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INTRODUCTION

The term “blended learning” has become a corporate
buzzword in recent years (Lamb, 2001). Recently, the
American Society for Training and Development identi-
fied blended learning as one of the top ten trends to
emerge in the knowledge delivery industry in 2003
(Rooney, 2003). In higher education, the term blended
learning is being used with increased frequency in aca-
demic conferencesand publications. Issuesrelated to the
design and implementation of blended |earning environ-
ments (BLE) are surfacing as technological advances
continue to blur the lines between distributed learning
and thetraditional campus-based |earning. Many univer-
sitiesare beginning to recognizethe advantages of blend-
ing online and residential instruction. The Chronicle of
Higher Education recently quoted the president of Penn-
sylvania State University as saying that the convergence
between onlineandresidential instructionwas*thesingle-
greatest unrecognized trend in higher education today”
(Young, 2002). Along the same lines, the editor of The
Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networksis predict-
ing a dramatic increase in the number of hybrid (i.e.,
blended) courses to include as many as 80-90% of the
range of courses (Y oung, 2002). The article provides an
overview of blended learning environments (BLEs) and
outlines the most common benefits and challenges iden-
tified in theresearch literature.

BACKGROUND

Theuseof theterm*“blended learning” isarelatively new
phenomenon in higher education. Historically, academi-
cians have referred to blended learning environments
(BLEs) ashybrid environments. But withtheexplosionin
the use of theterm “blended |earning” in corporatetrain-
ing environments, the academic literature has increas-

ingly followed suit, anditiscommonto seethetermsused
interchangeably (Voos, 2003). In this section of the ar-
ticle, we address the following two questions:

. What isbeing blended inaBLE?
. How muchtoblendinaBLE?

What Is Being Blended?

By nature, both the terms“hybrid” and “blended” imply
amixing or combining of something. It isthat something
that people do not always agree upon. Some understand
blended | earning to be acombination of different instruc-
tional methods (soft technologies) (Singh & Reed, 2001,
Thomson, 2002), while othersdefine blended learning as
a combination of different modalities or delivery media
(hardtechnologies) (Driscoll, 2002; Rossett, 2002). Blended
learning ismost commonly considered to bethe combina-
tion of two archetypal “learning environments” using
both the hard and soft technol ogies most commonin each
instructional environment. In short, blended learning
environments combine face-to-face (F2F) instruction
with computer-mediated (CM) instruction.

Blending occurs at theinstructional (or course) level
as opposed to the institutional level. A whole body of
literature talks about dual-mode institutions that deliver
both F2F and distributed instruction, but don’t explicitly
blend these environments at a course level (Rumble,
1992). Historically, theon-campusand distributed educa-
tion branches of dual-mode universities served different
populations of learners. However, increasingly the lines
betweentraditional on-campuslearnersand distancelearn-
ersare being blurred. This same phenomenon is happen-
ing between on-campus course offerings and distributed
course offerings. This blurring of boundaries is often
referred to as the “hybridization” of the university
(Cookson, 2002).
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Figure 1. Blended learning environments combine F2F and computer-mediated instruction
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How Much to Blend?

As might be expected, no magic blend is optimal for all
learning contexts. As Figure 1 suggests, arange of com-
binations can occur in a blended environment. Figure 1
divides this range into three general levels: blends that
have a dominant F2F component, blends that have a
dominant CM component, and blends that are fairly bal-
anced in mixing the two environments. In higher educa-
tionand corporatetraining, blendsof all varietiesexist. At
the F2F end of the spectrum, many on-campusinstructors
and corporate trainers are enhancing their courses or
training programs by using computer-based technolo-
gies. Intheseinstances, theinstructorsand trainers may
change what they do in the F2F environment because of
the added CM portion, but they typically do not reduce
the F2F contact time. At the computer-mediated end of the
spectrum, an increasing number of higher education dis-
tributed education courses have a F2F component. These
courses range from requiring F2F orientation activities
and in-person testing (Martyn, 2003; Schrum & Benson,
2000) to allowing for optional participationin discussion
or lecture sessions. In the corporate world, companies
often add F2F sessions to e-learning training modules
(Bielawski & Metcalf, 2002; Thorne, 2003) to giveempl oy-
eesthe chanceto practiceand apply skillsand knowledge
they’ vegained viatheonlineinstruction. Inthemiddl e of
the spectrum, both university courses and corporate
training modulesreduce F2F classtimeby increasing the
time the learners spend in onlineinstructional activities.

Why Blend?

There are many reasons why an instructor or corporate
trainer might chooseto design aBL E over anon-blended
environment. The most predominant benefits and chal-
lengesintheliterature are presented inthefollowing two
sections.
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Benefits to Blending

The phrase most commonly used by advocatesof BLESis
that they allow one to have the “best of both worlds”
(Morgan, 2002; Y oung, 2002). BL Escan also mix theleast
effective elementsof both worldsif they are not designed
well. Beyond this general statement, we identified three
major themes that are often referred to as reasons for
blending: (1) moreeffective pedagogy, (2) increased con-
venience and access, and (3) increased cost effective-
ness.

More Effective Pedagogy

The opportunity to improve upon prevalent pedagogical
practicesisone of the most commonly cited possibilities
that blending provides. For example, in the on-campus
environment much of teaching and learning is still fo-
cused on the “transmission” model with the lecture used
by 83% of higher education instructors as the predomi-
nant teaching strategy (U.S. Department of Education,
2001). Constraints such as classduration, size, and loca-
tion can provide aformidable barrier to making changes
tothat strategy. Introducing onlineinstructional compo-
nents opens the range of instructional strategiesthat can
be used. Proponents of BLEs have mentioned such ben-
efits as:

. anincreaseinactivelearningstrategiesused (Collis,
2003; Morgan, 2002);

. a change from a more teacher-centered to learner-
centered focus (Hartman, Dziuban, & Moskal, 1999;
Morgan, 2002);

. agreater emphasison peer-to-peer learning (Collis,
2003);

. achangeintheway faculty allocatetime, allowing
for increased mentoring of individual students
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