Blended Learning — The
way forward?

Developmental Research Project

LTCL Diploma TESOL
Summer 2007

OxfordTEFL, Barcelona, Spain
Karen Richardson

Total word count 2,935




Contents

Rationale

The questionnaires

Evaluation of the questionnaire for EFL teachers/trainers
Evaluation of the questionnaires for learners of English
The workshops

Conclusion and further implications

Appendices

page 3
page 5
page 6
page 11
page 17
page 18

page 23




Rationale

These days | usually find myself taking a laptop and speakers to class instead of a
CD-player. | no longer carry a heavy paper dictionary as | have a CD-ROM version
which | use in class. In my teacher’s bag | have a digital voice recorder with
integrated USB stick and a digital camera. | communicate with my learners via emalil
and Skype and | even have an avatar who visits language learning workshops in
Second Life. | set my learners web quests and instead of conventional paper
workbooks, many of them complete their homework using learning websites or
interactive CD-ROMs.

Frustratingly though, I still only have internet access in one of the many rooms | teach
in, and as this is in a company I'm restricted by the company’s firewall.

Despite all of this, | don’t consider myself a technophile and was therefore surprised
to hear that many of my learners and colleagues think that | am. As far as I'm
concerned, I'm just keeping up with the times. Isn’t that what we all do? According to
experts Nicky Hockly and Gavin Dudeny, apparently not.

“Although the use of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) by language
teachers is still not widespread, the use of technology in the classroom is becoming
increasingly important, and will become a normal part of ELT practice in the coming
years.” Hockly & Dudeney (2007)

Taking this statement as the starting point of my research, | decided to look into:
e Whether blended learning (BL) is appropriate for all learners.
e Whether certain groups of learners would benefit more than others from a BL
approach.
e Whether teachers are ready and willing to integrate BL into their courses.
e What skills learners and teachers need to get the most out of a BL approach.

| started off by reading as many up-to-date books and articles on blended learning
and technology in the classroom as possible. | attended workshops and
presentations, held two presentations myself at international teachers’ conferences,
and even joined a language learning group in Second Life.

For the main body of my research, | devised two questionnaires: one for teachers
and one for learners. But before we look at the questionnaires, we ought to define
what blended learning actually is. A tricky thing to pin down, the clearest definitions
from the world of ELT are:

“Blended Learning refers to a language course which combines a face-to-face (F2F)
classroom component with an appropriate use of technology.” Sharma and Barrett
(2007)

“A ‘mixture of face-to-face and distance learning.” Frendo (2005)

“Combining e-learning with ...face-to-face” Smith and Baber (2005)




“Blended learning is the combination of multiple approaches to learning. For
example: - self-paced, collaborative or inquiry-based study. Blended learning can be
accomplished through the use of 'blended' virtual and physical resources. Examples
include combinations of technology-based materials, face-to-face sessions and print
materials”. Wikipedia




The questionnaires

See appendices 5 and 6 for completed questionnaires.

To ensure my target group were as varied as possible, | decided to take advantage of
my networking opportunities and devised and sent out questionnaires, via email, to
colleagues: at the Volkshochschule; at a private school; at ELTAS, and to my fellow
diploma students. All but two were completed electronically and returned via email.

The learners’ questionnaires were completed by hand during lessons by my learners
and those of a few colleagues.

Not only did | want the two questionnaires to visibly reflect each other, | also wanted
them to be as easy to complete as possible, therefore | decided on an A4 format with
multiple choice questions plus room for additional comments.

| tried to make the questions as clear as possible, but did not want to assume that the
respondents all knew what the technologies involve. | also wanted to differentiate
between those who don’t use technology because they don't like it — the
technophobes - and those who don’t use it because they haven’t got the possibility.

The last two questions for teachers and the last three for learners were the ones that
interested me most which is why | asked for further detalils.

Additionally, so as not to exclude lower level learners, | additionally wrote the
guestions on the learners’ questionnaire in German.




Evaluation of the questionnaire for EFL
teachers/trainers

A total of 50 teachers completed and returned the teachers’ questionnaire.
The respondents are currently teaching in Germany, England, Spain, Canada, the

U.A.E. and Oman.

The pie-charts on this page show a breakdown of the age, sex and nationality of the
respondents as well as the amount of years they have been teaching EFL.

Age Sex

m18-30 m31-45 m46+ mmale mfemale

4%

54%

Nationality Teaching for:

H British m US American @ German ® Other m0-10years m11-20years m 21+ years

8%

32%

Other nationalities = Irish, Canadian, Australian, Canadian/Irish




On the questionnaires, | asked: do you teach with or integrate any of the following
into your lessons?

