Defining the nature of blended learning through its depiction in

current research

Blended learning has been a feature of higher education practice and research for
almost two decades. This article takes stock of current blended learning research,
contributing to the growing number of meta-analyses of higher education and
blended learning research more generally, through a review of ninety-seven
articles relating to blended learning in higher education published in fifteen
journals between 2012 and mid-2017. The review focussed on where and when
the articles were published; their provenance, scale, scope; methodological
approach; the broad research themes; and definition of blended learning used.
The review shows that despite its ubiquity, blended learning’s definition is all-
encompassing; its spread is global but research is dominated by key players; it is
of technical interest; and its research is small-scale, individually-focussed,
seeking to evidence the benefits of blended learning. The article concludes with
recommendations of how higher education research could provide institutions

with evidence to ensure their ‘best of blends’.

Keywords: blended learning; higher education research; literature review

Introduction

Blended learning has been a feature of higher education since the late 1990s. It has
grown in popularity during the intervening years (Mirriahi, Alonzo, & Fox, 2015) with
ever increasing numbers of higher education institutions offering at least some of their
provision in blended mode. Its ubiquity within higher education practice has led some to
describe it as the ‘new normal’ (Norberg, Dziuban, & Moskal, 2011), whereby
pedagogical models that involve ‘mixes’ are the ‘norm’ and ‘unblended’ pedagogical
situations to be “‘questioned and explored’ (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005, p.24).

Arguments for the benefits of blended learning are well rehearsed, and include:
increased flexibility for staff and students; personalisation; enhanced student outcomes;

the development of autonomy and self-directed learning; opportunities for professional



learning; cost efficiencies; staff and student satisfaction; and increased interaction
between staff and students, and between students (e.g. Kim, Park, Yoon, & Jo, 2016;
Mirriahi et al., 2015; Lai, Lam, & Lim, 2016; Vaughan, 2007). Importantly, blended
learning is cast as transformative; it enables the rethinking and restructuring of
pedagogic practice (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004), with the potential to ‘recapture the
ideals of higher education’ (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008, p.x). This does not mean that
these aims are easily achieved. The challenges of developing blended learning are also
well reported; higher education is challenged by a lack of staff capacity to engage with
blended learning (Mirriahi et al., 2015); resistance to innovation and change (Salmon,
2005); a paucity of research-informed models to support institutional adoption (Porter &
Graham, 2016); and a lack of institutional definition (Mirriahi et al., 2015).

In general, definitions of blended learning are problematic. They are ambiguous
(Graham, 2006), describe a myriad of different practices (Moskal, Dziuban, & Hartman,
2013) with little consensus as to what they encompass (Sharpe, Benfield, Roberts, &
Francis, 2006). Most simply, blended learning refers to the ‘thoughtful fusion of face-
to-face and online learning experiences’ (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008, p.5). This
definition, which is (purposefully) broad, does not specify the scale and nature of that
fusion, making it hard to see the essence of blended learning, when it can relate to
almost anything (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005). Some commentators argue the term is
misleading, finding ‘blended pedagogies’, ‘blended teaching’ or ‘learning with blended
pedagogies’ more appropriate (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005, p.21). Blended learning stands
alongside and is often used interchangeably with terms such as hybrid, mixed mode or
flexible learning (see e.g., Keppell, O’Dwyer, Lyon, & Childs, 2010; McGee & Reis,
2012). This lack of definition and cohesion is also apparent in blended learning

research, which is described as “disparate’ and ‘lacking a centre’ (Halverson, Graham,



Spring, & Drysdale, 2012); individually-focussed (Park, Yu, & Jo, 2016) and devoid of
theoretical base (Drysdale, Graham, Spring, & Halverson, 2013).

Building on earlier reviews of blended learning research (e.g. Bliuc, Goodyear,
& Ellis, 2007; Drysdale et al., 2013; Halverson et al., 2012; Halverson, Graham, Spring,
Drysdale, & Henrie, 2014; Zhang & Zhu, 2017), this article focuses on the use of the
term blended learning within higher education research, where it is being used, how it
is defined, how the field is being researched, and what this means for future

development .

