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Abstract 
This paper includes a literature review on blended learn-
ing (BL) and advocates for an extended understanding 
of this learning modality as a result of the educational 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this 
paper is three-fold: 1) redefine BL within the current 
context of a post-pandemic educational landscape; 2) 
identify the impact of BL on students and teachers; 
3) advocate for critical pedagogy and equity-focused
teaching within BL spaces. We include pedagogical and
technological considerations related to BL with the goal
of supporting educators and learners in adapting to this
emerging context.

Keywords:
blended learning, online learning, culturally responsive

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many university 
teachers quickly adapted to provide either fully online 
or blended instruction to their students. Blended 
instruction is a teaching approach that combines 
online and in-person content delivery (Staker & Horn, 
2012), and it can be especially difficult for teachers to 
implement without adequate training. However, it is 
likely that many college instructors adopted blended 
instruction without the support they needed during the 
quick instructional transition prompted by COVID-19. 
Challenges with subject suitability, technology, and 
fostering community should all be considered by the 
teacher before implementing blended learning (Oliver & 
Stallings, 2014). Additionally, there are equity concerns 
to consider, both in the professional development 
for teachers related to blended approaches and in the 
student experience in this blended learning (BL) space 
(Sullivan, 2021). Despite the challenges, there are 
research-based strategies that can positively impact both 
students and teachers in BL environments, and BL can 
be a space for critical pedagogy (Sullivan, 2021). The 
purpose of this paper is three-fold: 1) redefine BL within 
the current context of a post-pandemic educational 
landscape; 2) identify the impact of BL on students and 
teachers; 3) advocate for critical pedagogy and equity-
focused teaching within BL spaces. We will provide 
recommendations for effective BL implementation. 

Defining and Re-defining Blended Learning

Although BL is not a new phenomenon, with the first 
distance education course offered in the 1840s (Pappas, 
2015), the COVID-19 global pandemic impacted 
approximately 94% of students across the world and 
has led to a sharp increase in online education offerings 
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(Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). Additionally, this shift to 
online learning has introduced numerous terms for a BL 
approach, such as emergency remote teaching, temporary 
online pivot (Nordmann et al., 2020), comprehensive 
distance learning (CDL; Oregon Department of 
Education, 2021), flexible, high-flex, or open learning 
(Whyte, 2017), flexible pedagogy (Gordon, 2014), 
e-learning (Borba et al., 2016), and hybrid instruction 
(Bennet et al., 2020). The exhaustive terminology 
around BL can lead to confusion in understanding what 
this learning approach entails. However, BL does have 
many meanings, depending on the context (Driscoll, 
2002). This paper will explore various understandings of 
BL and provide a revised definition that can add clarity 
to the current educational landscape. 

Prior to the pandemic, when much of K-12 and higher 
education learning occurred in face-to-face (f2f ) spaces, 
BL was defined as: “a course that combines online and 
f2f learning and involves the systematic combination of 
f2f and technologically-mediated interaction between 
students, teachers, and learning resources” (Keengwe & 
Kang, 2012, p. 82). An additional term that must be 
defined to understand a BL approach is synchronous, 
meaning learners and instructors are in the same place, 
at the same time, though a physical separation exists 
between the teacher and student in an online learning 
environment (Gilmore et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
asynchronous learning means that learning occurs 
without the specification of time; student learning 
is individualized and led by the student at their own 
chosen pace and timing occurs without direct teacher 
instruction or peer interaction. The intersection between 
synchronous and asynchronous learning spaces begins to 
shape our understanding of BL.

Defining the Blend

The definition of BL is ambiguous, and it is important 
for teachers and leaders to define BL for their own 
context, particularly for the students or teachers engaged 
in the learning environment. Hrastinski (2019) suggests 
asking: “What and how are we blending?” (p. 564). BL 
can refer to blending delivery models or technologies. 
For instance, BL can entail blending various pedagogies, 
such as combining modes of web-based technology 
(i.e., live virtual classroom, video lecture, webinar or 
streaming video, self-paced instruction, collaborative 

learning, audio, and Learning Management System 
[LMS] features, such as a forum, and virtual platform 
chat feature). BL can also mean combining pedagogical 
approaches, such as constructivism, behaviorism, and 
cognitivism (Hrastinski, 2019). Finally, BL can entail 
combining instructional technologies and f2f learning 
(i.e., video lectures, apps like Kahoot, Jamboard, using a 
Chat feature, Zoom/Teams/Meets, virtual or augmented 
reality, flipped learning, using film / YouTube, music, 
TicToc).