There should be a small +/- error margin as not all of the teachers understood what
the more modern technical equipment is.

This is how they answered:
(*witbdhtc = would like to but don’t have the chance)

: . Note:
Interactive whiteboard There was some confusion as
30 to what an interactive

25 whiteboard really is. Of the 4
20 who answered always, | know
15 3 of them were thinking about

10 I a normal whiteboard.
: | —
o

always sometimes never wlitbdhtc
email
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always sometimes never wltbdhtc
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always sometimes never wltbdhtc




Note:

| meant CD-ROMs produced
for learning purposes, with
interactive exercises. Many
understood the question to
mean music CDs. | should
have asked about interactive
CD-ROMs for teaching
English. This would have
given a very different answer.

CDROM
25
20
15
10
> |
; i
always sometimes never wlithdhtc
video camera
20
15
10
5
0
always sometimes never wlithdhtc
digital voice recorder
25
20
15
10
5
o L W
always sometimes never wlitbdhtc
Internet
40
30
20
10
, Ll - []

always

sometimes never witbdhtc

Note:

Further investigations show
that if the classrooms all had
an internet connection, many
of the ‘sometimes’ would
become ‘always’




| sub-divided the internet question and asked who used the following:

internet sub-categories
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5 I =B
0
audiofiles videofiles/ online online blogs wikis other
/podcasts  vodcasts  dictionaries translators

*other included: news and information websites such as the BBC, search engines,
company websites and intranet, EFL learning sites, Google, Movielearn, photo
websites, virtual learning environments (VLEs), teacher’s own website, Skype, web
guests, Macmillan English Campus.

attended workshops or read books on
blended learning or technology inside
or outside the classroom

Note: workshops attended Note:

were mostly at international Some books were read but
teachers’ conferences such mostly respondents

as IATEFL and BESIG or at mentioned articles in

local ELTA workshops teaching journals or online.




Would like to integrate more technology
based learning into courses




Evaluation of the questionnaire for
learners of English

In contrast to the teachers’ questionnaire, these were all completed by hand. A total
of 71 learners completed and returned the learners’ questionnaire.

The pie-charts on this page show a breakdown of the age, sex and nationality of the
respondents as well as the amount of years they have been learning English.

Age Sex
m 15-17 m 18-30 m 31-45 m 46+ m not given mmale mfemale mnotgiven
1% 13% 10%
AN
39%
Nationality Learning for:
HGerman ®Russian ® other m0-10years m 11-20 years
305 6% 21+years mnotgiven

2%

21%

14%

Other nationalities =ltalian, Serbian, Swedish, Dutch




*Note: dkht = don’t know how to.

| asked,
Do you:

use an online dictionary

Note: The columns in the
bar charts show the
actual number of
respondents and not
percentages.

40
30
0 |
often sometimes never dkht
listen to audio files /
podcasts in English
40
30
20 I I
10
o LI o
often sometimes never dkht
watch online video clips in
English
40
30
20
10 I
o _ Il |
often sometimes never dkht




play computer games in

English
80
60
40
20
0 _——-
often sometimes never dkht
write emails in English
40
30
20
10
o L W -
often sometimes never dkht
Then | asked:

Would you like to learn English outside the classroom using any
of these methods:

*note: dkwti = don’t know what that is.

40
30
20
10

via the internet

Note:
More than 50% said yes!

yes no

dkwti




40
30
20
10

using learning software

Note:
More than 50% said yes!

yes no

dkwti

40
30
20
10

DVDROMSs

Note:
The result was a tie!

dkwti

yes no

60
50
40
30
20
10

in chat rooms

i

yes no dkwti

60
40
20

by reading and/or writing
blogs in English

]|_
yes no

dkwti




Do you prefer to learn just
with a teacher, or would you
like an interactive
technological element
intergrated into the course?

Not sure
5% ‘ ‘

Note: this question was
often understood to mean
either with a teacher or a
technological element. |
meant a combination of
both, so there may be some
false negative answers.

Have you any experience of
learning using technology?

-\




And finally the most important question of all:

Do you think learning using technology i<

a bad idea
1%

A great idea
42%

ok (but not for
me)
57%




The workshops

During the two workshops | held for Macmillan Education, in Scotland and in
Switzerland, on Blended Learning and their new course series The Business, | asked
the audience, who were all digital immigrants, to write their own definition of Blended
Learning, or what they understood it to be, on cards. In addition to using these in the
workshop | collected them and evaluated them for my research. See appendix.