Methodological approach

This article contributes to work that explores topics related to higher education in a
systematic way. Existing reviews include those by Tight (2007, 2013), who looked at
the development of higher education research broadly; Ashwin (2012), who reviewed
how theories were developed in higher education research; Abdullah, Abd Aziz and
Mohd Ibrahim (2013) who reviewed international student research; and Tight (2017)
who looked at the range and contribution of higher education research journals. Looking
specifically at blended learning: Bliuc, Goodyear and Ellis (2007) identified the
methodological choices and research focus in blended learning research; Halverson,
Graham, Spring and Drysdale (2012) analysed the publication trends of high impact
research and scholarship in blended learning, and later conducted a thematic analysis of
that highly-cited research and scholarship (Halverson et al., 2014); Drysdale, Graham,
Spring and Halverson (2013) explored trends in theses and dissertations looking at
blended learning; and Zhang and Zhu (2017) completed a systematic review of blended
learning research to identify common themes. This research seeks to contemporise
reviews of blended learning research and situate that research within the field of higher

education.



The review drew on articles from three kinds of journal. Firstly, six journals
identified by Tight (2007) as key higher education journals: Higher Education, Higher
Education Research and Development, Journal of Higher Education, Review of Higher
Education, Studies in Higher Education and Research in Higher Education; four that
focus on teaching and learning: Teaching in Higher Education, Innovations in
Education and Teaching International, Active Learning in Higher Education and
Higher Education Pedagogies; and five that specialise in technology-enhanced learning:
Internet and Higher Education; British Journal of Educational Technology, Education
and Information Technology, Research in Learning Technology and International
Review of Open and Distributed Learning. The review period looked back to 2012
through to July 2017, when the sample was constructed.

While there are other terms to describe the blend of online and face-to-face
teaching (e.g. hybrid learning, multi-mode learning, mixed-mode learning, integrated
learning), blended learning remains ‘the dominant label for an educational platform that
represents some combination of face-to-face and online learning’ (Moskal et al., 2013,
p.15). Since we were particularly interested in the currency of the term blended
learning, we searched only for articles where *blended learning” appeared in the article’s
title, abstract or keywords. The journals’ internal search engines were used for the
search and all results were checked to ensure that the search term was present in either
title, abstract or keyword (the British Journal of Educational Technology does not list
keywords, though does provide the option to search by keyword). Articles were
excluded from the results if the research was not higher education focussed. Ninety-
seven articles met our inclusion criteria. Information was extracted about the date of
publication and the provenance of the research/researchers. The approach to research

was coded, using the framework developed by Halverson, Graham, Spring, Drysdale



and Henrie (2014, p.22), which includes: empirical (descriptive, inferential or

qualitative), non-empirical (literature review / explanation or model / theory) and

combined (combination or ‘gold star’, i.e. empirical analysis and theory or model

development) and the scale and target of the blended learning initiatives were also

recorded.

The broad research topics were categorised, using the categorisation from

Halverson, Graham, Spring, Drysdale and Henrie (2014), which builds on Drysdale,

Graham, Spring, and Halverson (2013), Table 1.

Category

Description

Instructional design

Models, strategies and best practices, design processes,
implementation, environment, and course structure.

Disposition Perceptions, attitudes, preferences, student expectations
and learning styles.
Exploration Nature of the role of blended learning, benefits and

challenges, current trends and future predictions,
position / persuasion, purposes for blended learning,
transformative potential.

Learner outcomes

Performance outcomes, student satisfaction,
engagement, motivation and effort, independence in
learning, retention rates.

Comparison Blended versus face to face versus online, and blended
versus online.

Technology Comfort with, effects of, types of, uses/roles of, and
implementation of.

Interaction General interaction, student-to-student, student-to-

instructor, collaboration, community, social presence.

Demographics

Student, institutional

Professional Development

Other

International issues, role of instructors

Table 1: article themes from Halverson, Graham, Spring, Drysdale and Henrie (2014,

p.23)

An overview of findings follows.




