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Executive Summary

Online learning – particularly when offered at 
scale in the form of Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) – has been recognised as offering the 
potential to address the constant, global need 
for teacher training (Laurillard, 2016). Teachers 
are precisely the kind of busy professionals who 
are well positioned to take advantage of online 
development opportunities. Nevertheless, there 
are many reasons why teachers may be hesitant 
to study in a fully online programme. 

There is no dispute across the literature that 
blended learning is at least as effective as 
learning in traditional face-to-face or online 
courses, with some evidence that it produces 
better learning outcomes. What the literature 
demands, however, is more attention to the 
specifics of the design of blended learning 
programmes and the way they impact teacher 
learning. Blended learning needs thoughtfulness 
in the way face-to-face and online learning are 
combined. While most studies indicate high levels 
of teacher satisfaction with a blended approach, 
the evidence for the value of blended teacher 

professional development centres around three 
characteristics of blended learning: reduced 
costs; flexibility; and the capacity to create 
collaborative teacher learning communities. 
Since the benefits of the first two themes derive 
largely from the online aspects of the course, it 
is within the third theme – teacher communities – 
that the most explicit benefits of combining face-
to-face with online can be seen.

It is critical to consider the design of both aspects 
of the blended learning experience – the online 
aspects and the face-to-face components, and 
to consider the ways in which these complement 
and enrich each other. Within the research, 
attention is often given to the online aspects of 
the design, rather than what happens in the face-
to-face classroom. This ‘black boxing’ of face-
to-face methods may be a result of familiarity 
with traditional methods, but this is a weakness 
of the research in this area. Close analysis of the 
lessons learnt from five blended designs indicates 
a number of strategies for blended learning 
implementation: 

Face-to-face classes could be most effectively used for modelling and practicing practical tasks. 

Building a peer learning community can be achieved by designing collaborative online activities 
as part of a blended course, rather than only requiring teachers to engage with content online. 

There is a trade-off between promoting online engagement in highly structured activities and 
providing less formal support for teachers to implement ideas in their classroom in a manner of 
their own choosing. 

Some online participation in discussion should be required, without tightly specifying what 
teachers should post. 

Using online discussion (visible to the whole group) for small group communication around online 
collaborative tasks could be effective for stimulating engagement and for the co-construction 
of knowledge in a blended course.
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The insights from these designs could be used 
to design both the online and the face-to-face 
aspects of blended teacher education and 
training.

Research on blended MOOCs for TPD is limited 
but within the broader literature, the importance 
of integrating MOOCs into face-to-face provision 
is considered essential. There is evidence that 
blended learning can be effective to augment 
both pre-existing MOOCs and courses that 
are designed especially from scratch. In these 
situations, co-design is an important consideration 
to ensure the community buy-in and eventual 
sustainability of the MOOC. However, blending 
pre-existing global MOOCs brings with it major 
cost efficiencies, and teachers can be provided 
with access to a high quality learning experience 
and a global teaching community to share ideas. 
In addition, the blended approach adds a local 
dimension, supporting teachers to find ways of 

putting ideas into practice in their own schools. 
By including both aspects, teachers are exposed 
to other teachers’ ideas and are then enabled to 
adapt and adopt them in their specific contexts. 
The European Schoolnet Academy – a MOOC 
platform for teachers – aims to build on this by 
exploring how to better support teachers, school 
leaders, and teacher training organisations to 
setup school-based or local infrastructures that 
allow teachers to take MOOCs collaboratively 
and within their local contexts.

