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Abstract 

The higher education fraternity in South Africa has been undergoing a metamorphosis in response to 
competing demands to modernise in line with the local and international standards. The efficacy of blended 
teaching and diverse assessment approaches in the field of town planning has not been well documented. 
This work investigates the impact of blended learning and innovative assessments on town planning 
students’ performance and success rates. The study adopted the phenomelogical case study research design 
and a mixed method approach where both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered, analysed and 
presented. Statistical, content, and document analyses were used to interpret data from students and teachers 
participating in blended learning and innovative assessments at the University of Johannesburg. Preliminary 
results reveal that blended learning and the application of diverse assessments methods to town planning 
students significantly increase and improve the success rates. The work concludes by acknowledging the 
positive impact of properly tailored and packaged blended learning approaches where both contact and 
online classes, and innovative assessments enhance understanding of town planning concepts. Town 
planning schools need to adopt teaching and learning approaches that incorporate both contact and online 
learning, and assorted assessments to enhance student understanding and success rate.   
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1. Introduction  

The higher education is hugely concerned with the improvement of students’ achievements through properly planned 
interventions. The 21st century has introduced technological advancement, which is a key to success as has proven in 
different fields. Technology has a great influence in education. The introduction of online learning made information 
distribution to students easier as all students can manage to access the information and at they are convenient space. 
The importance of the appropriate learning strategies to process new information should not be underestimated. 
Limited resources, technological advances, and the shift towards faculty accountability and assessment of student 
learning requires that institutions of higher education and faculty consider more attractive and successful models of 
teaching and learning (Howard et al. 2014; Lo and Prohaska 2010). Consequently, it is important when a module or a 
course is designed to use a blended approach by incorporating numerous modes of delivery as possible to 
accommodate different teaching and learning techniques (Luna and winters 2017). This article describes and analyses 
the activities and outcomes of blended learning, a research project conducted from the Department of Town and 
Regional Planning at the University of Johannesburg, in order to make a case for enhanced teaching and learning for 
the department. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

Blended learning can have different meanings for different people. However, for this study blended learning is 
described as a way of combining teaching through online learning (e-learning) and attending classes, face to face 
learning (Garrison and Vaughan 2008). Rao (2010) defines e-learning as a dynamic of instructional information that 
is delivered electronically through the web, by means of a firm’s intranet, extranet, or through portative devices such 
as CD-ROM. On-line education is the most popular e-learning type which envisages almost all activities supported 
by electronic systems and that goes as far as tests activities set in interactive. E-learning is suited to distance learning 
and flexible learning that capitalises on multimedia, features of video and audio that illuminate’s topics, navigation 
that is self-paced including hints, and hyperlinks to affiliated topics (Rao, 2010; Khan, 2013). Consequently, the 
concept of distance education itself ‘was founded on the principles of flexible access and aimed to allow distance 
learners, who were generally adult learners in full or part-time employment, to be able to study at a time, place, and 
pace that suited their convenience’ (Naidu 2003; Gravani and Karagiorgi 2014). In most cases, blended learning 
courses allow students to “first meet new information, concepts and procedures” before the class physically meets (El 
Mansour and Mupinga 2007; 243). Further, class attendance learning is a part of blended learning which is a part 
whereby students attend lectures physically and sometimes do important class assessments. Therefore, it can be said 
that blending learning is a combination of “face-to-face instruction and technology enhanced instruction” (Wang et 
al., 2015). 