Findings

There has been a constant publication of articles over the review period with between
nine and twenty articles published per year (Figure 1), with the term maintaining its
currency and thirteen articles published by July 2017 suggesting a continuing upward
trend.
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Figure 1: publication over review period (n.b. 2017 was to July only)

The blended learning research was carried out across the globe in thirty-one
different countries. For many countries, the samples were small; for example, Nigeria,
Japan and Serbia all had n=1 article, Germany, Singapore and UAE n=2, Greece, South
Africa and South Korea n=3, and Turkey and Canada n=4. Three countries dominated:
Australia (n=15), USA (n=13) and UK (n=11).

Journals featuring most blended learning articles were Internet and Higher
Education (n=27); British Journal of Educational Technology (n=16); International
Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning (n=12); Education and
Information Technologies (n=12). Three journals (Review of Higher Education,

Research in Higher Education and Journal of Higher Education) did not carry any



articles during the search period (Table 2). The technology-focussed journals carry

75.3% (n=73) of the articles in the review. While accounting for only a small

percentage of all articles published during the review period (2.1%, n=97), those

relating to blended learning were more likely to appear in technology-focussed journals

(4.5%, n=73) than in those relating to learning and teaching (2.1%, n=16) or more

general higher education journals (0.4%, n=8).

Education

Journal Journal Total articles Percentage in | Percentage in
Type during review journal sample
period
Higher Education 697 0.1 (n=1) 1.0 (n=1)
= Higher Education | 484 0.8 (n=4) 4.1 (n=4)
= Research and
2 Development
IS Journal of Higher | 167 0 (n=0) 0 (n=0)
kS Education
3 Review of Higher | 104 0 (n=0) 0 (n=0)
L; Education
< Studies in Higher 621 0.5 (n=3) 3.1(n=3)
T Education
Research in Higher | 209 0 (n=0) 0 (n=0)
Education
Total Higher Education 2282 0.4 (n=8) 8.3 (n=8)
Journals
Teaching in Higher | 380 0.5 (n=2) 2.1 (n=2)
=X Education
5 Innovations in 281 3.6 (n=10) 10.3 (n=10)
S ., Education and
o f_é‘ Teaching
g 3 International
= - Active Learning in | 93 5.0 (n=2) 2.1 (n=2)
S Higher Education
i Higher Education | 18 11.1 (n=2) 2.1 (n=2)
Pedagogies
Total learning and teaching 772 2.1 (n=16) 16.5 (n=16)
journals
© 53 g Internet and Higher | 198 13.6 (n=27) 27.8 (n=27)




British Journal of 495 3.2 (n=16) 16.5 (n=16)
Educational
Technology

Education and 381 3.1(n=12) 12.4 (n=12)
Information
Technology

Research in 126 4.8 (n=6) 6.2 (n=6)
Learning
Technology

International 429 2.8 (n=12) 12.4 (n=12)
Review of Open
and Distributed
Learning

Total technology-focussed 1629 4.5 (n=73) 75.3 (n=73)
journals

OVERALL TOTAL 4683 2.1 (n=97) 100.00 (n=97)

Table 2: distribution of articles

This constant publication and global spread suggests that blended learning is a
relatively well understood area, particularly within technology-focussed areas of higher
education research. Indeed, 41.2% (n=40) of the articles in the review did not provide a
definition of what blended learning is, suggesting that it is assumed people will already
know. Of the 58.8% (n=57) that did, 15.5% (n=15) provided their own definition and
43.3% (n=42) used a referenced definition. Over sixty different references supported
these definitions; the most frequently cited were: Graham (2006, and other editions);
Garrison and Kanuaka (2004); Garrison and Vaughan (2008 and other editions); and
Allen and Seaman (2014). The first three define blended learning as the combination of
face-to-face and online learning, while the fourth is more specific, stating that *30-79%
of content is delivered online’ (Allen & Seaman, 2014, p.7). Many authors’ own
definitions draw on the more general first three, e.g. “‘mixture of physical classroom

activities and learning activities supported through online technologies’ (Bohle



Carbonell, Dailey-Hebert, & Gijselaers, 2013, p.29), while others sought to emphasise
what this combination added in terms of, for example, effectiveness (Nguyen, 2017);
reach (Oyelere, Suhonen, Wajiga, & Sutinen, 2018) and what was replaced (Owston,
York, & Murtha, 2013).