The report highlights the design of blended 
learning implementations to support practitioners. 
Future researchers and practitioners should be 
encouraged to share clear representations of 
their blended learning MOOC designs in order 
to build up a database of evidence-informed 
Blended MOOC learning designs to guide 
practice.

https://www.europeanschoolnetacademy.eu/


6Blended Learning in Teacher Education & Training

Introduction

Online learning – particularly when offered at 
scale in the form of Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) – has been recognised as offering 
the potential to address the constant, global 
need for teacher training (Laurillard, 2016). As 
experienced learners, teachers are precisely the 
kind of busy professionals who are well positioned 
to take advantage of online development 
opportunities. Nevertheless, there are many 
reasons why teachers may be hesitant to study in 
a fully online programme. For example, teachers 
may lack familiarity with online options, or the 
technical confidence to embark on an online 
course without support. Or they may lack personal 
motivation and require encouragement from 
peers to persist with online study. In this context, 
a modified face-to-face learning experience 
may be considered as option to augment an 
otherwise, online course. 

Such blended approach to teacher education 
& training is the focus of this report. It offers a 
review of existing research on the topic as well as 

a summary of three recent examples of blended 
learning in teacher education & training across 
Europe. The report is based on the outputs from 
the 2nd European Schoolnet Academy Thematic 
Seminar held in December 2020 with the title 
“Implementing Blended Learning in Teacher 
Education & Training – Findings from Research 
and Practice”. A recording of the Seminar can 
be accessed here. The author of this report 
contributed to the Seminar as a keynote speaker.

The European Schoolnet Academy was 
launched in 2014 and was the first European 
MOOC platform dedicated to schoolteachers 
and other school stakeholders. In 2019 it 
launched an annual Thematic Seminar series for 
teacher trainers and policy makers addressing 
key topics originating from the experience of 
running MOOCs for teachers.

http://“Implementing Blended Learning in Teacher Education & Training - Findings from Research and Practice
http://“Implementing Blended Learning in Teacher Education & Training - Findings from Research and Practice
http://“Implementing Blended Learning in Teacher Education & Training - Findings from Research and Practice
https://www.europeanschoolnetacademy.eu/
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Review of Existing Research

This report presents a review of the research 
literature on blended learning provision for pre-
service and in-service teacher education and 
training. The research presented here focuses 
in particular on in-service teacher professional 
development (TPD), and there may be issues 
that are specific to pre-service programmes that 
are not covered here. 

The review discusses the many definitions and 
interpretations of blended learning and how 
these have changed over time. There has been a 
demand for more advice on designing blended 
learning. This review contributes to this by 
foregrounding the approaches to implementation 
found in the literature and presenting a number 
of blended learning exemplars, and the resulting 
lessons learnt, to guide practice in this area. 
The review highlights the importance of making 
blended learning designs explicit in order to 
reveal the thoughtfulness of the design, and 
the analysis of which elements and interactions 
are most effective. The review points to limited 
attention paid to the in-class or face-to-face 
aspects of the blended learning design. 

The first part of the review explores the definitions 
of blended learning in the literature and their 
significance for understanding what is at stake 

when designing for blended learning. It reviews 
the array of terminology used in relation to 
blended learning. The shifting terminology for 
online learning is also considered. 

The second part of the review focuses on the 
evidence of the benefits of taking a blended 
learning approach to TPD arising from the 
literature. Three themes are presented: flexibility; 
cost efficiencies; and collaborative learning 
communities. 

The third section drills into the blended learning 
implementations evaluated in the literature 
and identifies a number of blended learning 
design exemplars. The aim of this section is to 
make explicit the pedagogies employed to 
guide practitioners. The lessons learnt from each 
approach are also presented.

The fourth section introduces the potential 
of blending MOOCs for TPD. Approaches to 
blending MOOCs are considered, identifying the 
need for close integration between the MOOC 
and the face-to-face activities. 

