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Negotiating a New Blend in Blended Learning: Research Roots 
 
Laura Fuller 
 
Blended learning has a muddled history but is still evolving. Technological innovations and the COVID-19 
pandemic of 2020 led higher education to create a new blend to blended learning, one that did not follow the 
generally accepted and most numerous definitions or previous examples of blended learning. This new blend 
of blended learning lacks the physical environment and face-to-face instruction and consists of all computer-
mediated instruction in the form of both asynchronous online instruction and synchronous instruction via 
videoconferencing and computerized webinar tools. This arrival of a new blend of blended learning requires 
educators to develop and implement a new instructional mode. This paper aims to assist educators with their 
pursuit of effective strategies for the successful design and implementation of this new blend of blended 
learning by providing an overview and discussion of how research on blended learning may be interpreted 
and applied to equip educators to be more prepared to design and to implement their own new blend of 
blended learning courses. The origins of distance learning, the development of blended learning, blended 
learning’s links to technological development, the ambiguity of terminology referring to these learning forms, 
and the advantages and drawbacks of blended learning are presented through a review of published research. 
 

 

 ducation changes as society changes. Consequently, the methods and practices used in  

 education have adjusted dramatically throughout the centuries (Christensen et al., 2011a; 

Ervin, 2019).  With the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, virtually all of society transformed, and 

education is adapting in response.  This current reshaped educational culture has yet again modified 

the higher education learning context leading to the innovation of a new blend in blended learning, 

one that is a mixture of online asynchronous with online synchronous utilizing the 

videoconferencing and webinar tools, such as Zoom.  In response, educators continue to pursue 

information for effective instructional practices to engage students in the learning process 

(Christensen et al., 2011a; Ervin, 2019).   

 Although education has always been called upon to make shifts, adjustments are not 

necessarily natural or always effectual.  The disruptive innovation theory of Christensen et al. 

(2011a) referenced the catalyst for these necessitated innovations as disruptions and cautioned that 

they are “difficult because the definitions and trajectories of improvement change” (p. 44).  

However, Christensen et al.’s theory also suggested that specific procedures were available for 

E 
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predictable success in innovation.  Assisting educators with the pursuit of effective strategies for the 

successful design and implementation of this new blend of blended learning by providing an 

overview and discussion of how research on blending learning may be interpreted and applied is the 

purpose of this paper. 

The relevance of this pursuit for effective utilization of this new blend of blended learning is 

a natural assumption as the ramifications of education ripple throughout society.  However, the 

immediacy of the implementation of the new blend in an educational format without strong existing 

research regarding effectiveness demands careful and purposeful review and crafting of intended 

teaching strategies.  Deschacht and Goeman (2015) remarked that while scholars and educators 

“believe blended learning holds the potential to make higher education more attractive, accessible 

and effective for adult learners,” research studies on the effects of blending learning on higher 

education students’ performance are insufficient, and the debate on the effects of blended learning 

on student retention and performance has not been resolved (p. 84).   

Moreover, the sheer numbers of students and faculty being potentially affected by this 

transitionary blend amplifies the significance of implementing this educational mode with conscious 

awareness of the best practices.  In 2018 in the United States, nearly seven million higher education 

students (35.6% of all students at degree-granting postsecondary institutions) were enrolled in 

distance learning courses (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2018).  Approximately 17% of these distance learning students were enrolled in fully online courses, 

while the other approximate 18% took at least one online course (U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  Due to definitional ambiguities with the terms 

blended learning, assessing the exact number of United States higher education students who would be 

impacted by this new blend in blend learning is impossible.  However, Dzuiban et al. (2018) 

referenced that in 2008, 35% of United States higher education institutions offered blended courses, 
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and 12% of the 12.2 million students enrolled in distance learning were in blended courses.  

Projections indicate that distance/online learning will continue to grow (Ervin, 2019), supporting the 

importance of educators understanding how to effectively employ all forms of distance learning for 

the benefit of student instruction.  