The research focuses predominantly on module level (Table 3) meaning that it is

relatively small scale, lacking institutional focus.

Scale Percent
Module 38.1 (n=37)
Programme 6.2 (n=6)
Department / School / 7.2 (n=7)
Faculty

Cross-institution 14.4 (n=14)
Institution-wide 13.4 (n=13)
Multi-institution 10.3 (n=10)
Not stated 10.3 (n=10)

Table 3: scale of reported studies
Studies focused on students (65.9%, n=64) rather than staff (9.3%, n=9),

although 3.1% (n=3) reported research relating to both. 21.6% (n=21) did not state a
target group.

Methodologically, broadly there is a preference for empirical methods (Table 4).

Research approach | Percent
Empirical 65.9 (n=64)
Non-empirical 9.3 (n=9)
Combined 24.7 (n=24)

Table 4: Broad research approach

Of the empirical studies, the most frequently employed approaches were
inferential (Table 5). The articles drew on a range of data to analyse quantitatively from

questionnaires, attitude surveys, and scales; test scores and grades; existing



demographic data; and activity logs and monitoring data. The sample sized varied
greatly from n=39 (Schworm & Gruber, 2012) to n=4134 (Gasevi¢, Dawson, Rogers, &
Gasevic, 2016), but most were less than 200, due to the reporting focussed, as shown in
Table 4, on research conducted at module level.

In contrast, fewer studies used either descriptive or qualitative approaches
(Table 6). Descriptive studies reported questionnaire data and did not go beyond the
presentation of frequencies to describe their data. The qualitative research used
interviews predominantly; but other qualitative data included: focus groups, student
feedback, and email reflections.

Studies that combined methodological approaches were the next largest
grouping. Only one article used empirical research to develop or refine a model, what
Halverson et al (2012) call “gold star’. Mirriahi, Alonzo and Fox (2015) proposed a
blended learning framework for curriculum design and professional development,
which was based on existing literature and empirical data. The empirical data was,
however, rather limited — only two focus groups and a total of eight participants.
Research that combined more than one kind of empirical data collection approach was
more common. The combinations brought together questionnaires, feedback,
interviews, focus groups, observations, blogs, and forums.

The non-empirical studies were much less frequent, and included four literature
reviews: systematic reviews (e.g. Keengwe & Kang, 2013; Laer, Van & Elen, 2017) and
reviews of the blended learning landscape, focussing on: masters and doctoral theses
(Drysdale et al., 2013); and the methodologies, research questions, and theoretical

frameworks in highly-cited blended learning literature (Halverson et al., 2014).

Approach Percent




Empirical Descriptive 8.2 (n=8)
Inferential 44.3 (n=43)
Qualitative 13.4 (n=13)

Non-empirical Lit review / explanation 7.2 (n=7)
Model / theory 2.1 (n=2)

Combined Combined 23.7 (n=23)
‘Gold star’ 1.0 (n=1)

Table 5: Specific research approach

In terms of research area, the following broad topics were identified (Table 6);

some articles covered multiple topics (so the total is greater than the 97 sample size).

Category Frequency of use within the
review sample
Learner outcomes 20.9 (n=32)
Instructional design 15.0 (n=23)
Exploration 13.7 (n=21)
Technology 12.4 (n=19)
Disposition 10.5 (n=16)
Interaction 9.8 (n=15)
Comparison 6.5 (n=10)
Professional Development | 5.2 (n=8)
Demographics 3.9 (n=6)
Other 1.9 (n=3)