The fifth section focuses specifically on blended 
MOOCs for TPD. Three examples are presented to 
begin to identify best practice for this emerging 
field.
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a. Methodology

The methodology employed for this review 
involved an integrated library discovery system 
search which included the following databases:

 ● Taylor And Francis Combined Social Science 
And Humanities And Science And Technology 
2018-2020

 ● KB+ JISC Collections Springer Compact 2019-
2021

 ● ProQuest Central

 ● Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals

 ● DOAJ Directory of Open Access Journals

 ● Cambridge University Press Journals Current

 ● Emerald Insight

 ● Central and Eastern European Online Library 
– CEEOL Journals ucl

 ● SpringerOpen Free

 ● JSTOR Arts and Sciences VIII

 ● KB+ Jisc Collections SAGE Journals Read and 
Publish 2020-2022 Agreement Reading List

The search terms “blended learning” AND 
teacher education OR teacher training OR 
teacher professional development produced 
over a thousand articles published between 
2005-2020, from among which 120 were selected, 
excluding all those that were not concerned with 
teacher training or professional development, did 
not discuss blended learning for teacher training, 
education or development or were focused on 
teacher training for blended learning but not 
with teacher training using blended approaches. 
Relevant articles referenced in these publications 
were added, and a further search on blended 
MOOCs, and blended MOOCs for teacher 
education was conducted. These articles were 
reviewed and synthesised to produce this report.

a. Methodology
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b. What is Blended Learning?

Researchers use many definitions and 
interpretations of blended learning, as well as 
competing terminology to describe it, leading to 
the assertion that blended learning is a “floating 
signifier” (Gynther, 2016a, p. 21). The term can 
be used to indicate learning experiences that 
combine face-to-face and online teaching 
methods (Ho, Nakamori, Ho, & Lim, 2016), often 
in contrast to fully online learning where there is 
no face-to-face interaction, and learners never 
need to be in the same place:

[blended learning is] a combination of 
face-to-face experiences, in which learners 
are co-located, with online experiences, 
where learners are not at the same location. 
(Owston, Wideman, Murphy, & Lupshenyuk, 
2008, p. 202)

Early attempts to define the term even went 
as far as specifying the percentage of the 
experience that was spent online – i.e. not 
less than 20% nor more 79% (Allen, Seaman, & 
Garrett, 2007). However, concern with precise 
proportions tended to be eschewed by later 
researchers (Owston et al., 2008). Instead, such 
definitions are challenged for their lack of detail 
about what happens within or between the face-
to-face and online elements, and as a result, 
some authors claim that this can be misleading 
(Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2012), 
arguing that the definition should account for 
the “instructional elements of the two conditions” 
(Means et al., 2012, p. 38). 

The reasons for this are that blended designs can 
range from digital technologies simply being 
“bolted on” to a traditional learning experience 
(Owston et al., 2008, p. 202), to much more 
sophisticated designs that exhibit a thoughtful 
integration of the two modes (Garrison & Kanuka, 
2004; Paskevicius & Bortolin, 2016). Reflecting 
on what thoughtful might mean in this context, 
(Laurillard, 2014, p. 10) proposed that blended 
learning should be considered:

‘thoughtful’ because technology is complex 
and continually changing. It must be a 
thoughtful ‘integration’ because the digital 
is not a supplement, and does not simply 
replicate aspects of the conventional – 
each should enhance the other

To be able to assess the degree of thoughtfulness 
in terms of both use of technology and 
integration of face-to-face and online elements, 
therefore, it is necessary to specify precisely the 
activities involved in each part. Nevertheless, 
as will be demonstrated below, this is very often 
not the case within the research. Instead, there 
are degrees with which authors unpack these 
elements, often being much more specific about 
the online part, and less so about the traditional, 
face-to-face experience. While this may be 
explained by the greater familiarity among 
teachers and students about what happens 
within a traditional classroom, unless details are 
provided, it is impossible to assess the integration 
of each mode. 

b. What is Blended 
Learning?
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Within the broader term, blended learning, there 
are certain models or design patterns that have 
emerged. For example, Krasnova & Shurygin 
(2019, pp. 17-18) identify the prevailing models of 
blended learning as including:

Rotation models (Station Rotation, Lab 
Rotation, Individual Rotation, Flipped 
Classroom), Flex model, A La Carte model, 
Enriched Virtual model. 

