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Abstract 

 
This paper investigated the challenges experienced by lecturers during facilitation of learning in the first year classes at an 
institution of higher learning in South Africa in the Eastern Cape Province. The aim of the study was to investigate the 
challenges experienced by facilitators during facilitation of first year classes, with the aim of recommending the best ways of 
managing such facilitation. The researcher used qualitative research approach in this study with case study research design. 
Population consisted of lecturers from 2 faculties and focus-group interviews were used to collect data from 15 participants that 
has less than 5 years working as lecturers. With regard to data analysis, themes were identified and analysed in a qualitative 
approach. The results of this study revealed that students are unable to cope with facilitation since they are used to traditional 
teaching approach from their high schools. The study concludes that due to students failing to cope with facilitation, this result 
into high dropout of first year students. The study therefore, recommends that lecturers should connect teaching and facilitation 
by gradually introducing and preparing students to move away from traditional learning to facilitation, using small group 
teaching. The study further recommends intensive use of facilitation rather than teaching, because facilitation prepare students 
to be critical thinkers and responsible for their learning. Kolb’s model of learning style was also recommended in the concerned 
rural university so that lecturers may understand how students learn. 
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1. Background and Introduction of the Study 
 
Teaching is a process of imparting knowledge and skills from lecturer to students (Craig and Zimring, 2000). One of the 
disadvantages of traditional teaching students becomes recipients of information, without active participation. Teaching 
can be regarded as a process whereby a lecturer leads a group of students in acquiring new skills, knowledge, or 
understanding. While in facilitation a lecturer is helping/making it easy for students to learn together in a group, or to 
achieve something together as a group. One of the advantages of facilitation is that facilitators assist students to learn 
through discussing a problem by giving advice rather than telling them what to do (Ericksson, Krampe and Tesch-Romer, 
2000)). Lecturer assists the group as they work towards achieving a common goal and students become responsible for 
their own learning. 

According to Schank (1999) facilitation offers everyone in the group the chance to express their ideas and to feel 
as if they are part of a team. Since the group arrives at a mutual conclusion, it’s easier for individual members to carry out 
the group’s goals and to feel less inclined to work on individual agendas. A facilitator helps individuals build on their skills 
and learn new ones. Facilitation serves as a positive way to resolve conflicts and clarify misunderstandings among a 
diverse group of individuals. Lecturers often act as facilitators, and facilitators sometimes teach. In order for either to be 
successful, lecturers must be active listeners. Facilitators in particular make use of this skill. They listen to an entire 
statement made by a group member before responding. They try to understand the group member’s point of view in a 
non-judgmental way. Active listeners often ask questions of the group to clarify what group members are saying. Active 
listeners are slow to jump to conclusions and keep the group focused on the subject of discussion (Hmeo, Helton and 
Kolodner, 2000). 

Facilitators complete a rigorous qualification and are continuously engaged in activities that enhance their 
effectiveness at facilitating learning. This includes a rich repertoire of openers, closers, energizers, and interactive lecture 
techniques. Facilitators begin as highly qualified content instructors. They then work to build their facilitation skills through 
development activities. So even though we call them facilitators, they are really both and can apply either style based on 
participants’ needs and the course learning objectives (Holbrook and Kolodner, 2000). 

Jansson, (1993: 33) presented eight competencies that facilitators are expected to have: Prepares for training 
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delivery; creates a positive learning climate; establishes credibility as facilitator; adapts teaching to what participants 
know and how they learn; focus on learning objectives; facilitates learning by encouraging participation; employs a variety 
of teaching tools and techniques; and ensures learning outcomes. 

An effective class depends on the quality of the facilitator. A well designed course alone does not make an 
effective class. A weak facilitator who is dependent on slides and lecture will deliver a weak class, regardless of the 
quality of the course design and materials. A strong facilitator with a deep knowledge of the content, an understanding of 
how student learn, and a rich repertoire of activities to facilitate learning can deliver an effective class despite weak 
course design and materials. Students participate in formal learning activities to enhance their ability to produce specific 
results. Producing results through learning is best achieved in an environment in which a clear, active, measurable 
objective (result) is identified and an effective facilitator guides the process (Kolodner, 1997). 