 

Defining Blended Learning 

Part of the challenge of addressing educational strategies for effective implementation of this new 

blend in blended learning arises from a lack of an accepted definition for blended learning (Andrews, 

2020; Picciano, 2019; Poon, 2013).  What was once a clear line between traditional face-to-face and 

distance education has been blurred by the rise of hybrid/blended learning (Miller et al., 2017).  

Attempts have been made to construct a definition of blended learning.  Miller et al. (2017) defined 

blended learning as “the delivery of education through a combination of instructor- and technology-

led instruction,” but they indicated that no guidelines exist for how much education is delivered by 

technology versus in person (p. 4).  For the various learning modes, Allen and Seaman (2016) 

suggested blended learning be defined as having 30-79% online instruction, face-to-face be 

constructed of 0% - 29%, and online consist of 80% or more.   

Even the root of development for blended learning is debated as some researchers have seen 

its evolution from hybrid learning, and the terms of hybrid and blended are often used interchangeably 

(Miller et al., 2017; Yamagata-Lynch, 2014).  Other researchers have viewed blended learning as 

arising from face-to-face and distance/online learning modes (Poon, 2013).  Still, others have 

claimed that blended learning resulted from distance education without influence from traditional 

face-to-face education (Aoki, 2012).   

Generally, blended learning has had recognized association with distance learning, and 

divisions between the two are frequently blurred in research.  The beginnings of distance learning 
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date back to the early 18th century (Kentnor, 2015).  Distance education’s first formalized program 

began in 1873 by Anna Ticknor, who formed a “network of women teaching women by mail” called 

the Society to Encourage Studies at Home (Bergmann, 2001, p. 447).  The first widely offered and 

quite successfully enrolled distance education program was provided by the University of Chicago in 

1892 (Kentnor, 2015).  From these beginnings, the development of distance learning can be viewed 

in five generations (Taylor, 2001).  Aoki (2012) attributed generational visualization due to “the 

evolving use of technologies” (p. 1184).   

The first generation, the Correspondence Model, utilized asynchronous with no interactivity 

learning to geographically separated instructors and learners with mainly print technology and postal 

services (Aoki, 2012; Taylor, 2001).  This generation ended in 1960 (Andrews, 2020).  The Multi-

media Model, the second generation, utilized the technologies of print, audio, and video (Taylor, 

2001).  This second generation, with its use of print materials with radio and television as 

instructional media, was able to reach mass audiences worldwide (Aoki, 2012).  This generation, 

lasting approximately 25 years, remained asynchronous with geographically separated instructors and 

students (Andrews, 2020).  The third generation, the Telelearning Model, applied telecommunication 

technologies to offer the first synchronous distance learning (Taylor, 2001).  This generation has 

been divided into two time periods of 1985-1995, representing the introduction of personal 

computing, and 1995-2005, exhibiting the launch of Internet learning (Andrews, 2020).  Both audio 

and videoconferencing were utilized, allowing content delivery and interactivity among students and 

instructors (Aoki, 2012).  The fourth generation of online instruction via the Internet is titled the 

Flexible Learning Model (Taylor, 2001) and allows “personalization of content depending upon 

learners’ learning preferences” (Aoki, 2012, p. 1185).  Taylor (2001) asserted that a fifth generation 

was emerging due to newer technologies.  This Intelligent Flexible Learning Model, a derivative of 

the fourth generation, utilizes the interactive nature of the Internet, such as Web 2.0 (Aoki, 2012).  
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This generational history review of distance/online learning reveals the third generation allowed 

learning asynchronously, synchronously, or as a combination of both, which resulted in the potential 

for the emergence of blended learning.   

Additionally, some of the difficulty with establishing a definition of blended learning arises 

from its close connection to technology.  If blended learning is defined by the technology utilized in 

its implementation, then its definition and instructional methods must change as technology evolves 

(Andrews, 2020).  Miller et al. (2017) indicated that new technologies had required new terms for 

emerging educational modes of distance learning.  Hence, since technology continues to develop 

into new forms, the name and design of blended learning also display a tendency to change, 

contributing to some of the ambiguity of educators and researchers in understanding it. 

Despite the varying claims of its origin, blended learning is broadly recognized as “some 

combination of virtual and physical environments” (Poon, 2013, p. 274).  Graham et al. (2005) 

defined blended learning as combining face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated instruction.  