Rotation models are designed to shift the learning 
between face-to-face and online according to 
a fixed schedule, while the flex model offers a 
primarily online learning experience supported by 
a teacher available in class (Burns, 2011). The flex 
model involves offering a combination of online 
and face-to-face learning to provide a student 
with a flexible schedule, while the a la carte 
model offers the opportunity to take an online 
course in addition to other face-to-face courses. 
The enriched virtual model offers a primarily 
online experience, with students attending face-
to-face classes for support (Clayton Christensen 
Institute, n.d.). However, it is only the flipped 
classroom model that appears with any regularity 
elsewhere in the research literature (Brahimi & 
Sarirete, 2015; Graziano, 2017; Kurt, 2017; Li et al., 
2014; Turan & Göktaş, 2018; Van Wyk, 2019), and 
is often included in the discussions of blended 
MOOCs (Bruff et al., 2013; Dale & Singer, 2019; 
Pérez-Sanagustín, Hilliger, Alario-Hoyos, Kloos, 

& Rayyan, 2017a; Pérez-Sanagustín, Hilliger, 
Schwarzenberg, & Parra, 2015).

This approach is specified by (Graziano, 2017, 
p. 121) as involving the educator in the creation 
of instructional video or audio recordings (e.g. 
screencasts or podcasts) that are provided to 
students for watching or listening online outside 
of class time, thereby “freeing up valuable 
class time for more engaging and collaborative 
activities”. Turan & Göktaş, (2018) clarify that a 
flipped approach in a subset of blended learning 
models involving the rotation or switching of the 
content acquisition that would traditionally be 
completed in class with the kind of activities that 
might be ordinarily associated with homework 
(e.g. practical activities). In this model, however, 
careful design of both elements is as important 
as other blended designs in order to achieve any 
kind of thoughtful integration, yet there is little 
detail provided in the research. 

The term hybrid learning is also used in the 
research literature to designate the combination 
of face-to-face and online teaching. The term 
can be used interchangeably with blended 
learning (e.g. Brysch, 2020). However, it is also 
used by authors (e.g. Clary, Dunne, James, et 
al., 2017) when referring to the blend of online 
learning with periods of intensive, residential face-
to-face learning, for example at summer schools. 
This could also be seen as a rotation design. 
On other occasions, however, hybridity is used 
to include support by video conference along 
with face-to-face classes as a blended MOOC 
design (Pérez-Sanagustín, Hilliger, Alario-Hoyos, 
Kloos, & Rayyan, 2017b). The rapid shift to online 
teaching that has been necessitated by the 
Covid-19 pandemic has contributed additional 
meanings to the term ‘hybrid’, to refer to the 
educator’s simultaneous engagement with  “a 
mixture of students attending on-campus and 
digitally” (University of Edinburgh, 2020, para 18).
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A further term that appears in the literature is 
flexible learning (Kupetz & Ziegenmeyer, 2006; 
Smith & Hill, 2019). This term is used alongside 
blended learning to describe the same 
experience (Ashton & Elliott, 2007; Toci, 2016), 
perhaps as a way of indicating the predominant 
value of the blended design (see below).

Shifting terminology also surrounds the online part 
of a blended learning design. Early research on 
blended learning were more focused on the role 
of digital tools to support online communication 
and collaboration as a supplement to a face-to-
face course, for example using wiki technology 
(Hramiak, 2010; Robertson, 2008). However, as 
the technological capacity for wholly online 
courses has developed, it has become more 
typical for face-to-face courses to be offered in 
combination with an online course. The MOOC 
phenomenon both raised the profile of online 
learning and its potential for TPD (Yurkofsky, Blum-
Smith, & Brennan, 2019), particularly, perhaps, 
among those who were unaware of the smaller, 
closed course formats in which it had previously 
existed. 