The use of teaching with the Constructivist Learning Theory can used to strengthen the use of facilitation in the 
institution of higher learning’s classroom. The theory is relevant for facilitation because it encourages critical thinking and 
encourages students to ask follow-up questions during discussions. Some lecturers make use of a direct style of teaching 
by, for example, telling and showing students directly. Such lecturers use objects during teaching and students gain 
insight through observation (Jacobs, Vakalisa & Gawe, 2004). While on the other hand some lecturers prefer an indirect 
style of teaching because they want to encourage students to find out and think for themselves. According to Jacobs 
(2004), et al lecturers using an indirect style of teaching seem to be effective because they can select and use some 
strategies that are most appropriate under circumstances. Within indirect teaching, lecturers may use different facilitation 
strategies that include small group teaching, co-operative learning, social constructivism and also learning theories that 
are relevant to facilitation of teaching and learning. 

However, working with first year student can be a challenge since they are still used to teaching approach that is 
pre-dominant in high schools. The new environment can also be a challenge for students, especially first-year group. 
Another challenge may be that the University that the study was conducted in was in rural area, as a results majority of 
students were from rural area. Some of the challenges associated with students from rural areas are poor communication 
skills (since most of them English is their second language); lack of self-confidence among others. Therefore, the study 
sought to answer the question what are the challenges experienced by lecturers when managing facilitation in the rural 
university. 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
 
With regard to theoretical framework, Kolb, (2006) model of learning style was used. The theory is relevant to this study 
because it explain in detail learning styles that students undergo. Kolb’s different learning style can be used to assist first 
students to learn though facilitation, and lecturers can also refer to this theory to understand how students learn. Kolb 
explains that different people naturally prefer a certain single different learning style. Various factors influence a person's 
preferred style: notably in his experiential learning theory model (ELT) Kolb defined three stages of a person's 
development, and suggests that our propensity to reconcile and successfully integrate the four different learning styles 
improves as we mature through our development stages. 
 
3. Brief descriptions of the four Kolb learning styles in the context of higher education:  
 
3.1 Diverging (feeling and watching - CE/RO)  
 
These students are able to look at things from different perspectives. They are sensitive. They prefer to watch rather than 
do, tending to gather information and use imagination to solve problems. They are best at viewing concrete situations 
several different viewpoints. Kolb called this style 'Diverging' because these students perform better in situations that 
require ideas-generation, for example, brainstorming. Students with a Diverging learning style have broad cultural 
interests and like to gather information and they prefer to work in groups, to listen with an open mind and to receive 
personal feedback (Kolb, 2006). 
 
3.2 Assimilating (watching and thinking - AC/RO)  

 
The Assimilating learning preference is for a concise, logical approach. Ideas and concepts are more important than 
people. These students require good clear explanation rather than practical opportunity. They excel at understanding 
wide-ranging information and organising it a clear logical format. Students with an Assimilating learning style are less 



ISSN 2039-2117 (online) 
ISSN 2039-9340 (print) 

        Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 
            MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy 

Vol 5 No 11 
June  2014 

          

 125 

focused on people and more interested in ideas and abstract concepts and they are more attracted to logically sound 
theories than approaches based on practical value. This learning style is important for effectiveness in information and 
science careers. In formal learning situations, students with this style prefer readings, lectures, exploring analytical 
models, and having time to think things through. (Kolb, 2006). 
 
3.3 Converging (doing and thinking - AC/AE)  

 
According to Kolb, (2006) students with a Converging learning style can solve problems and will use their learning to find 
solutions to practical issues. They prefer technical tasks, and are less concerned with people and interpersonal aspects. 
Students with a Converging learning style are best at finding practical uses for ideas and theories. They can solve 
problems and make decisions by finding solutions to questions and problems. Moreover, students with a Converging 
learning style are more attracted to technical tasks and problems than social or interpersonal issues. A Converging 
learning style enables specialist and technology abilities. Lastly, students with a Converging style like to experiment with 
new ideas, to simulate, and to work with practical applications.  
 
3.4 Accommodating (doing and feeling - CE/AE)  

 
The Accommodating learning style is 'hands-on', and relies on intuition rather than logic. These students use other 
people's analysis, and prefer to take a practical, experiential approach. They are attracted to new challenges and 
experiences, and to carrying out plans. They commonly act on 'gut' instinct rather than logical analysis. Students with an 
Accommodating learning style will tend to rely on others for information than carry out their own analysis. This learning 
style is prevalent and useful in roles requiring action and initiative. Students with an Accommodating learning style prefer 
to work in teams to complete tasks. They set targets and actively work in the field trying different ways to achieve an 
objective (Kolb, 2006). 
 
4. Statement of the Problem 
 
Facilitation offers everyone in the group the chance to express their ideas and to feel as if they are part of a class. 
However, moving from teaching to facilitation in the university under study can be a challenge since first year students 
are still comfortable with traditional teaching that was used in schools. As a result, lecturers experience a challenge when 
facilitating students in the first years, and these may results into many students not coping with the system and end up 
dropping out. 
 
