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Using the RUFDATA framework to evaluate blended 
learning pedagogy and methodologies 

Introduction: 

In this paper, I outline a proposal for the evaluation of blended pedagogical and methodological 
approaches to learning in conjunction with a traditional classroom delivery in an undergraduate 
programme using the ‘RUFDATA (Reasons, Uses, Foci, Data, Audience, Timing, Agency)’ framework 
(Saunders 2000, p15).  

To give some background information, or a ‘situational analysis’ in relation to this, I have recently 
completed a feasibility study to explore opportunities for online learning at our Institute. My findings 
concluded that there are currently no undergraduate programmes explicitly using a blended delivery 
combined with a traditional classroom approach. However, there is no impediment towards this being 
developed at Module, Programme, Department or Institute level. 

The ‘object’ of my evaluation will be the execution of blended learning pedagogy and methodologies 
in an undergraduate programme. More specifically, I am going to assume for the purposes of this 
exercise that I am doing an evaluation of a programme in which the intervention of blended learning 
has been established and is at a point where it is ready to be evaluated.  

This falls within the programmatic domain of practice within Higher Education (HE), outlined by 
Trowler and Bamber, which includes ‘evaluative practices associated with policy or programme 
interventions of various kinds’. Within the programmatic domain, ‘theories orientate evaluative 
practice… and determine the kinds of claims that might be made on the basis of the evaluation’ (2011, 
pg3, 6, 8). 

I have expanded on the ‘situational analysis’ in terms of adopted theory and have explored the 
specifics of what is to be evaluated within the seven RUFDATA questions outlined below. 

 ‘What are our Reasons and Purposes for evaluation?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

The reason or purpose for doing this evaluation is for learning purposes, where the evaluation will be 
used to assess whether the creation of a particular intervention or programme style, or in this case 
pedagogy, was effective, noting that RUFDATA is not an assessment tool for student learning, but has 
been designed as a tool for planning to see whether the addition of blended learning into a 
programme is effective, in this particular case. 

I would following a situated learning theory backdrop, where, ‘in contrast with most classroom 
learning activities that involve abstract knowledge which is out of context, Lave argues that learning 
is situated; that is, as it normally occurs, learning is embedded within activity, context and culture’, 
although this would not be accidental, but strategically planned and implemented, though interactive 
learning objects, project-based learning, staged social interaction and group activity, both online and 
as self-directed learning face-to-face between classes (learningtheories.com 2016). 

I would prefer this evaluation to follow a theory of change (TOC) model rather than a logic model, as 
I wish to ascertain whether the ‘intervention’ of blended learning will produce expected outcomes.  

Theory-based approaches might be considered ‘inconclusive as to whether interventions do or do not 
work’, but using a Contribution Analysis (CA) would give ‘the potential for both concluding on the 
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achievement of impacts and providing evaluation users with the explanations they need’ (Delahais & 
Toulemonde 2012, p291). 

‘Contribution analysis (CA) is a pragmatic approach to applying the principles of theory-based 
evaluation. It assesses causal chains from beginning to end, reports on whether the intended 
changes occurred or not, and identifies the main contributions to such changes, including the 
intervention under evaluation’ (Delahais & Toulemonde 2012, p281). 

Most of the six steps in CA ‘are common to other forms of theory-based evaluations’ (Delahais & 
Toulemonde 2012, p282).  So while the RUFDATA framework will assist in the planning and design of 
this evaluation, it can be done in conjunction with CA in order to execute the evaluation holistically 
and with depth. 

I mentioned above that I wish to evaluate the effectiveness of blended learning methodologies to see 
if it can deliver expected outcomes. What I neglected to detail was how it was effective, in what 
capacity was it effective, or what the expected outcomes could be. 

And what could the expected outcomes be if applying a different pedagogical approach to teaching 
and learning? I suggest that it could be purposeful for many different reasons. I feel that this can best 
be explored by way of a list, tabulated in Table 1.0 below. 

What is to be evaluated? How is this understood 
to be successful or 
effective? 

Student experience 
 Students can manage their time outside of class contact hours 

easier with a flexible delivery approach 
 Better resources if co-delivered between lecturers, instead of 

individual classes repeating similar syllabi 
 More classrooms free between timetabled contact hours 
 Students are coming into third level already very ‘techno-savvy’ 

and are proficient in games, apps, social media, web-based 
materials and browsing 

 Take the anxiety out of missing a class if they were sick, for 
example. The knowledge can be ‘caught-up’ online 

Is the student 
experience enhanced by 
this intervention? 

