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Abstract

The growing need for professional development to help university instructors with the adoption of online 
teaching is being propelled from several directions. But innovative professional development initia-
tives, intended to help university instructors better leverage technology, particularly through blended 
approaches, are not without tensions. The objective of this research study was to delve into these ten-
sions. Directors in several North American professional development centres were interviewed in order 
to explore how their programs supported the integration of technology into teaching. Findings suggest 
that there is a tension between what professional development centres are doing and what they would 
like to do regarding: (1) deeper integration of technology into their own teaching practices as a centre, 
including blended approaches; and (2) how to nurture communities of practice, comprised of university 
instructors focused on teaching-related issues in higher education, such as adoption of blended learn-
ing strategies. Four themes emerged: uncertainty about how best to leverage technology and blended 
learning, questions regarding a professional development centre’s role in cultivating communities, the 
importance of being strategic, and desire for scalability. The chapter concludes with policy implications 
and recommendations for future development of effective and sustainable professional development 
practices.
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INTRODUCTION

The growing need for professional development 
to help university instructors with the adoption 
of online teaching is being propelled from several 
directions: efforts to enhance the student learning 
experience and therefore the quality of teaching, 
the constant churn of new technologies, and the 
evolution of higher education institutions driven 
by, and driving, changing expectations. The need 
for effective and sustaining professional develop-
ment is also linked to a desire for innovations in 
teaching and learning methods, including blended 
learning.

Professional development programs do feel 
some pressure to integrate technology and move 
beyond traditional classroom approaches. Inno-
vative professional development strategies can 
include not only a mix of face-to-face (F2F) and 
online approaches, but also nurturing communi-
ties of practice (CoP) throughout higher education 
institutions. But innovative professional develop-
ment initiatives are not without tensions.

The overarching objective of this study was to 
gain a broader understanding of these tensions. 
We therefore interviewed directors in profes-
sional development centres in higher education 
institutions (most often referred to as teaching 
and learning centres in North America) located 
in the United States and Canada. We were inter-
ested in the direction professional development 
centres were taking to support university instruc-
tors. One objective of this research was to better 
understand effective and sustainable professional 
development programs intended to support the 
integration of technology into teaching through 
blended learning strategies and CoP.

We begin this chapter with a review of the 
literature on blended learning and CoP within 
professional development contexts, followed by 
a description of our data collection, analysis, 
and a discussion of our findings. We close this 
chapter with recommendations for creating CoP 
in blended learning environments and conclude 

with implications and considerations for future 
developments.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Blended Learning: Defining it

There is a growing body of literature advocating 
blended learning as a core activity to professional 
development within institutions of higher educa-
tion. At present, however, there is little agreement 
on the definition of blended learning. A quick 
search on the Internet reveals the diversity and 
widely interpreted views of what blended learn-
ing is. For example, Wikipedia defines blended 
learning as the following:

the combination of multiple approaches to learn-
ing. Blended learning can be accomplished through 
the use of ‘blended’ virtual and physical resources. 
A typical example of this would be a combination 
of technology-based materials and face-to-face 
sessions used together to deliver instruction. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blended_learning) 

Others, such as Heinze and Procter (2004), 
define blended learning as “learning that is fa-
cilitated by the effective combination of different 
modes of delivery, models of teaching and styles 
of learning, and founded on transparent com-
munication amongst all parties involved with a 
course.”

Garrison and Vaughan’s (n.d.) definition, while 
not entirely dissimilar to Wikipedia’s definition, 
provides a more bounded view:

At its core, blended learning is the thoughtful 
fusion of face-to-face and online learning expe-
riences. The basic principle is that face-to-face 
oral communication and online written com-
munication are optimally integrated such that 
the strengths of each are blended into a unique 
learning experience congruent with the context 
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