studies to be conducted to identify the causes
(Kocdar et al., 2018). Thus, this study provides some answers
by asserting that e-assessment should first be tailored to course
specific content e.g., for design courses, project -based assessment
approach is considered appropriate.

CONCLUSION

This study has applied the HEIS model that combines heutagogy
and scaffolding. Even though all the HEIS components have an
impact on students’ engagement and empowerment, there are
still some suggestions for improvement. This study recommends
that instructors’ competencies and project-based assessments be
considered in ensuring the effectiveness of the model.

The HEIS model has unearthed the importance of instructors’
competencies in ODL. To implement all the criteria proposed
by HEIS effectively, instructors must first develop competencies
(conceptual, interpersonal, and technology) to scaffold mature
learners in ODL courses. Therefore, the faculties with ODL
courses should not assume that their existing instructors can
teach these courses. Even with many years of teaching experience,
instructors should still be given proper training on teaching
mature students in a fully online environment. The findings
also indicate that project-based assessment is more suitable for
ODL design courses. Project-based assessments are indeed worth

considering to deal with the issues of academic dishonesty and
plagiarism when more learning institutions are moving online
due to the COVID-19 pandemic situation.

Is it also important to highlight that this study involved a small
sample of university postgraduate students and academic in one
of Malaysia public universities therefore the findings cannot be
statistical generalized. However, this can be related to naturalistic
generalization that focus on the discovery of general principles
about phenomena rather than sample of representation (Yin,
2009). The findings can provide important information for future
research on implementing heutagogical approach for online
teaching and learning in Higher Education. It is hoped that
faculties, researchers, and other practitioners will be able to use
this study’s findings and recommendations as a useful reference.
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