Conclusion and future implications

| was surprised how many people were willing to answer the questionnaires so
quickly. Approximately one third of the teachers’ questionnaires were answered by
men. As | believe the truer ratio to be something like one male EFL teacher for every
ten female teachers this meant that proportionately more male teachers responded
than female ones. The probable explanation for this is that technology is still seen as
the male domain.

| tried to be tactful about age, offering a choice of three (four) age groups. More
detailed answers regarding age might have shown a difference in attitude between
those aged 46 and 65.

As the learners are all learning English in Germany, 91% of respondents are German
nationals. Despite this, | think their answers are fairly representative of European
learners. However, maybe the answers would have been different in other parts of
the world, e.g. in Asia or South America.

Teachers’ attitudes to integrating technology into their teaching

After holding two workshops on BL, | realised that | should have started with the
basics. My assumption that all the participants would have at least a vague idea of
what blended learning involves, proved to be very wrong.

It was clear from the amount of people attending these workshops that interest in BL
is high, but that a lot more training and information sessions are needed before the
uptake matches the availability.

Second Life

My personal foray into Second Life to see what was available for learners was
sometimes interesting, sometimes frustrating, but it was always incredibly time-
consuming. | feel that if | don’t have the patience to discover how virtual lessons work
in this medium then neither would students who’d be doing it for most of the time in a
foreign language.

Although Second Life certainly has potential, | wouldn’t want to integrate this into the
learning process just yet.

Learners’ attitudes towards learning with the aid of technology
Blended learning in its technological sense is not for all, some of the questionnaires

were completed by a group of pensioners, taught by a colleague, none of whom
owned a computer. This resulted in a lot more “never” responses to the questions:




How often do you use....? | probably should have included a further question for this
group of learners: Do you own a computer?

The inclusion of the 15 - 17 year olds, the digital natives, raised the amount of
respondents who said they often or sometimes listen to podcasts or audio files.
Funnily enough, most of them answered that they never write emails in English -
possibly because they don’t have anyone to write to in English! This will very likely
change when they start work. Nearly all of the Business English learners replied with
often or sometimes to the question: How often do you write emails in English? This
shows us that we cannot ignore email writing in a Business English course.

Overall the majority of the learners said that they would like to use the internet and
learning software. 50% of them would like to use DVD-ROMS, and although chat
rooms and blogs are less popular a non insignificant third would like to make use of
these two means to improve their English.

To answer the questions set at the beginning:

e Whether BL is appropriate for all learners.
No. Although some of the pensioners use the internet regularly for their own personal
use, they don’t want to use modern technology to learn English.

e Whether certain groups of learners would benefit more than others from a BL
approach.
The greatest interest in BL came from young professionals so this would be the best
target group for anyone thinking of introducing a BL course.

e Whether teachers are ready and willing to integrate BL into their courses.
The pie chart on page 10 shows clearly that this is the case. 86% of the teachers said
they would like to integrate more technology into their courses.

e What skills learners and teachers need to get the most out of a BL approach?
Although both teachers and learners need very basic computer skills to get the most
out of blended learning, the most important thing they need is an open mind.

Whether the learners are male or female does not seem to play a role in the use and
acceptance of technology. What does seem to play a greater role is which side of
the digital divide the learners fall on; are they digital natives, digital immigrants, or
technophobes?

Clearly we must include email English in every BE course and courses for teenagers
as the data shows they will need to be able to perform this skill as soon as they start
work.

Computer games do not seem to be popular with any age group — only a few of the
under 30s said they played computer games in English. It's probably not worth
schools, publishers and teachers investing time and money into inventing ETL
computer games (unless they are teaching primary school children).




Many learners said they sometimes use an online dictionary. Where to find these,
and how to use them, along with how to make the most of a dictionary on CD-ROM,
is something that ought to be demonstrated or spoken about at least once on every
course.

Whilst completing the questionnaires the most common questions asked were:
What's a Blog? What's a podcast? Interest in finding out was definitely there.

In fact, members of one group asked me if we could dedicate a forthcoming lesson to
the use of technology in English language learning.

The age group most interested in learning via technological elements was the 18-30
year olds. But, even taking into consideration the one group that were against
anything technological, the evaluation of the questionnaires clearly shows that an
amazing 99% of the learners say that integrating technology into their lessons is
either an ok or a great idea.

Of course, someone has to teach the teachers. This is where publishers and schools
could get together to do more. At the moment, if a teacher wants to integrate a
technological element into their course, they usually first have to find out for
themselves how this works. And although there are courses available these require
an investment of time and money on the side of the teacher — both of which are often
in short supply.

| think there would be room for publishers to get together with a few schools in an
area to offer hands-on training sessions. They could also provide step-by-step free
online training or demonstrations so that the teacher feels secure in what he is doing
before explaining it to his learners. | believe this is one of the main reasons why
many teachers are still wary of teaching with technology, or blending their lessons.