5. Research Questions 
 

• What are the challenges facing lecturers when using facilitation in their lectures in the first year classes? 
• How do lecturers assist students to cope with facilitation as a learning strategy? 
• What model can be suggested for lecturers to use during facilitation of students’ learning? 

 
6. Research Methodology 
 
7. Research Paradigm 
 
The paradigm used in this study was the qualitative approach. The purpose of qualitative research is to develop an 
understanding of individuals and events in their natural state, taking into account the relevant context (Leedy, 2001:91). 
Qualitative research is predicted on the assumption that each individual, each culture and each setting is unique. In 
qualitative research, interpretation of data was done by identifying themes and generates discussion (Kolb, 1999:3). 
Procedures are not strictly formalized, scope is more likely to be undefined, and a more philosophical mode is adopted 
(Mouton & Marias, 1998:166). Therefore this study was epitomized as qualitative research. It can be epitomized as 
qualitative because: 

• The study was conducted in a natural setting in which the lecturers were asked questions to answer based on 
facilitation of learning. Focus-group interviews were used because the researcher wanted to gather in-depth 
information about lecturers’ views; challenges and how they manage facilitation during their lecturers. 
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• An important concern of qualitative researchers is the meaning of human behaviour and experience. In this 
study the researcher was interested in the facilitation of learning by lecturers, 

• The data collected emanated from focus-group interviews; and did not follow numerical or statistical 
procedures. Thus the focus of this proposed study was on understanding and meaning through verbal 
narratives rather than through numbers, 

• The data was gathered and analysed by qualitative methods; small groups are normally investigated in 
qualitative research (Van Der Westhuizen, 1999:127). In the context of study the participants consisted of 
lecturers in two faculties, and this was considered as a small group. 
 

8. Research Design 
 
The research design used in this study was phenomenological research design. Phenomenological research design is 
the kind of research whereby the researcher forms part of the day to day life of his/her population, while gathering data 
(Criticos 2002:44). In this study, the researcher is working in the institution; therefore it gave him opportunity to spend few 
days getting to know the staff of the relevant faculties and how they manage facilitation in order to gather information. The 
reason for choice of a phenomenological research design is that it enables the researcher to be in a particular faculty, for 
a particular period in order to find out how lecturers manage facilitation. The researcher formed part of the staff, and 
engage on daily activities of lecturers in these faculties. These enabled lecturers or members of staff to behave in a 
normal behaviour without being aware that the researcher is collecting some sort of information about their management 
of facilitation. The most important thing in this stage was for lecturers not to be biased when providing with information; 
because sometimes when participants are aware that you are collecting information; they might provide information just 
to please you as a researcher, but if they are not aware that you are collecting information they will not be biased. 

 
9. Population and Sampling 
 
The population comprised lecturers from two faculties at an institution of higher learning. The total population of these 
faculties was thirty eight. Du Plooy (1997:48) refers to sampling as the rigorous procedures involved when selecting 
individuals from a large population. A sample is therefore a group of subjects chosen from the population using a 
particular sampling method. During data collection focused group interviews was used. During focused group fifteen 
lecturers from two faculties that are teaching first year class volunteered to participate on this study. Each session of 
focus-group consisted of five lecturers with less than five years teaching experience, and the total of three focus-group 
sessions. 
 
10. Data Collection and Instruments 
 
To carry out any type of research investigation, data must be gathered. Many different methods and procedures have 
been developed to aid in the acquisition of data. These procedures employ distinctive ways of collecting the data. Each is 
particularly appropriate for certain sources of data, yielding information of the kind and in the form that can be most 
effective (Kothari, 1997: 207). Considering the fact that the study followed qualitative approach, focus-group interviews 
were used to gather in-depth information about the use facilitation in institution of higher learning.  
 
11. Trustworthiness 
 
Trustworthiness is a set of quality criteria for judging interpretive research, which is also known as ‘authenticity criteria’ 
(Kolb, 1999:36). In this regard, qualitative research theorists advise researchers to explain what precautions they have 
taken to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings of their studies. Therefore, the researcher gave an overview of two 
trustworthiness criteria: credibility and transferability. 
 