For the purposes of this paper, we will define the term 
BL as: a learning experience that combines online and f2f 
or synchronous learning and that includes a combination 
of technology-mediated interactions between teachers, 
students, and resources  (Keengwe & Kang, 2012). We 
have adapted Keengwe and Kang’s (2012) definition 
with the addition of treating synchronous online 
learning as f2f. The rationale for this change is that, in 
the spring of 2021, numerous institutions in the U.S. 
were implementing a BL approach to learning, but the 
f2f time was virtual and not actually in-person. We 
argue for an expanded understanding of BL that should 
include either of these spaces – physical f2f and virtual 
f2f. Zydney et al. (2020) also use the terms blended 
synchronous learning and hybrid synchronous learning 
to describe this phenomenon, which is an emerging 
research field (Gilmore et al., 2021).

Flipped Learning

One approach to BL is a flipped learning model. This 
approach allows direct instruction to occur via a video 
lecture in advance of synchronous class, allowing students 
to be more active and collaborative when they are together 
live (Talbert & Bergmann, 2017). Flipped learning can 
also include having students engage with virtual content 
in advance of f2f instruction via a TED Talk, a podcast, 
or a video lecture provided on an alternative learning 
platform, such as Khan Academy (Smith, 2020). This 
flipped approach allows for instructor and peer assistance 
on more cognitively challenging tasks when they are 
together in real time. 

Impact of Blended Learning 

There are many impacts, both positive and challenging, 
when considering BL. The type of blended environment 
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appears to impact efficacy. For instance, one study 
compared a more interactive blended environment 
that utilized hypermedia resources, such as flipped 
experiences, quizzes, wikis, and online glossaries to a BL 
environment that did not actively utilize an LMS (Sáiz-
Manzanares et al., 2020). The more active BL approach 
showed increases in student achievement. Furthermore, 
another study found that the most influential factors 
on student achievement in BL modalities included 
instructor expertise, students’ perceived task value, and 
achievement goals (Diep et al., 2017). Additional factors 
that impacted learning were the quality of the LMS, 
instructor support, and students’ general self‐efficacy as 
learners. All of these factors can impact both students 
and teachers’ experiences in BL. 

Positive Student Impact

There are many research-based benefits to a blended 
approach to learning. These benefits can be both 
academic and affective. For instance, BL can promote 
self-regulation in students, as there is much independent 
work required of students (Talbert & Bergmann, 2017). 
Furthermore, BL reduces the cognitive load on students 
(Karaca & Ocak, 2017) and can reduce student anxiety 
(Asiksoy & Sorakin, 2018). “Moving part of the learning 
into an online environment and giving students more 
control over the pace, path, time, and place of learning” 
is an additional benefit (Bailey et al., 2013, p. 68). 

There also appear to be academic advantages to using 
BL. One study compared a BL classroom to both a 
fully virtual classroom and a f2f classroom and found 
statistically significantly higher student achievement 
in the BL environment (Al‐Qahtani et al., 2013). A 
flipped approach to BL can help prepare students for 
f2f learning (Gaughan, 2014) and provide students with 
choice, privacy, and control over their learning (Wanner 
& Palmer, 2015). 

Positive Impact on Teachers

In addition to benefitting students, a blended approach 
to learning can positively impact teacher outcomes, 
including teachers’ ability to provide personalized and 
differentiated instruction to students. Schechter et al. 
(2015) found that teachers who used a BL approach with 
elementary students with low-socioeconomic status had 
more time to offer students individualized supports, and 

the approach allowed teachers to engage with students’ 
families more easily via electronic notifications. Another 
study explored the use of instructional videos in a fifth-
grade math classroom, finding that the approach allowed 
the teacher to continuously monitor student thinking 
and catch misunderstandings during the learning process 
(Webel et al., 2018). Because blended instruction allows 
a teacher to differentiate instruction to each students’ 
needs (Horn & Staker, 2011), it is an enticing option 
for teachers working across various grade levels, subject 
areas, and with diverse groups of learners.