Table 6: themes in the review articles

The most substantial theme was learner outcomes (20.9%, n=32). Articles
demonstrated the positive impact that blended learning had on student attainment,
engagement and motivation. These improvements in achievement were attributed to

elements of the blended learning design. Engagement in the blended learning



environment was seen to contribute to achievement and articles described how those
who are more active in the online environment, who apply more effort, are more likely
to achieve. Activities were evaluated for their impact on engagement, e.g. peer tutoring
(Sansone, Ligorio, & Buglass, 2016); help seeking prompts (Schworm & Gruber, 2012);
and social media (Megele, 2015). The articles showed students’ preferences for
particular features of blended learning. The key positive features of blended learning for
students were also described: interaction, flexibility and new ways to learn and be
assessed (Wicks, Craft, Mason, Gritter, & Bolding, 2015) with students particularly
valuing interaction with their instructors (llgaz & Gilbahar, 2015), preferring their
feedback to their peers (McCarthy, 2017). The theme interaction (9.8%, n=15) itself
was seen as an important aspect of blended learning; indeed Castafio-Mufioz, Duart and
Sancho-Vinuesa (2014) claim that it is the key to success. Blended learning can bring
students and externals together to provide richer learning experiences, through for
example: simulations of an international workplace (Schech, Kelton, Carati, &
Kingsmill, 2017) and engagement with small businesses (Thatcher, Alao, Brown, &
Choudhary, 2016).

In establishing the benefits of blended learning, a small number of articles
compared blended learning to other modes (6.5%, n=10); namely online versus face-to-
face (e.g. Broadbent, 2017; Castafio-Mufioz et al., 2014; Tempelaar, Niculescu,
Rienties, Gijselaers, & Giesbers, 2012).

The design of blended learning was a further key area (15.0%, n=23) and five
articles set out the attributes that support institutional uptake of blended learning
(Garrison & Vaughan, 2013; Graham, Woodfield, & Harrison, 2013; Moskal et al.,
2013; Porter, Graham, Bodily, & Sanberg, 2016; Taylor & Newton, 2013). There was

strong overlap between their recommendations; they emphasised the need to have clear



goals and objectives; a shared vision and understanding of definitions; clear
information; infrastructure and access to technology; strong advocates, leadership and
strategic direction; time; good governance and support (for staff and students).

Yet, as Park, Yu and Jo (2016) also found, the instructional design strategies, as
shown in the remaining n=18), tended to be more individual and curriculum-focussed
rather than institutional, comprising a mix of delivery, communication, collaboration
and sharing, which differed depending on disciplinary context.

Specific technologies were the focus of 12.4% (n=19) articles. The technologies
were broad, with sub-topics including learning management systems (Cigdam &
Ozturk, 2016; Mijatovic, Cudanov, Jednak, & Kadijevich, 2013; Zacharis, 2015); video
(Harrison, 2015; Thomas, West, & Borup, 2017); and social media (Manca & Ranieri,
2016; McCarthy, 2017; Megele, 2015; Thoms & Eryilmaz, 2015). These technologies
were often evaluated and recommendations made. Exploratory articles (13.7%, n=21)
focussed on the benefits of blended learning more broadly, through literature reviews,
the impacts of new forms of blended learning, new spaces and places for blended
learning, and the potential of blended learning for specific groups of students, e.g.
international postgraduate students (Coates & Dickinson, 2012); those transitioning to
university (Harnisch & Taylor-Murison, 2012); students studying foreign languages
(O’Dowd, 2013); non-traditional students (Safford & Stinton, 2016); and pre-service
teachers (Keengwe & Kang, 2013). Generally however, research that focussed
specifically on demographics (3.9%, n=6) was limited, featuring articles relating to, for
example, students with disabilities (Heiman, Fichten, Olenik-Shemesh, Keshet, &
Jorgensen, 2017); and student characteristics and their achievement on blended courses
(GaSevic¢ et al., 2016). A range of dispositions (10.5%, n=16) were examined in relation

to blended learning; including: learning styles (Cheng & Chau, 2016); approaches to



inquiry (Ellis & Bliuc, 2015); beliefs about e-learning (Scott, 2013); attitudes to blended
learning (Mijatovic et al., 2013; Wai & Seng, 2015); and self-regulated learning (Laer,
Van & Elen, 2017; Tempelaar et al., 2012; Zhu, Au, & Yates, 2016).