2.1. Efficacy of Blended Learning 
 
Higher education institutions realized that holding onto the past learning and teaching practices is not congruent with 
the needs of students in the 21st century (Waha and Davis 2014). There is increasing evidence that the internet and 
information and communication technologies are transforming much of society and that it has an impact of 
transforming higher education (Garrison and Kanuka 2004). Blended learning has been introduced in tertiary 
institutions for more than a decade and has gained importance during the last six years with the development of online 
learning (source). Universities have sought ways to meet students’ varied learning needs while adhering to fiscal 
demands. Accordingly, blended learning has become increasingly popular for several reasons: it is cost-effective 
because it frees up classroom space and encourages more in-depth processing of course content when the class meets 
(El Mansour and Mupinga 2007), it makes students more conscious about taking responsibility for their learning 
(Geςer and Dağ 2012), and it suits different learning styles (Auster 2016; Waha and Davis 2014). Terms that have 
been used interchangeably with blended learning are “mixed mode learning”, “hybrid instruction” and “technology–
mediated learning”. Garrison and Vaugan (2008) argue that blended learning is “the thoughtful fusion of face-to-face 
and online learning experiences” such that the strengths of each mode are blended into an optimal learning experience 
within a unified course (Van der Linden 2014), leading to improve access to information. Blended learning combines 
the affordance of various digital technologies such as social networking, virtual collaboration, generating of online 
resources with the real-life social interaction of face-to-face teaching (Fregona and Sadza 2016). It is imperative to 
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ensure that each ingredient, individually and collectively adds to meaningful learning environment by delivering the 
right content to the right people at the right time (Singh 2003). This implies that blended learning requires the 
intentional redesign of learning material with appropriate support structures where the emphasis is shifted from 
assimilating information to constructing meaning and confirming understanding in a community of enquiry (Garrison 
and Kanuka 2004). 
 
2.2 Innovative Assessments in Blended Learning 
 
Authentic formative assessment activities motivate students to engage in decision making and problem solving and 
encourage metacognitive thinking and self-learning which promote engagement and transfer of knowledge to new 
situations as students are actively engaged in the assessment process. Involving students in peer assessments does not 
only benefit students from receiving feedback, but also learn how to give feedback to others (Purvis et al., 2011). 
Formative assessment relates to multidimensional approaches to provide opportunities for alternative approaches 
leading to different sources of evidence. This is enhanced by prompt feedback. If the formative assessment is online 
the possibilities of feedback is enhanced, and could include leading questions and hints, encouraging reflection which 
has a beneficial impact on learning, motivation and engagement of students who regularly engage with online 
assessments (Wong et al., 2014). Tailored feedback can promote self-regulated learning and encourage reflection to 
develop understanding. Innovative assessment can be used to identify strengths and weaknesses in order to take 
remedial action until the desired level of knowledge is reached (Chung et al., 2006). Ongoing innovative assessment 
helps to facilitate and sustain multifaceted interactivity with content and learning tools and self-reflectivity as proposed 
for a blended learning environment (Gikandi et al., 2011). 
 
According to Porter et al. (2016) the advantage of improved student interest and learning provided during blended 
learning over traditional teaching outweighs the barriers of heavy workload on staff and lack of financial support from 
management. Blended learning provides various benefits over using any single learning delivery medium alone (Singh 
2003). Blended learning helps to balance the lack of flexibility if face-to-face classroom assessment with the flexibility 
of online assessments; while still allowing for interaction with peers and facilitators (Osguthorpe and Graham 2003). 
It is however important to note that simply turning classroom courses into blended formats do not necessarily provided 
students with improved learning experiences; careful analysis of the preference of the learners regarding 
communication (asynchronous and synchronous), their abilities and expectations, the context and availability of 
technology need to be taken into consideration (So and Brush 2008; Denis 2003). 
 
3. Methodology  
 
The study adopted the phenomenological case study research design and a mixed method approach where both 
quantitative and qualitative data were gathered, analysed and presented (Creswell, 2009). Statistical, content and 
document analysis were used to glean information and analysis. The focus of this study is at the University of 
Johannesburg, department of Town and Regional Planning. The data collected from both students and the lecturers 
from the department of Town and Regional Planning are solid as non-random and random sampling procedures were 
applied.  
 

 Table 1. Sample Size 
 Questionnaires Informal 

Questionnaires 
 

formal 
Questionnaires 
 

Interviews Formal 
Interview
s 

Informal 
Interviews 

Sampling size 100 12  
6 

 
6 Random 

sampling size 
Non- random 
sampling  

50 50 Random 
sample size 

Non- Random 
sampling 

50 50 6 6 

Total 
Participants 

100 Students 12 Lecturers 

Source: Authors, 2018 
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The above table indicates how the data was conducted. A total of 100 questionnaires were administered to Town and 
Regional students in regards to what are the preferred methods that makes learning easier, efficient, and questionnaires 
were provided online and through hard copies after lectures. 12 interviews were conducted with academic staff 
members in regards to what have been the best methods thus far in regards to equip students with knowledge. The 
sample size of questionnaires was enough to solidify the results, and interviews with lecturers had a significance role 
that is discussed on the findings. 
 