11.1 Credibility 

 
The researcher is working in the University; as a result he is familiar with the culture of this University. To ensure 
credibility of the results the researcher has done some consultations about facilitation related activities before the actual 
data collection sessions. To ensure honesty and guanine information, participants was given a chance to refuse to 
participate in the study, in other words the participation was based voluntary.  
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11.2 Transferability 
 

All Universities in South Africa are expected to keep certain national and international standard. The transferability of 
credits across the Universities unified the curriculum and practice of teaching in higher institution. Therefore, the results of 
this can be transferred or applied in other universities, be it nationally or internationally. 
 
12. Data Analysis 
 
Davison (1997) states that data analysis is the process of making sense out of data, which involves consolidating, 
reducing and interpreting what has been said and what the researcher has seen and read. It is thus the process of 
understanding, making sense and meaning of the data. This understanding was organised into a descriptive account. 
Data collected from taped recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim. After transcribing interviews, a sense of the 
whole was obtained by reading carefully with understanding and summarizing the salient aspects.  
 
13. Ethical Issues 
 
This concerns the importance of both accurately informing the respondents as to the nature of research and obtaining 
their written consent to participate (Babbie 2007:64). Coercion is not to be used to force participation and the respondents 
may terminate their involvement in the research at any time. Participation of the respondents was voluntary. The 
researcher assured the respondents that the information they provided was only for research purposes. Furthermore, 
their names were not to be disclosed and the interviews were conducted in a private place with only the respondent and 
researcher present. Lastly, the researcher shown respect for the well-being of the participants and the right to self-
determination. 

According to Kolb (1999:33), the validity of the instrument produces accurate results or information. In supporting 
Kolb’s idea the researcher ensured validity of the instruments to collect data. The researcher first piloted the instruments, 
which according to Taylor (2008:34), is to test if the instrument will address the problem. Lastly, the researcher got 
certificate of ethical clearance from the University before conducting the study in the institution. 
 
14. Results or Findings 
 
15. Results/Findings and Discussion of Findings 
 
When lecturers were asked how they use facilitation as a teaching strategy, the following themes were identified: 

• The use of group teaching; 
• The use of co-operative teaching; 
• The use of whole class discussion method; 
• The use of blackboard: discussion tool. 
The use of group teaching is recommended by the new education system in South Africa because it allows 

students to talk for longer lengths of time than in whole class situation, and this encourage less confident students to 
contribute their ideas. Secondly, it allows lecturers to individualise their tuition more than in whole class situation 
(Critocos, 2005). By grouping weaker students in one or two groups, lecturers are able to work closely on their learning 
difficulties without holding up stronger students. According to Critocos (2005) these students will be set more advanced 
work with which they can continue while the lecturer deals with students having a problem. 

Thirdly, grouping also provides opportunity for lecturers to use students as lecturers. Stronger students can be 
used to facilitate learning in groups and possibly clarify issues that a lecturer hasn’t been able to do. Fourth, well 
managed group according to Critocos (2005) creates a learning culture which teaches students how to listen to others, 
share ideas, and model other students’ ways of thinking and doing things. Group work that requires hands no activities 
provide opportunity for active learning. In addition, the process of group work will develop many of the skills that future 
citizen need. For example students who learn in groups frequently and over a long period develop strong inter-personal 
skills; they develop strong co-operative and collaborative working skills; and they also develop strong problem solving 
and critical thinking skills.  

Besides group teaching, lecturers mentioned that the use of cooperative learning can also assist them to move 
students from traditional teaching/learning to facilitation. Cooperative learning involves students working together and 
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being responsible for both their own learning and each other’s learning (Leedy, 2001). Cooperative learning is different 
from group work because lecturer sets rules for student and teaches the skills of cooperative learning. This is a powerful 
tool for facilitation because during facilitation the role of a lecturer is also to guide student not to lead them. Moreover, 
cooperative learning involves student to student interaction in the process of fostering successful learning by all. Students 
are given the opportunity to react on ideas, experience, insight and knowledge of generating alternative ways of thinking 
and feeling. As learning occurs in the social context of lecture hall, knowledge is co-constructed through interaction with 
other and this is what facilitation encourages to students. According to Jacobs et al (2004) co-operative learning is a way 
of teaching in which students work together to ensure that all members in their groups have learnt and understood the 
same content. Such co-operation gives students the emotional and academic support that helps them to persevere 
against the many obstacles they face at University. 

Whole class discussion method is another tool that can result in to successful facilitation. During whole discussion, 
students are guided by the lecturer by providing them with the right questions to discuss. According to Jacobs et al (2004) 
whole class discussion method demands that the class be designed and managed in a manner that encourages students 
to express their own views on the content without fear of intimidation from either lecturer or their peers. Lecturers can use 
whole class discussion to prepare students to move from traditional method of teaching to facilitation.  