Picciano (2019) stated that “blended learning is perceived as some nebulous combination of online 

and face-to-face instruction” (p. 8).  However, in 2020, the new blend of blended learning represents 

a diversion from what has previously been defined as blended learning.  The new blend of blended 

learning consists of all computer-mediated instruction in the form of both asynchronous online 

instruction and synchronous instruction via videoconferencing and computerized webinar tools; the 

physical environment and face-to-face instruction are absent. 

A lack of a clear and stable definition of blended learning, the inability to differentiate the 

contributions of the various learning formats, the novelty of its emergence during a disruption in 

worldwide society, and its continual evolution due to its linkage to technology further complicate 

educators’ efforts to effectively utilize this new blend of blended learning for productive student 

learning.  Acknowledgment of this challenge came from Cheng and Chau (2016), who indicated that 
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blended learning could be composed of different combinations with some effective and some 

ineffective.  One suggested approach came from Andrews (2020), who posited that educators must 

consider the type or combination of blended learning being utilized.  Consideration of how the 

blended learning format integrates these four dimensions should be involved in their evaluation:  

physical space (F2F vs. computerized); time (asynchronous vs. synchronous); fidelity (media vs. 

text), and humanness (human vs. machine) (Graham et al., 2005; Andrews, 2020). 

Investigation into the generational picture of distance learning also allows a view of some of 

the confusion with the determination of the origins of blended learning and a preferred approach to 

its effective implementation.  Some researchers indicated that face-to-face learning and 

online/blended learning were equivalents (Demirer & Sahin, 2013).  Some researchers stated that 

online/blended learning was not as effective as face-to-face learning (Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  Other 

researchers have claimed that blended learning exceeds face-to-face learning (Tseng & Walsh, 2016).  

Nevertheless, a point of consideration in the studies is what is actually being measured and how.  As 

in the contemplation of any research, the study and its findings need to be carefully reviewed.  For 

example, in Tseng and Walsh’s (2016) study, the results were determined by students’ self-reports.  

The results were that the students reported “significantly higher overall learning motivation,” and 

the students reported “higher levels of learning outcomes,” yet the final grades between the blended 

courses and the face-to-face courses had no significant difference (Tseng & Walsh, 2016, p. 50).  

The presence of conflicting research reports further complicates an educator’s pursuit of effective 

implementation of this new form of blended learning.  

 The determination of what would be sufficient learning theories to apply to blended learning 

is also debated.  As blended learning was emerging, the scholarly thought was that the theories of 

learning that applied to face-to-face learning could also explain distance learning (Andrews, 2020).  

As cited in Andrews (2020), Keegan (1986) advocated the need for a specific theory for distance 
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learning, which contributed to Simonson’s (1999) equivalency theory.  The equivalency theory states 

“distance education’s appropriate application should provide equivalent learning experiences for all 

students - distant and local - in order for there to be expectations of equivalent outcomes of the 

educational experience” (Simonson, 1999, p. 7).  Simonson stated that distance learning and local 

learning are “fundamentally different, even when interactive technologies are used” (p. 7).  However, 

even though the learning experiences may be different, they should be equivalent, and the location 

of the learners should not mean that any learner should have “different, possibly lesser, instructional 

experiences” (Simonson, 1999, p. 7).    

Bernard et al. (2004) continued research with the equivalency theory’s premise of relative 

effectiveness and the nature and extent of the impact on essential outcomes and concluded that 

“methodology and pedagogy are more important than media in predicting achievement” (pp. 379, 

399).  The theory has been further advanced by the work of Dell et al. (2010), which concluded that 

to achieve equivalent outcomes, “methods of instruction are more important than the delivery 

platform” (abstract).  As an educator is designing and implementing this new blend of blended 

learning courses, the challenge of bringing all of these aspects of research, debate, theory, history, 

and association will inform design. 