 
4. Findings and Discussions 
 
Creating a blended learning programme is an evolutionary process, which needs to take into account the capabilities 
of the lecturers, the infrastructure of the institution, and the receptiveness of the learners to new learning formats.  E-
learning activities are good as a supplement to the current offering, this improve the structure of learning in the 
department of Town and Regional Planning and the academic world as a whole (Singh 2001). Developmental and 
individual characteristics that have a bearing on how students learn under specific conditions should be taken into 
account (Renzuli 2001). Both students and Lecturers have their own perceptions regarding blended learning.  
 
 

  
 
 
Figure 1. Perceptions on Blended Learning   Source: Author 2018 
 
Based on the questionnaires that were administered and interviews that were conducted, Figure 1 indicates the different 
opinions of students and lecturers regarding blended learning.  It was found that 45% of students agreed that blended 
learning increases access to information, as well as distribution and innovative assessments. In accordance with the 
mentioned, lecturers agreed that blended learning makes their work easier and it is good when information is 
distributed to students both in class and on-line. Only 10% percent of the students felt like blended learning gives 
them challenges and prefer doing everything in class, as there is enough assistance when they encounter challenges. 
On the other hand, there was a 5% doubt by lecturers regarding the blended learning. Their concern was that some 
students are not good with the dynamics of the on-line systems and processes. 
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Figure 2: Yearly learning analysis    Source: Author 2018 
 
Figure 2 shows the different years of how blended learning has been in operation in the department of Town and 
Regional Planning. In 2014 the use of online assessment was low due to many lectures preferred having one on one  
consultation as this was recognized as a method that assist students to understand better concepts which students did 
not understand well during face to face tuition. However, in 2015 and 2016 the use of online assessments increased 
as as the method of learning online was being improved. Students and lecturers communicated efficiently online in 
any space suitable hence the decrease in one on one consultation over the years. However, students still book one on 
one consultations with lecturers. On the other, face to face tuition has remained constant with a high rate of favorable 
learning platform as students understand better when concepts are taught in a lecture. Therefore, this highlight that all 
the learning platforms that are indicated above are all beneficial to students and make teaching better as people prefer 
learning in different ways, and this allow students to have alternatives of learning. 
 
4.1 Face to Face Tuition  
 
Students are more likely to understand concepts better when they learn with others than when they learn alone. There 
are different approaches to facilitate activities where students learn together such as: cooperative learning, 
collaborative learning, peer learning, and problem-based learning. It is easier for students to solve problems when they 
are working together, they assist one another with ideas, share their understanding of the subject matter and that helps 
students who do not understand the task (Michael 2006). Class attendance-learning offer more chances of passing as 
the department of Town and Regional Planning have tutors for both undergraduate and postgraduate studies to assist 
students whom face challenges with modules enrolled in. Students choose the topics that need to be clarified. 
Individual participations during tutorials takes place to improve all student’s performance. University of Johannesburg 
offers post-graduate studies through face-to-face learning and research-based studies. The University introduced 
master’s programme that are offered online with no travel or contact sessions required. This indicates that a blended 
approach is recognized to have good benefits for students. The field of Town and Regional Planning in its teaching, it 
uses the blended learning technique. The programme offers everyday classes from morning until evening. Face-to-
face learning is conducted by means of having lectures, bringing readings, group discussions, power point teaching 
using overhead projectors, dictation of notes on hard written copies. 
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4.2 Online Learning 
 