However, the introduction of black board in the university has brought in another lens that facilitation can be 
managed. According to Peters (2001) the use of black board make it possible to combine the digital learning and teaching 
techniques that were discussed in class and develop more discussion in the digital-learning environment. The use of 
black board has an advantage of allowing discussion of lessons to continue beyond classroom. In other words students 
who feel shy to participate in class may ask questions and clarity via black board. When lecturers were asked questions 
on how they use blackboard to manage facilitation, they mentioned that black board give them opportunity to continue 
with the facilitation of discussion of the lesson even after the lectures. They mentioned that they use discussion tool on 
black board to continue to facilitation their lesson and also to accommodate students that they may be shy in their 
classes.  

Participants were also asked about the challenges they experience when managing facilitation and their responses 
were as follows: 

• Students who talk too much in class; 
• Students who will not talk in class; 
• Discussion that turn into argument; 
• Unclear comments; 
• Discussion that goes off track; 
• Students who attack one another. 
Facilitation encourages that student participate more, and be responsible for their learning. However, these may go 

with a challenge that in some instances some students may be more talkative than others, as a result they deny other a 
chance to participate. In contrast to that some student are just quite by nature, as a results they may be quite for the rest 
of the lecture and that disturbs facilitation as a teaching method. It becomes a responsibility of a lecturer to create an 
environment whereby everyone will feel free to participate. Furthermore, during facilitation discussion can into argument. 
Therefore, it is also the responsibility of a lecturer to ease such situation and encourage respect among students. It 
makes things easy to set the ground rules during the beginning of the lesson and make sure that all students abide to 
them. The kind of comments that a teacher gives during facilitation should be clear in order to keep facilitation going. 
Unclear comments may result into some confusion on the site of the students and this may delay of their learning through 
facilitation. A lecturer during facilitation should make sure that the discussion is always on track, and students are 
discussing exactly what are expected to discuss. The same applies with students whom attack one another; it is the 
responsibility of a lecturer to instil respect among students and also to understand the purpose of the discussion. There is 
a need for lecturer to be trained on how to manage large classroom using facilitation as a teaching strategy. Looking at 
constructivist learning theory, one of the first things a lecturer must do is to accept and acknowledge that learners are 
different and they do not learn the same way. Using facilitation in this regard, lecturer will therefore assist each student to 
learn through discussing a problem by giving advice rather than telling them what to do (Peters, 2001). Facilitation is an 
essential ingredient in teaching/learning, and all faculty members can benefit immensely from improving their skills in this 
performance area. Facilitation can be used with students to help them grow as learners, with graduate students to help 
them grow as researchers, with committee members to promote team problem solving, and with professional 
organizations to create effective mission statements and to accomplish strategic objectives. Facilitation involves a mind-
set of helping others perform better by creating growth opportunities and by providing coaching that allows others to take 
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on more ownership and control of their performance. 
 
16. Conclusion 
 
Reflecting on the findings of this study one will realise that the use of facilitation is very important in the institutions of 
higher learning because it prepares students not to rely on their lecturers and be responsible for their own learning. What 
is important is for lecturers to understand the background that majority of their students are coming from in order to assist 
them to move gradually from tradition way of learning to facilitation. Furthermore, lecturers need to plan their facilitation 
by creating an environment that will be conducive for facilitation and also to set facilitation rules were necessary. Looking 
at first year students, fresh from the high schools, one has to comfort them by familiarizing them with the way of teaching 
and learning in the institutions of higher learning. For a lecturer to be succefful during facilitation, they should be flexible, 
creative and up to date. They should also use different techniques and show students you love them. Moreover, you do 
not allow your students to drink from a bottle, let them go to the river. You should offer skills that lead to learning and 
respect each one of your students buy understanding that each one is different and special. Lastly, you should not make 
fun of your students and learn to listen actively and comprehensively to your students.  

 
17. Recommendations 
 
The results of this study revealed that students are unable to cope with facilitation since they are used to teaching 
approach from their high schools. The study therefore, recommends that lecturers should connect teaching and 
facilitation by gradually introducing students to facilitation. The study further recommended intensive use of facilitation 
rather than teaching, because facilitation prepare students to be critical thinkers and responsible for their learning. Kolb, 
(2006) model of learning style was also recommended so that lecturers may understand how students learn. Kolb’s 
model outline different style that students learn, and the model will assist lecturers to know how to deal with concerned 
students and this will contribute to the student retention and also to quality teaching in the institution. 
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