Challenges

Online learning in any capacity poses challenges for 
teachers and students alike, and BL is no exception. 
Challenges can come in the form of social isolation 
and estrangement among members of the learning 
community (Ferri et al., 2020). Additionally, teacher and 
peer feedback for students can be limited, and students 
can demonstrate a lack of responsibility as contributing 
learners. Further, when the blend entails a mix of f2f 
and virtual learners, there are significant demands on 
the teacher: “The need to simultaneously teach the two 
cohorts of students and manage the technology under 
this learning design placed considerable demands on the 
instructor, and at times this hindered the progress of the 
lesson” (Bower et al., 2017, p. 422). Additionally, a flipped 
approach to learning that involves both asynchronous 
and synchronous planning and instruction also demands 
much from the instructor (Wanner & Palmer, 2015).

Students in blended spaces are provided a certain 
amount of freedom that is not always afforded in face-to-
face learning. Fleck (2012) argues that BL spaces provide 
autonomy for learners in a way that can potentially 
backfire. For instance, “It is easy for the community to 
coalesce around criticism of deficiencies in the learning 
experience, or to pursue irrelevant avenues of discussion” 
(p. 407). It is recommended that teachers utilize clear 
goals, guidelines, and assessment requirements to help 
clarify expectations between students and teachers 
(Fleck, 2012). 

Additional challenges to online learning include 
limitations of virtual spaces, such as a lack of personal 
interactions, a loss of non-verbal or body language cues, 
especially if cameras are turned off, and inequities in 
access to technology or high-speed internet (Manikam 
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et al., 2021). These verbal and visual challenges can be 
particularly challenging for students who are hearing-
impaired (Alsadoon & Turkestani, 2020). However, there 
are certain methods for combating these challenges, such 
as recording a class and providing closed captions on a 
video, or providing simultaneous translation services for 
students in virtual classrooms. 

Blended Learning as a Space for Critical Pedagogy

 In order for teachers to be successful BL 
instructors, they need training and support, particularly 
through an equity lens. While there is little research on 
culturally responsive teaching in BL spaces, there is a need 
to consider how to make BL more inclusive. Culturally 
relevant pedagogy demands academic success of all 
students, fosters cultural competence between students, 
encourages reflective teaching, and questions social 
injustices (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This critical pedagogy 
draws on Freire’s (1970) work related to dialogical 
relationships in which the teacher does not hold power 
over students. A critical approach to teaching in BL 
spaces asks teachers to reflect on their understandings and 
beliefs about the relationships between the teacher and 
the student and the teacher’s positionality in this space 
(Sullivan, 2021). What role will the teacher take when 
the students have more autonomy and independence 
in BL? Can the relationship be less hierarchical, where 
students and teachers are co-learning? Teachers must 
engage in critical self-reflection to recognize how their 
own biases impact their teaching practice, particularly 
related to how whiteness may impact negative views 
towards students of color (Matias & Zembylas, 2014). 

Beyond critical self-reflection, teachers can also 
take a pedagogical approach to culturally responsive 
practices in BL spaces. Zydney et al. (2020) advocate 
for the use of interactive protocols as a way to promote 
equity and inclusion in BL spaces. The researchers draw 
on McDonald et al.’s (2012) framework for protocol 
pedagogy, which includes four elements: “(a) enabling 
active participation through varied roles, (b) creating 
equity through structure, (c) fostering trust through 
establishing norms, and (d) prompting connections with 
texts” (Zydney et al., 2020, p. 142). These authors found 
that in a synchronous BL environment, time became an 
important factor to promoting inclusive spaces, both in 
allowing students time to work through technical and 

connectivity challenges, and in giving time for students 
to listen and respond despite delays. Establishing class 
norms, assigning students roles based on interest and 
expertise, and providing needed scaffolding to help 
students learn these roles can help promote student 
interest and engagement in BL spaces (Zydney et al., 
2020). Much like the professional development needed 
for teachers, students also need dedicated learning time 
around effectively mastering a BL platform.

Perhaps one of the most vital considerations of online 
learning spaces as critical learning environments is the 
context that informs the practice. Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) ecological systems theory advocates for a focus 
on context, particularly on how social environments 
impact learning. The context can include home, school, 
peer group, and community. The sociocultural context 
of the pandemic, which forced much of K-20 learning 
online, created new and often challenging learning 
spaces for students. Furthermore, the cultural context, 
or macrosystem can impact student learning, including 
geographic location, socioeconomic status, poverty, and 
ethnicity (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These contextual and 
cultural factors came to light during the COVID-19 
pandemic in ways that previously were less visible to 
educators. For instance, students were learning from 
home, surrounded by distractions and challenged with 
technology and internet connectivity issues. A critical 
pedagogue teaching in online or blended spaces must 
be aware of contextual challenges faced by students and 
work to establish trusting and inclusive learning spaces.