Given that staff are crucial in the design and facilitation of blended learning, it is
surprising that there was relatively little research that focussed on professional
development (5.2%, n=8) or instructor role / presence, categorised as other (1.9%, n=3).
The professional development articles outlined approaches deemed beneficial to the
development of blended learning capacity, yet recognised the need to have a shared
understanding of what blended learning is (Mirriahi et al., 2015) and a knowledge of
teacher beliefs to better target professional development (Owens, 2012). The
professional development-focussed articles advocated collaborative design, e.g.
Macdonald and Campbell (2012) or community development, e.g. Faculty Learning
Communities (Wicks et al., 2015) and blended learning itself was seen as a means to
provide or extend professional development (e.g. Benson, Brack, & Samarwickrema,
2012; Paskevicius & Bortolin, 2016).

As indicated in the opening section, the term blended learning can be applied to
many different kinds of higher education practice. The range of topic areas, emergent
findings, and methodological approaches identified here attest this view of blended
learning. In the final section of this article, we seek to identify the key messages from

the review process.

Discussion: what the literature has told us about blended learning research

and practice

Although other terms exist to describe the integration of online and face-to-face
learning opportunities (e.g. hybrid learning, mixed-mode learning, flexible learning) and

some find that the term blended learning problematic (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005;



Salmon, 2005), it still has common currency and usage within the higher education
research literature. Its use, however, demonstrates the lack of definition, clarity and
consistency that Oliver and Trigwell (2005) warn against. In this review blended
learning has been used to describe the use of a word cloud in an anthropology course
(Mostert & Townsend, 2016) through to institution-wide transformation (e.g. Garrison
& Vaughan, 2013). While an overarching definition may be useful, this lack of
concrete definition is perhaps a reason for its use (Driscoll, 2002) as it provides a
flexible term that enables innovation (Garrison & Vaughan, 2013), is recognisant of
context (Moskal et al., 2013) and can be locally defined to support successful
implementation (Sharpe et al., 2006).

Usage of the term blended learning is international. Australia, USA and UK,
however, dominate blended learning research, as they do higher education research
more broadly (Tight, 2007, p.32). There are indications of the potential of blended
learning to expand higher education in developing systems, e.g. e.g. Serbia (Mijatovic et
al., 2013), UAE (Cavanaugh, Hargis, & Mayberry, 2016; Kemp, 2013), Vietnam
(Nguyen, 2017) and Nigeria (Oyelere et al., 2018).

The prevalence of blended learning research in specialised technology journals
over general higher education literature suggests that blended learning remains a
somewhat technical term. This finding runs counter to claims that blended learning will
become the ‘new normal’ in higher education course delivery (Norberg et al., 2011). An
alternative proposition could be that blended learning practices have become so
embedded and normalised that the term is just not used in the general literature, and a
limitation of this review is that it does not capture all blended learning practices, only
those that define themselves explicitly as blended learning. Yet, its use within the

specialised literature suggests that normalisation is not the case.



In line with other research (e.g. Graham et al., 2013; Hinrichsen & Coombs,
2013; Porter & Graham, 2016), this review has shown that blended learning research
and blended learning practice more generally is predominantly an individual rather than
institutional endeavour. The research projects reported tended to be small-scale,
providing a snap-shot in time evaluation of a small number of modules, involving small
numbers of students. The limited research that focuses on institutional adoption (e.g.
Graham et al., 2013; Moskal et al., 2013; Porter & Graham, 2016; Porter et al., 2016;
Taylor & Newton, 2013) provides guidance for institutions seeking a more strategic
approach to adoption and implementation (Porter & Graham, 2016). There is clearly a
need for more research like this. There might well be capacity, commercial and
reputational reasons why this research is not being done or if it is, shared. The
reluctance to publish blended learning research might well be a symptom of the broader
context where learning and teaching research are still not valued within academia
meaning that researchers focus instead on the more prestigious disciplinary research
(Macfarlane 2011). Equally, while some working within the field of blended learning
might well engage in research, they are often charged with more support-focussed or
strategically-driven work (Shurville, Brown & Whitaker 2009) that precludes or does
not value research. Yet, as Sharpe et al (2006) contended over a decade ago, there needs
to be more ongoing institutional evaluation that is disseminated externally if higher
education is to learn from and develop successful adoption and implementation
strategies.