Student retention 
 Explicitly monitor attendance, participation and performance on 

an on-going basis online 
 Take initiatives to address issues early on with students who are 

not engaging 
 Online assessments can be more iterative and flexible, utilising 

options such as quizzes which can be repeated until all questions 
have been answered correctly, or a timed approach to 
assessments, for example 

 Blind peer review and group work can be managed effectively 
online 

 The fact that engagement with material online can be conducted 
in students own time, at least for some of the material, will be 
an advantage to students who are motivated but perhaps have 
a part time job or family commitments which need more 
flexibility embedded in learning delivery  

Is student retention 
increased by using this 
intervention? 
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 Students who do not engage regularly online might quickly fall 
behind. It would be interesting to see if the use of blended 
delivery in itself might motivate students to engage even more 
so that they would if they had the ‘option’ of attending a 
traditional delivery in a classroom. It might take the ‘option’ out 
of it for some? 

Resources 
 If online courses are delivered as common modules, could it 

reduce the teaching hours required and free up staff to develop 
new programmes, modules or conduct research? 

 It will free up rooms on campus 
 It will free up student timetables, on the face of it, at least 
 Additional costs will be incurred for online library materials 
 Additional cost will be incurred for staff training 
 Additional cost for software and hardware will be incurred 
 Reusable learning resources need to be created initially, so it is a 

front-loaded and time-heavy initiative, but they are then 
reusable, while current 

Is there a business case 
for using blended 
learning? 

Student learning experience 
 Formative and summative feedback can be tied into rubrics 

online 
 Has greater retention of learning been achieved? 
 Has greater metacognition and critical thinking been achieved? 
 Online resources can be re-used in later years by students, if 

required during their learning journey 
 Ditto ‘techno-savvy’ comment above 
 Students always ask for more ‘you tube’ clips and videos to 

watch in class. It contextualises their learning. Online, these can 
be tied into hidden assessments to instigate active learning 
through activity, rather than sitting passively in a classroom 
watching the video. They can replay objects as well, which 
should help with their retention of information 

 Stream live calls to industry and alumni, while also creating a 
reusable resource 

Has teaching and 
learning been enhanced 
by the use of blended 
learning? 

Table 1.0 Brain storming ways to assess the effectiveness of blended learning on a programme 

As can be seen in Table 1.0 above, the evaluation process can be looked at from many angles. Putting 
the business case to one side, in planning an evaluation, it would make sense to take a multifaceted 
approach to the evaluation in order to assess whether the student experience and retention were 
enhanced and whether the teaching and learning afforded had been strengthened by the use of 
blended learning pedagogies in a programme. 

To add to the ‘situational context’, one of the findings from the initial feasibility study was that the 
management representative acknowledged that contact hours and timetables are very busy for 
students on campus, particularly where groups are split for laboratories and practical work. The 
timetables are full.  

There are no additional classrooms available as the main campus building is small and has reached its 
capacity. There are no rooms for students to go to between classes to study in or to do their project 
work in.  
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A blended delivery would also suit when there are project deadlines in other modules, for example, 
as it would give students that flexibility they need, within reason. 

‘What will be our Uses of our evaluation?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

This planned evaluation would be expected to have a reported output. I could envisage it being used 
within the five-yearly programmatic review process. It could also be used to plan and strategically 
build resourcing requirements for similar models to be developed by management based on the 
success or failures detailed in the evaluation output. It could also be used to promote and learn from 
as an example of good practice, and for research purposes. 

I am going to assume for the purposes of this exercise, given the theory of change model’s aspirations 
that the use of this planned evaluation would be for research purposes and to learn from as an 
example of good practice, if the outcome of the evaluation is found to be successful in any facet. 

‘What will be the Foci of our evaluations?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

As mentioned above, the foci are three different facets, which are all interlinked and inter-
dependable. Namely, the foci in relation to blended learning evaluation are: 

1. To assess whether the student experience has been enhanced? 
2. To assess whether student retention has been increased? 
3. To gauge if teaching and learning has been strengthened and enhanced? 

It is interesting to note that the methodology or execution of online delivery within a programme-
approach to blended pedagogy is very much dependent on how the online material is presented and 
managed. As with all change initiatives, it would take time to ‘bed-in’ and reach a standard at which it 
could then be evaluated, in order to gauge its successes or failures in any of the facets listed above. 

Within the programmatic domain of evaluation practice in HE, Theory Based Evaluation ‘has a firm 
basis in evidence, but it open to unintended and unanticipated processes and outcomes. It helps to 
articulate the informal theories of change embedded in policy strategies and the adaptations and 
modifications which occur as a policy is created in practice’ (Saunders 2008). (Saunders 2008; cited in 
Trowler & Bamber 2011, p7). 