 

Research on Blended Learning 

Utilization of research into blending learning assists educators with their creation of informed design 

for and implementation of the new blend of blended learning.  However, research will not reveal a 

clear-cut path to the successful implementation of a blended course with effective instructional 

practices to engage students in the learning process.  The earlier discussions of this paper clearly 

indicate the muddled paths by which blended learning has arrived in higher education.  Additionally, 

discerning in research which study is based on online learning or blended learning is difficult as 
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terms, such as distance learning, online learning, and blended learning are not necessarily used with much 

specificity.  Studies of higher education environments also do not necessarily define their 

populations well, and confusion can exist with classifications of collegiate students and adult 

learners.  Furthermore, Christensen et al. (2011a) warned that the many variables in delivery 

methods of online learning make conclusions about effectiveness difficult.  However, with 

consideration of these cautions, research can be a worthwhile contributor to educators revealing the 

advantages, drawbacks, and research-supported approaches to blending learning. 

 

Advantages 

 In general, many scholars and educators support blended learning’s potential of making 

higher education “more attractive, accessible and effective for adult learners” (Deschacht & 

Goeman, 2015, p. 83).  In much of published research, the themes of convenience, flexibility, and 

popularity recur regarding the advantages of blended learning.  Deschacht and Goeman (2015) 

reported the convenience of blended learning for students who are combining jobs, family, and 

education, who live in remote areas, or who have specific learning needs.  The reduced classroom 

contact hours with study materials, assessments, and coaching delivered online are conveniences for 

learners (Deschacht & Goeman, 2015).  Distance learning allows students the convenience of 

determining the setting in which they learn best (Kentnor, 2015).  Poon (2013) listed flexibility as a 

leading factor in students’ preference for blended learning.  According to Christensen et al. (2011), 

ample research on online learning worldwide supports its popularity.  Owston et al.’s (2013) research 

claimed the benefits of flexibility, efficiency, convenience, and learner engagement and found that 

high achieving learners were more satisfied with the blended learning environment than low 

achieving students.  High achievers found blended learning more convenient and engaging, felt they 

learned course concepts better than in face-to-face courses, and would prefer to take a blended 
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course again; low achievers were least satisfied, least likely to take another blended learning course, 

and preferred face-to-face learning (Owston et al., 2013).  

 Other advantages attributed to blended learning are presented in the research.  Andrews 

(2020) reported that students who prefer blended learning appreciated more time for processing and 

reflecting upon the course content.  Ervin (2019) suggested that students valued blended learning’s 

opportunities for personalization of their learning.  Other students, according to Ervin, prized the 

accessibility factor of blended learning.  Christensen et al. (2011b) claimed learners who are not able 

to physically attend on-campus classes or have financial barriers preventing commuting or living on 

campus benefited from blended learning’s accessibility.  Furthermore, from a higher education 

institution’s viewpoint, Maloney et al. (2015) claimed cost savings of blended learning over face-to-

face learning.  

 Some studies found multiple perspectives when comparing blended learning to face-to-face 

learning.  For example, Andrews (2020) reported that some research showed no difference in 

competency between the two groups of students, but the rate of satisfaction of blended students was 

significantly higher.  Spanjers et al. (2015), however, found students were equally satisfied with both 

learning types.  Student satisfaction is an often-mentioned advantage of distance/blended learning 

(Andrews, 2020; Deschacht & Goeman, 2015; Kintu et al., 2017; Reissman et al., 2015; Willging & 

Johnson, 2009).  Studies across a span of years indicate that interaction, either instructor to student 

or student to student, contribute to high student satisfaction in distance learning (Arbaugh, 2000; 

Eom et al., 2006; Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Kintu and Zhu, 2016; Kintu et al., 2017; Abou Naaj et 

al., 2012; Swan, 2001).  Student satisfaction becomes an important contributor to course completion.  

Wilging and Johnson (2009) named student satisfaction in online/blended learning as a strong factor 

for its effectiveness.  Deschacht and Goeman (2015) suggested that students’ satisfaction is a crucial 

element in reducing dropouts in blended learning.  