A technological element should be included in all TESOL certificates and diplomas so
that the teachers know what is available, and importantly, how to use it to its (best)
advantage.

Other factors that influence the uptake of blended learning

From all of the above we can conclude that there are certain factors which affect the
integration of BL into a language course:

e The teacher’s core skills — Sharma and Barrett describe these as including
knowing which websites, interactive materials and useful CD-ROMs to
recommend to learners and knowing how CD-ROM dictionaries work.
Additionally, knowing how to search the Web efficiently, create a worksheet
from text and pictures, and being able to evaluate downloadable materials.

e The teacher’s insecurity — training can be provided by professionals or can be
found on the Web (e.g. step-by-step guides), but teachers need to know how
to access this.

e Availability — see, would like to but don’t have the chance

e Cost — not much we can do about this, but as time goes by, costs decrease
and so the technology will most likely become more widely available.

e Age (but not the sex) of teacher.




Where do | go from here?

| enjoyed carrying out this research project and am tempted to extend it. Many
respondents and workshop attendees indicated that they would be interested in
seeing the results so | will be uploading this paper onto my website and writing an
article about it for English Teaching Matters.

Personally, | realized that | still have a lot to learn and don’t want to be left behind.
Therefore, after the diploma is finished, I'd like to participate in one of the teacher
training courses offered by www.theconsultants-e.com

As the results of my research show, for many, blended learning is ‘nothing new’
Claypole, (2003) — merely the logical extension of what we already do. However, ‘A
BL course, run without a principled approach, ..... can end up as a mish-mash.... In
the worst case scenario, learners may suffer the worst of both worlds....On the other
hand, done well, blended learning can exploit the best of both worlds.” Sharma and
Barrett, (2007).

These quotes, together with the definite cry from the respondents for more training on
how to use the new technology, leads me to conclude that the majority of teachers
would be willing to integrate BL into their courses if only they had the possibility and
the know-how.

More teacher training sessions are needed and schools should support teachers in
their quest to update their lessons.

As for the learners, on the whole, they would be ready to supplement their lessons
with learning technology, but still want a teacher for face-to-face classroom sessions.

The way forward?

Returning to the question | posed in the title: Blended Learning — The way forward?
The answer to this is a definite “Yes”. However, what is certainly required, is a guide,
or many guides, to lead both teachers and learners through what, at times, feels like
a dense and impenetrable technological jungle. And, as all explorers and adventurers
are all too well aware, the journey may not be a simple one. But it is worth the effort
because once you get there you're likely to discover new resources and techniques
that will enrich your (professional) life.

Second Life learning may not yet be ready to take over real life learning, but blended
learning is here and intends to stay.



http://www.theconsultants-e.com/
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My avatar in Second Life, waiting for an English lesson to begin.
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Appendix 2

Glossary

Avatar — a 3-dimensional cartoon-like representation of oneself used in virtual worlds
such as Second Life.

Blog — from web and log. An online diary for public consumption.
Chat — real-time communication over the internet.

Digital immigrant — someone who has come late to the world of technology (most
teachers).

Digital native — an individual who is comfortable and confident with new technology
(many younger learners).

Information and communications technology (ICT) — technology used for
processing, storing and retrieving information, as well as for communication.

Interactive whiteboard (IWB) — an electronically enhanced whiteboard which allows
content from the computer screen to be projected onto the board. Images and text
can be manipulated using a special pen.

Podcast — from iPod and broadcast. Usually in the form of downloadable audio files
on the internet.

Second Life — a new internet environment which has a virtual reality.

Skype — a software programme which uses peer-to-peer data transfer techniques.
With the use of a headset you can hold free voice conversations and conferences
over the internet. It also includes a chat facility.

Technophile — someone who loves new technology.

Technophobe — someone who dislikes new technology.

Virtual learning environment (VLE) — a software system designed to help teachers
manage online educational content.

Vodcast — a video podcast

Wiki — collaborative web pages that anyone can change or edit.




Appendix 3

The international audience‘s definitions of Blended Learning at the beginning of a
workshop at the IATEFL conference in Aberdeen, Thursday 19" April 2007.