If the ‘policy’ were likened to a voluntary adaptation of blended learning pedagogy by a programme 
board, it would need to be implemented with allowance to manipulate methodological changes within 
online forums, learning objects, timing and delivery of materials, as well as staged, timed and depths 
of learning within assessments. These informal theories of change would be expected and acceptable 
under a Theory Based Evaluation. 

‘What will be our Data and Evidence for our evaluations?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

I would adopt a social practice theory, because  

‘… it is an approach that emphasises the situated activities and experiences of the stakeholders 
who are involved in or affected by the programme. These stakeholder activities and 
experiences should form the centre of an evaluation and will yield the resources for judgement 
about value and worth. It also does justice to the diversity of experience and the voices of all 
those in the programme’s orbit’ (Trowler & Bamber 2011, p9). 

More specifically, following a situated learning theory approach, formative data could be collected by 
way of anonymous semi-structured interviews and focus groups with all key stakeholders involved in 
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the programme. The key stakeholders are students, staff and management in the department and in 
the institute as well as industry representatives.  

Data gathering and evidence could be managed using grounded theory as a methodology, but not 
adapting grounded theory as an overarching theory as such. These methods include looking for coding 
and themes in data captured, taking my own notes as interview transcripts are reviewed and using 
inductive reasoning to reflect back on the evaluation reason and purpose, or audience, for example 
(Charmaz 2014). This should avoid issues with incommensurability between theoretical backdrops 
(Trowler 2015, p867). 

Summative data gathering would be required to assess the effectiveness of student retention and the 
effectiveness of some teaching and learning practices. This could be done following a situated learning 
theory approach online using the intrinsic functions of Moodle, for example, both as part of the 
blended delivery online and as tools specifically devised for evaluative purposes in themselves, in 
order to gauge the effectiveness of the various foci being investigated within the evaluation. 

The evidence will be formative from interview and focus group transcripts and summative from online 
data. This constitutes mixed-methods analysis, which is better viewed within a pragmatist paradigm 
(Bryman 2012, p649). Triangulation of findings can subsequently be conducted to seek validity and 
reliability between stakeholder groups and to seek evidence of evaluation goals (Cohen et al. 2011, 
p196; Bryman 2012, p392).  

‘CA is particularly demanding since the evidence base needs to cover all causal links, each one 
including… several contributing factors. If the analysis traces all reasoned arguments in a 
systematic way, then the gaps in the evidence base are easily visible’ (Delahais & Toulemonde 
2012, p287). 

In CA the fourth step requires the compilation of a contribution story. This is a 300-word document of 
hyperlinked contribution claims, ‘composed of a series of change statements and causal claims’. Up to 
three contributing factors (which are assumed to be contributing to the change) or conditions are 
identified for every causal link. ‘The robustness of a contribution claim depends on the supporting 
items of evidence that may or may not be strong, convergent, and triangulated’ (Delahais & 
Toulemonde 2012, p287). 

‘Who will be our Audience for our evaluations?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

The audience I have intended for this evaluation would first and foremost be researchers, academics 
and peer-practitioners. Students could benefit from this evaluation as well. It could be looked at as a 
master evaluation report with sub-dimensions for a student target audience. So too, could another 
sub-target audience be found within the general public, in order to market and advertise the 
programme and break down barriers by humanising processes in HE. 

Management could benefit from evaluation output, but I would be wary of having management within 
the principle audience, as it would steer the evaluation away from student’s needs and best teaching 
practices, and move it more towards the business case, which is a divergent agenda. 

‘What will be the Timing of our evaluations?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

As previously stated, the timing of the evaluation would be once the pedagogical change had been 
implemented, as a pseudo-summative evaluation, if you like. 

Incidentally, evaluation could be planned at a different time, for example, if one were to go a step 
back and conduct an evaluation to manage the blended delivery of a programme. Or for planning the 
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entire pedagogical change at the outset, where the outputs from an evaluation could be used for 
forward planning the intervention of blended learning methodologies in a particular programme, for 
example. 

‘Who should be the Agency conducting the evaluations?’ (Saunders 2000, p16): 

I, as a researcher, lecturer and internal examiner, would conduct the evaluation, in conjunction with 
the programme board, as a ‘community of practice’ (Saunders 2000, p10). 

Ethics: 

If the implementation of common modules decreased staff contact hours it would not be in keeping 
with TUI (Teachers Union of Ireland) agreements and would be ethically and morally wrong without 
an alternative plan of action for those hours. 

Copy write issues and consent would need to be addressed when developing learning objects that 
have outsider input or may be client-sensitive. 

RUFDATA framework: 

I would consider this framework to be quite good generally, however, the area where it could be 
assisted to my mind would be in the area of what to do with the data and evidence collected.  
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