Recommendations for Effective BL 
Implementation 

Current research includes numerous recommendations 
for establishing and maintaining effective BL 
environments. These considerations are related to 
pedagogy, technology, and the learner experience.

Pedagogical Considerations

One key pedagogical consideration for successful 
implementation of BL is to focus on both the 
collaborative and interactive nature of student learning, 
despite a lack of f2f time. “Peer instruction and flipped 
learning should be considered when designing for 
flexible learning” (Nerantzi, 2020, p. 184). Additionally, 
if there is a f2f and a virtual group working together 
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in the same spaces, Bower et al. (2017) recommend 
partnering or grouping these students together to help 
build community across time and space. Additionally, 
activities that encourage sharing, such as group voting or 
polls, can support student learning in BL spaces (Bower 
et al., 2017). Remote learners can also be supported with 
gestures, utilizing the text chat, minimal communication 
lags, and virtual breakout rooms.  

Furthermore, culturally inclusive teaching in blended 
spaces must reflect best practices of culturally responsive 
teaching in f2f spaces. These dimensions include high 
expectations for students, engaging with students’ 
cultural knowledge and experiences, bridging gaps 
between school and home life, and educating the whole 
learner (Gay, 2010). Furthermore, Gay (2010) advocates 
that teachers use “students’ existing strengths to drive 
instruction, assessment, and curriculum design” (p. 38). 
A dedication to equity in education can help teachers 
navigate the ambiguous spaces of BL environments and 
encourage a deepening of relationships with students 
despite the barriers.

Technological Considerations

There are several technological factors that also 
impact the efficacy of teaching and learning in a BL 
environment. During COVID-19, many districts did 
not require students to turn on video cameras during 
virtual learning due to concerns around equity, and 
yet learning is enhanced when both the teacher and 
the students can visually see each other (Bower et al., 
2017). Additional factors that can positively impact 
virtual learning experiences include allowing all learning 
community members to screen share and establishing 
protocols for allowing remote learners to get attention 
and speak without talking over each other.

Learner Considerations

Whether preparing a single lesson or entire semester 
of blended experiences, instructors must consider the 
specific group of learners they will be working with. 
Oliver and Stallings (2014) suggest reflecting on the 
challenges learners may encounter during the experience 
and providing scaffolds to counteract them. For example, 
will the students be familiar with the LMS prior to the 
first day of class, or will they require an introduction to 
the platform? Teachers can anticipate student questions 

and provide an online question and answer board. 
Taking the time to make all blended materials accessible 
for students (visually and auditorily) will reduce the 
chance that students cannot engage with the experience. 
Finally, teachers can incorporate complementary 
instructional approaches (e.g., project-based learning) 
into the planning process to increase student motivation 
and engagement during class (Oliver & Stallings, 2014).

Conclusion

While BL is not a new modality for teaching and 
learning, its prevalence has increased dramatically as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Nerantzi, 2020). In 
this paper, we have advocated for redefining BL to include 
synchronous virtual instruction as a form of f2f learning. 
An expanded understanding of BL environments can help 
teachers envision methods for creating dynamic learning 
experiences that integrate research-based best practices. 
Teachers who are engaged in BL, either by choice or 
due to the current circumstances, can consider active 
learning approaches to BL, such as peer instruction and 
flipped learning (Nerantzi, 2020). Additionally, there 
are numerous interactive instructional strategies that can 
help create dynamic virtual learning communities. 

Finally, we call for an integration of culturally relevant 
pedagogy into BL spaces. Despite the lack of physical 
interactions in many BL environments, teachers can 
still integrate equitable pedagogy into their practice by 
expecting academic success, honoring the cultural assets 
of students, and integrating relevant topics around issues 
of social justice into the curriculum (Ladson-Billings, 
1995). While the efficacy of online teaching largely 
depends on the expertise of both the teacher and the 
students related to technology (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 
2012), there is room for critical professional development 
in helping teachers navigate online learning through 
a culturally responsive lens (Sullivan, 2021). With the 
future uncertain related to how education will continue 
to be impacted by COVID-19 or additional crises, it is 
important for educators to do the work now to increase 
their own efficacy in creating culturally inclusive BL 
environments. 
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