Echoing the findings from a synthesis of dissertation theses (Drysdale et al.,
2013), yet in contrast with earlier work where impactful blended learning research
focussed on definitions, models and explorations of potential (Halverson et al., 2012),

this review demonstrates that blended learning research tends to be applied and



practical. In line with the findings of other research (e.g. Graham, 2013), however, there
is little work in this sample that seeks to develop or extend theoretical models,
suggesting that, as a field of research, there has been limited development in relation to
its theoretical base. The focus of reported research is predominantly evaluative and
guantitative in nature, using survey data and institutional data that ‘comes easily to
hand’ (Sharpe et al., 2006, p.39), e.g.: activity logs, student profiling data, and student
grades. In contrast, there is relatively little in-depth qualitative research that seeks to
examine the values, beliefs, and experiences of blended learning that are difficult to
capture quantitatively. Equally, there is little research that looks longitudinally at
blended learning activity, building a picture of development over time.

Most articles focus on students as their unit of research. Clearly the impact of
blended learning research on students’ attainment, motivation, engagement and
experience is important. Yet the lack of consideration of the staff perspective is
concerning, and recognised as a gap in the research on blended learning adoption over a
decade ago (e.g. Kaleta, Skibba, & Joosten, 2007). The very small number of articles
that deal specifically with professional development for blended learning suggest a lack
appreciation of the need for staff to have access to timely professional development
opportunities to support their blended learning practice (Graham, 2006).

Like other reviews of blended learning research (Drysdale et al., 2013;
Halverson et al., 2014; Zhang & Zhu, 2017), this review has shown the prevalence of
research that focuses on learner outcomes. This chimes with Zhang and Zhu’s recent
observation that ‘blended learning is still undergoing the beginning period so that most
articles aimed at identifying the effectiveness of blended learning and designing blended
learning’ (2017, p.676). The learner-outcomes focussed research, comparison studies,

and to a lesser extent the exploratory work seem to suggest that blended learning still



needs to prove its worth (and for whom and how) in order to convince people to adopt.
The articles do, however, provide compelling examples of the benefits of blended
learning that extend beyond its impact on performance outcomes, satisfaction,
engagement and motivation. These focus on the kinds of students that can benefit, e.g.
non-traditional, international, and students on placement; and the opportunities for
enhanced interaction between different groups, e.g. transnational and engagement with
industry and international experts. This research supports the role that blended learning

plays particularly in fostering collaboration, connection and community building.

Concluding comments

A research review such as this cannot claim to accurately portray the full array of
blended learning practices in contemporary higher education as not all initiatives,
evaluations and developments are reported in academic journals. Yet this review does
provide a comprehensive review of blended learning as depicted in the research
literature. The research echoes many of the findings in earlier literature reviews on
blended learning, namely that blended learning research tends to be practical in nature,
small-scale, individually focussed, and outcomes orientated. This supports the view that
while blended learning has been a feature of higher education for approaching twenty
years, it is still developing and is not yet fully embedded and institutionalised in higher
education institutions either as an area of practice or a field of research. Its limited
presence in the general higher education literature suggests that it remains something of
specialised rather than general interest. In order to further develop, there needs to be a
broadening, and recognition of the importance, of the research base for blended
learning: through more qualitative, holistic and longitudinal research into the beliefs,
attitudes and motivations of those engaged in blended learning and a recognition of the

role that staff play in the adoption of blended learning institutionally. Rather than



individually-focussed studies, more dissemination of institution and cross-institutional
studies should be shared in both the technical and the more general research literature
enabling more research-informed institutional blended learning development.

The issue of definition however complicates the development of blended
learning as a field of research and practice. As indicated by this review, blended
learning is used to depict a range of practices and pedagogical approaches; equally,
other terms could be used to describe practices that some would term blended learning
and a limitation of this study is that work of this nature described differently would not
have been picked up by the limited search terms. There is clearly the need for shared
understandings across the sector of what blended learning broadly looks like in practice.
While not suggesting that there is one single model, clear definitions, which are locally
defined, will provide higher education institutions opportunities to rethink course

design, transform pedagogy and get the best of blends for their own particular contexts.
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