We can divide the definitions that were offered into 5 categories:

1. Ones that mention online —
“online + face-to-face”
“a use of online tutor-student interaction channel [....] of materials delivered online”
“online learning”
“combining contact teaching with out-of-class on-line resources to create a whole
greater than the sum of its parts”
“a mix of face-to-face and online learning”

2. Ones that mention multi-media —
“‘learning in one or more environments (eg online in a VLE classroom, in-class [real] to
achieve the same target goals of the course”
“different media ‘synergies’ of skills, multi-tasking”
“‘multi-media input, content and language integrated”

3. Ones that mention combining or combination -
“mixing and combining all types of focuses/material in the classroom- e.g.
video/DVD/whiteboard/coursebook/extra materials/posters/OHP”
“‘combination of face-to-face and distance learning”
“a combination of different approaches, methods and ways of teaching and learning”
“‘combination of different skills at a time”
“a mixture (combination) of face-to-face teaching and some electronic component
(audio, CD-ROM, internet, etc)”
“a combination of face-to-face teaching with an electronic component (a cassette, a
CD, a CD-ROM, the web)”
“blended learning is a combination of elements F2F and technology: online,
computers, email, etc, that enables the learners to control what, where and when they
learn”
“any combination of face-to-face and self-directed learning, e.g. CD-ROM supported,
online supported, book supported, etc”
“blended learning involves teaching/learning using a combination of class, computer
and self-study”

4. Ones that mention technology —
“using modern technology to support and enhance learning in traditional contexts
(educational institutions)”
“face-to-face teaching time with an electronic component (DVD, CD-ROM etc...)”
“I think, is the incorporation of varied technologies into the learning process..?”

5. And those who weren’t sure, but tried to find a definition anyway —
“combining, coordination, delegating, hybrid, various, bits”
“blend of various experiences, personal, inherited from other people and media”
“mixed experience, mixed input, mixed output”
“‘learning using different methods simultaneously”
“modules, flexi-time”

25 cards attached




Appendix 4

The mostly Swiss, British and North American audience’s definitions of Blended
Learning at the beginning of a workshop at the ETAS (English Teachers’ Association
Switzerland) SIG Day, Wil, Switzerland, Saturday, 12™ May 2007.

We can divide the definitions into 3 categories:

1. Those that talk about an online or internet component -

“‘integrating an online component to a course syllabus. Some ‘lessons’ and ‘activities’
which are away from the classroom. Hence a mixture of face-to-face and virtual learning”
“Using classroom, as well as technology, i.e. internet, PC, interactive white board, in the
lessons . (Blending different situation where you learn and how you get the info)”.
“Blend in different teaching materials, in particular with computers, internet, online along
with conventional ones.”

“Integrating resources on the internet or CD-ROMs into curriculum.”

“Is it a mixture of electronic learning and classroom learning / using internet in the
classroom?”

“A mix of face-to-face classes and self-study phases (partly online).”

2. Those that talk about combining or mixing (but not necessarily internet) -
“Learning by a combination of face-to-face contact, with a teacher/trainer and self-study
supported by technology.”

“I think it has something to do with working/teaching with different kinds of input, internet,
video, etc. as well as traditional course books”

“A combination of learning methods to improve/enhance learning (e.g. reading, writing,
computer-based methods, etc)”

“learning through a variety of different mediums”

“A mixture of learning using hard copy, media and video clips to supplement a course
book or teaching material”

“A mix of e-learning and lesson-based learning”

“A mix of different skills”

3. Those that weren'’t sure -

“Different topics at the same time!”

“no idea!”

“getting wrong idea about something — getting confused — feeling lost”
“no idea — mix up — teacher input? — electronic materials?”

“courses — students’ needs — students’ requirements — not really!”

“no idea”

“learning or doing different things simultaneously”

20 cards attached




Appendix 5

Interesting and illuminating quotes from the completed questionnaires for EFL
teachers/trainers:

“I think we have to be careful that we don’t think that technology will take away the
grind of actually learning something.....We shouldn’t forget that people like to talk to
people...”

“I'm teaching blended learning classes in the automobile industry but only very few
[learners] actually work with the offered system.”

“l found.. that using the technology was sometimes very time-consuming.”

“I would like to do more...but unfortunately the intranet at several companies...has
prevented me from accessing most audio and video sites...”

“I might experiment more in this direction... but this would involve money...and
time..”

“l would be careful not to ...lose the direct approach.”
“I've often thought of teaching courses with a lot of internet tasks.”
“I'd like to try using a ‘multi-user virtual environment such as Second Life.”

“technology should be in the background, only used when suitable and helpful for the
learning process.. and especially it should be accepted by the learner.”

“I would like more time to think how | could integrate more technology.”
“..has to be the right kind of course.”

“..some [learners] have never used a computer.”

“The VHS [adult education institute] isn’t up to date.”

“I think that what they benefit from in class is ‘contact time’... perhaps the main
benefits of technology lie outside the classroom...”

“Sorry, but | don’t even know what ‘Blended Learning’ is.”