According to Milthorpe et al., (2017); blended learning shows that online learning can enhance disciplinary modes of 
learning; increase accessibility for students in remote and regional areas; facilitate enhanced scholarly enquiry; and 
encourage staff to develop innovative, collaborative, and flexible teaching and learning practices. Blended learning is 
part of the University of Johannesburg’s strategies to test students using a variety of ways thus increasing their chances 
of success. The use of online application known as U-link is the popular system, which the entire university uses for 
sharing different information. After class attendance, notes are posted on U-link for all students enrolled in the 
programme to access them. Students are given online assessments to be submitted online, and receive their results 
online. On numerous occasions tests are given and marked online. However, Town and Regional Planning does not 
offer any online programme or courses. However, with online learning programmes introduced more adult students 
can enroll for the course because of the distance and time. Courses that adopt blended modalities experience lower 
attrition and higher levels of student achievement (Moskal et al., 2013). At the heart of the push towards blended or 
technology-enhanced teaching are the opportunities these modalities create for interactivity, inclusivity, and access, 
and for increasing teaching efficiency (Milthorpe 2017). 
 
4.3 Assessments Systems 
 
Assessments given to Town and Regional Planning students are innovative. Different kinds of tasks are done. Some 
modules require the use of technology. Modules such as geographic information systems, computer applications 3 are 
done through the use of computer software packages and the assessment can be submitted either on-line through U-
link or by emails and hard copies in class or at the department. All modules at the department require presentations 
by students to boost their confidence and get use to talking with the large crowd, as mostly, town planners work with 
public or communities. The assessments are done both in individual and group formats. Students are tested online 
from different modules through various individual assessments.  Town planning students during the third year of study 
are given 4 projects work and an opportunity to go to the field for experiential learning. During that space student 
come to classes once a term and all information regarding the project is communicated to them on-line through U-
link. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Assessment methods   Source: Author 2018 
 
Figure 3 reveals the different assessments of blended learning of its effectiveness. Online learning is one of the 
convenient platforms of learning. A higher feedback from the students was received as mostly enjoy the online 
learning technique as they can access information anytime in their convenient space. However, a low feedback from 
the lecturers was received as they feel that it is good as all student can get access to information equally but students 
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on most occasions do not grasp the basics firmly and this leads to one on one consultations. A higher feedback of 
student enjoy the one on one consultations as they get to ask all questions they have in regards to any topic or 
assessments they do not understand. On the other hand, lectures do not mind the one on one consultation, however, 
the problem is, it can be time consuming as many students come to consult individually with the same challenge. In 
line with the above, a higher feedback from lectures in regards to the face to face tuition agree to be good as they can 
teach the whole concept in a classroom to all students at once and students who do not understand the concepts taught 
can ask questions immediately after a lecture. Some of the students, do not understand everything that is taught in 
class and are not confident enough to ask questions in class or in front of other students and they feel that one on one 
consultations with a lecture works well for them. Further, both lectures and students agree to blended learning to be a 
good approach as it covers all aspects and dimension and try not to leave any negative gaps in-between. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
Blended learning is crucial since adult students have an individualistic learning and cognitive style for processing 
information, which demands that distance teaching programmes include a variety of activities and learning modes, 
and educators use teaching models responsive to individual styles, as face-to-face meetings have their own techniques 
of benefiting students (Brundage and MacKeracher, 1980; Cercone, 2008; Gravani and Karagiorgi 2014). Further, the 
judicious application of blended learning facilitates the development of students into team players, leaders and 
professionals who have connected their understanding and their new found skills. In fact, blended learning assists 
students to work well with people also manage to work individually (Twelves and Arasaratnam 2013). The work 
concludes by acknowledging the positive impact of properly tailored and packaged blended learning approaches and 
innovative assessments that enhance an understanding of town planning concepts and students’ performance. 
 
5. Recommendations 
 
The paper ends by recommending that town planning schools need to adopt various ways of teaching and learning by 
incorporating both contact and online learning to improve both access and success rates of their students. It has been 
highlighted that all alternatives provided for learning can be beneficial in their own unique way, hence, it is 
recommend to strengthen blended learning. Further, as there are students that are interested in enrolling for the 
programme, howerever, cannot attend classes as most of them can come as they work, and live far. This could increase 
numbers of students enrolling for Town and Regional Planning. 
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