9

Fuller: A New Blend in Blended Learning

Published by Digital Commons @ VCCS, 2021



 Some studies showed both advantages and drawbacks to blended learning.  For instance, 

Deschacht and Goeman (2015) found blended learning led to higher exam scores and slightly higher 

course pass rates but did not improve the course persistence of certain students.  The researchers 

aptly reminded readers that the positives of the study need to be viewed with the following 

consideration:  If more students drop out, the remaining learners (those who continued) may have 

been better students, and, accordingly, without the dropout students’ low scores, the exam results 

and pass rate have been skewed.  Hence, the effects of blended learning may be overestimated if 

only exam scores are investigated (Deschacht & Goeman, 2015).  A complete review of the studies 

should be conducted as educators are considering both the advantages and drawbacks of blended 

learning.  With knowledge of the advantages, educators understand what works well with blended 

learning and can edify those strengths in their courses.  A review of the drawbacks is also useful to 

educators as they are preparing their courses. 

 

Drawbacks 

Research reports drawbacks to blended learning as well.  The first consideration is a 

reminder that since there are so many blends to distance education, not all varieties are effective 

(Koch & McAdory, 2012).  As with the review of research on the advantages of blended learning, 

educators must look carefully at the many variables of a study and be cognizant of the muddled 

history, terminology, and varying formats of blended learning.  Student retention is often cited as a 

drawback to distance learning (Deschacht & Goeman, 2015; Xu & Jaggers, 2014).  Higher education 

blended learning courses have a higher dropout rate than face-to-face courses (Andrews, 2020; 

Deschacht & Goeman, 2015).  The reasons are many, but the research provides educators with areas 

to address in their course design and implementation.  
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Chyung (2001) reported that students drop out because their interests and the course 

structure do not match or because they lack confidence in a distance learning environment.  

Students have to adjust psychologically to teaching differences (Szeto & Cheng, 2016).   

Furthermore, Kintu et al., (2017) listed “one big challenge” in blended learning is how to be sure 

learners can successfully use technology as “users getting into difficulties with technology may result 

in abandoning learning” (p. 1).  System functionality may lead to either success or failure as poor 

quality in technology destroys user satisfaction, but quality technology positively affects satisfaction 

(Kintu et al., 2017).  An indicator of success in blended learning is the user’s continued navigation 

through the technology of the learning management system (Kintu et al., 2017).  If the user can 

effectively use the learning management system and its various tools, then learning outcomes 

improve, but a lack of computer skills causes failure (Kintu et al., 2017). 

Additionally, the use of some of the technology is still developing and lacks conclusive 

research on effectiveness and best practices.  Computer-mediated communication (CMC) in the 

form of computer conferencing has been gaining popularity since the last century as Garrison et al. 

(1999) presented in their study on its more common use in higher education.  The new blend in 

blended learning utilizes CMC in the form of videoconferencing and webinars through Zoom, a 

desktop video conferencing service, to take the place of what has previously been the face-to-face 

component in blended learning.  However, practitioners, writers, and associations are advocating 

that a phenomenon named Zoom fatigue is affecting users of the Zoom platform. Unfortunately, 

the phenomenon is so new that scholarly research is lacking, but some media sources have printed 

information.  For instance, the American Heart Association and Zoom Video Communications, 

Inc., published “a multi-facet strategy to combat burnout and address mental wellbeing” to address 

the “concern over virtual fatigue” (Press Release, 2020, para. 1, 6).  Kobie (2020) published an article 

in PC Pro, acknowledging the problem.  Wiederhold (2020) reported on the new phenomenon that 
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researchers and journalists have begun calling “Zoom fatigue.”  Even though researched 

information is not yet available, educators should be aware of this technological downside.  

Another drawback suggested in research is the overloading of learners (Andrews, 2020).  

The demands of blended learning should be considered in course design as well as the students’ 

perceptions of the course’s work.  Spanjers et al.’s (2015) study reported a negative effect size for 

investment, which meant that students perceived blended learning to be “more demanding and/or 

less appropriate with regard to the required investments compared with more traditional learning” 

(p. 69).  Spanjers et al. concluded that although their research had some limitations, it did support 

the assertion that Sitzmann et al. (2006) found, which suggested that blended learning may be more 

demanding than face-to-face learning.  The researchers also asserted, however, that the investment 

of more time, effort, and work in the blended course might have been a contributing factor in the 

studies’ concluding that blended learning had higher effectiveness (Sitzmann et al., 2006; Spanjers et 

al., 2015).    

