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ABSTRACT

Using an engagement in research approach this article explores the landscape of blended learning
in higher education over the last decade by comparing the results of a critical literature review by
Vaughan to an instrumental case study that identified key factors that led to the implementation of a
blended learning initiative in one medium sized Canadian university. Findings indicate that although
students still prefers the time flexibility of blended learning, there are major differences between
undergraduate and graduate students and their motivation for choosing this pedagogy. Professors also
find increased teacher-student interactions using a blended learning format but acknowledge more
support for course redesign and better professional development and training. From an administrator’s
viewpoint, one of the main challenges occurred at the individual faculty level in trying to communicate
the definition of blended learning to professors. As a way of looking forward, interviews with experts
from various Ontario universities and a survey of university personnel from across the country provided
some initial insights. A discussion situates the findings using the theoretical lens of andragogy, self-
directed learning, the community of inquiry framework, and points to a possible range of additional
research questions for blended learning.
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INTRODUCTION

As Veletsianos (2016) so aptly puts it there is an increasing awareness that higher education is in a
period of transformation due to emerging technologies and the contextual issues surrounding digital
learning. Due to this realization, universities have been thrust into debates about the future of education
and concerns related to the complexity of the teaching and learning transactions especially given that
a new demographic of student is demanding more than the traditional lecture method in classrooms.
Blended learning is an important feature in these deliberations. Hybrid or blended learning is often
defined as the combination of face-to-face and online learning (Sharpe, Benfield, Roberts, & Francis,
2006). Bleed (2001) argues that this is not a sufficient definition for blended learning as it simply
implies “bolting” technology onto a traditional course, using technology as an add-on to teach a
difficult concept, or adding supplemental information. He suggests that blended learning should be
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viewed as an opportunity to redesign how courses are developed, scheduled, and delivered through
a combination of physical and virtual instruction: “bricks and clicks.” Joining the best features of
in-class teaching with the best features of online learning that promote active, self-directed learning
opportunities with added flexibility should be the goal of this redesigned approach (Littlejohn &
Pegler, 2007). Garrison and Vaughan (2008, p.148) echo this sentiment when they state that “blended
learning is the organic integration of thoughtfully selected and complementary face-to-face and
online approaches and technologies.” Furthermore, according to Owston (2013) it now seems clear
that blended learning has the potential to transform the sector of higher education as the reliance
on the transmission model is seriously being questioned by students, professors and administrators.
Nevertheless, as Taylor, Atas, and Ghani (2017) have indicated there are both enablers and constraints
in blended learning that are faced by each of these three key stakeholder groups. These seem to be
related to individual faculties, size of institution and type of university-wide blended learning initiative.

Over a decade ago, Vaughan (2007) critiqued the literature in blended learning in higher education
from the perspective of students, faculty, and administration that had direct experience with this
form of course delivery. Drawing on over 35 empirical studies and reports in higher education from
2001-2006, several findings were observed. One of the important conclusions was that there was a
marked difference as to the benefits and challenges of blended learning from each of these major
constituent groups. More than a decade later, it is still uncertain as to whether these expressed benefits
and challenges of blended learning have actually changed or have been addressed (Casey, 2013).
Therefore, the scope of this investigation was to explore the similarities and differences that have
occurred in blended learning since Vaughan’s critical review in 2007 using a comparative thematic
analysis of a case-based study by Taylor, Ghani, Atas and Fairbrother (2018). This instrumental case
study, which used interviews with students, professors and administrators, identified the key factors
that led to the adoption and implementation of a blended learning initiative in one medium sized
Canadian university. In addition, an attempt to portray a way forward on blended learning in higher
education was explored. For the purposes of this investigation, the research questions were stated as:
(1) From the viewpoints of students, professors, and administrators, what aspects of blended learning
in higher education have changed and what aspects have remained the same over the last 10 years? (2)
What are the directions needed to enhance the development of blended learning in higher education?

METHODOLOGY

The study was situated in a critical and contemporary approach to social research as espoused by Reid,
Greaves and Kirby (2017). The particular approach is referred to as engagement in research (pp.38-
39). As the authors maintain engagement refers to how groups affected by the research question or
implementers of the research results get an opportunity to engage in the research process. In using
the case based study by Taylor et al. (2018) students, professors and administrators were all included
in generating the research project design, the research questions and deciding on the methods of data
collection. Participants also gave suggestions on how to apply the results at the individual faculty
level as well as recommendations to the university-wide community. By using this approach, the
voices and roles of all three constituent groups were respected ensuring that the research was done
with their collaboration and permission.

Thirty-one students who engaged in the case based research were both from the undergraduate
and graduate programs across five different faculties. These students had taken at least one blended
learning course in their program during the time of the interviews. The 27 professors interviewed
were also from five different faculties in this medium sized Canadian university. They had been
teaching in their particular faculty for more than 6 years and involved in instructing in a blended
learning format for an average of 2.3 years. The 15 administrators interviewed held senior positions
of Dean, Vice Dean or Director and had served in an administrative capacity for more than 13 years.
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