 In addition to the student considerations, blended learning instruction is a new or different 

experience for many instructors.  Andrews (2020) stated that instructors must adjust a face-to-face 

course in order to blend it with an online component.  Some instructors were found to be unsure 

about how to modify their classes for the blended environment (Freeman & Tremblay, 2013).  

Purposeful design, including working with an instructional designer, and transformation of teaching 

are supported in research (Capra, 2014; Szeto & Cheng, 2016).  Additionally, Koch and McAdory 

(2012) indicated that sometimes there is resistance to the teaching of blended instruction by 

instructors who feel classroom presence is what makes a difference in teaching.  Others resisted 

moving to blended learning as they felt that reviewing online activities was too much loss of in-class 

teaching or felt online components contained too much extraneous information (Freeman & 
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Trambley, 2013).  Both parties of students and instructors need to be considered in the design and 

implementation of this new blend of blended learning.  

 

Concluding Charge to Readers 

Higher education institutions and educators continue to adapt to the changing needs of society.  

Innovations, such as those created by new technology, as well as disruptions, such as the COVID-19 

pandemic of 2020, modify the modes of learning instruction.  Increased reliance on more 

computerized technology and mobility restrictions due to the pandemic have created a new blend of 

blended learning.  Unlike the vast majority of previous forms of recent blended learning that utilized 

a mixture of face-to-face and online delivery, this new blend is entirely computerized, but not 

exclusively asynchronous online learning.  This new blend is partially asynchronous online delivery 

and partly synchronous instruction via computer-mediated communication of videoconferencing 

and webinars via tools such as Zoom, a desktop video conferencing service.  This paper aims to 

assist educators with their pursuit of effective strategies for the successful design and 

implementation of this new blend of blended learning.  

 Gaining an understanding of the muddled history of blended learning and developing an 

awareness of its advantages and drawbacks equip the higher education practitioner with knowledge 

for course design and implementation of this new blend of blended learning.  A review of some of 

the research of distance learning in order to more fully understand blended learning reveals the 

ambiguity with and sometimes simultaneous use of terms, such as distance, online, blended, e-learning, 

and hybrid to refer to similar or the same instructional methodology.  Additionally, the higher 

education practitioner utilizing research must scrutinize studies to ascertain applicability for his or 

her instructional needs.  For instance, in the research studies, settings should be considered as some 

might be corporate, as the corporate arena began to use computers for educational purposes during 
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the 1980s while higher education did not begin online courses until the early to mid-1990s (Kentnor, 

2015).  Additionally, studies have varied populations from elementary to graduate students. 

         Distance learning has a recognized history of approximately 300 years (Kentnor, 2015), 

although others such as Keegan (2014), as cited in Andrews (2020), will argue that its use existed 

centuries ago dating to biblical times through the letters of Apostle Paul. The rapid growth of 

distance learning, however, began in the late 1990s with online technology’s influence (Kentnor, 

2015), and eventually birthed blended learning with online components.  To understand the breadth 

of blended learning, an educator should view research from the last approximate 20 years.  Blended 

learning is not static; with its continual association with evolving technology, each new reiteration of 

educational technology affects blended learning and researchers.  “Innovative pedagogical 

approaches through the use of technology in teaching and learning” are necessities, according to 

Kintu et al. (2017), for a worthwhile blended learning environment (p. 18). To effectively design and 

implement blended learning, practitioners should meld learner characteristics, design features, and 

learning outcomes (Kintu et al., 2017).  In order to be aware of the pedagogy, technology, options, 

outcomes, and other qualities for good blended learning design and implementation, research is 

needed.  Kentnor (2015) offered that to improve the quality of education educators provide, they 

need to “investigate and understand the progression and advancements in educational technology 

and the variety of methods used to deliver knowledge” (p. 22).   Informed with a span of research 

about blended learning, educators are more prepared to design and to implement their own courses 

in this new blend of blended learning.  
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