Despite the shifting terminology there is no dispute 
across the literature that blended learning is at 
least as effective as a traditional or online course, 
with some evidence that it produces better 
learning outcomes (Owston et al., 2008). What the 

literature demands, however, is more attention 
to the “various designs of blended programs and 
their impact on student learning” (Owston et 
al., 2008, p. 209). For this to happen, researchers 
need to be more precise about the nature of the 
blended design they are examining. This will also 
be helpful to practitioners who find it challenging 
to implement blended learning without detailed 
guidance, resulting in calls for more blended 
learning design, implementation and analysis 
guidelines (Alonso, López, Manrique, & Viñes, 
2005; Boitshwarelo, 2009).

The literature review that follows, therefore, will 
present the themes that arise from literature on 
blended learning, focusing on blended learning 
TPD programmes in general, before examining 
blended learning designs centred around MOOCs 
in particular. The emphasis will be on approaches 
to implementation. To make this most helpful to 
the practitioner seeking support to implement 
their own blended learning TPD programmes, 
the review pulls out a number of exemplars from 
the literature, each demonstrating different 
approaches to blended learning and examines 
the lessons learnt from each one. The aim is to 
offer practical guidance to construct effective 
blended learning around online activities, 
particularly in relation to MOOCs.
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c. Key Findings: The Benefits of Blended Learning for 
Teacher Professional Development

While most studies indicate high levels of 
teacher satisfaction with a blended approach, 
in terms of both the learning experience and 
the development of professional skills (for 
example, Biasutti, Frate, & Concina, 2019; 
Doğan & Gülbahar, 2018; Ho et al., 2016; Kurt, 
2017; Moriña, 2019; Yılmaz & Malone, 2020) the 
evidence for the value of blended teacher 
professional development centres around three 
characteristics of blended learning: 

Flexibility

Cost efficiencies

The capacity to create collaborative 
teacher learning communities

A large number of research articles focus on 
designing ways to support communication and 

community in blended TPD programmes as this is 
considered both central to creating effective TPD 
but also the key feature of a blended approach 
that differentiates it from a fully online course. Thus, 
the perceived shortcomings of fully online TPD 
are also reasons for adopting blended learning 
in the research literature, which shows that a 
blended approach can be effective in creating 
a sense of community among teachers. Teacher 
satisfaction with a blended approach is core to 
claims for its effectiveness, while knowledge gains 
for participants in blended learning compare 
well to traditional modes (Means, Toyama, 
Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009; Means et al., 2012). 
Disadvantages are considered similar to those for 
fully online programmes, and centre on issues of 
“equity, access, and availability of infrastructure” 
(Brysch, 2020, p. 56).

Flexibility 

Blended learning offers teachers much more 
flexibility than face-to-face classes, since barriers 
to attendance arising from time or location 
constraints are either removed or reduced 
(Brysch, 2020). As teachers increasingly struggle 
to make room for professional development 
in their extremely busy schedules (Moriña, 
2019), the advantage of not having to attend 
a regular face-to-face session can be critical. 
What precious time teachers do have available 
can be maximised for professional learning, for 
example, while travelling:

I watched the lectures whenever I wanted 
– sometimes while travelling on the bus, 
sometimes while playing a game or eating 
(teacher quoted in Kurt (2017, p. 217).

The flexible mode of attendance can allow 
in-service teachers to participate in university 
teacher training courses alongside pre-service 
teachers, creating valuable interconnections 
throughout the stages of teacher training  
(Kimmelmann & Lang, 2019). These connections 
can provide access to academic discussion 

c. Key Findings: The 
Benefits of Blended 
Learning for 
Teacher Professional 
Development
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for in-service teachers and enable pre-service 
teachers to learn from the experience of 
practicing teachers. 

Blended designs also mean that TPD programmes 
can be based in teachers’ schools (Owston 
et al., 2008) which could provide increased 
opportunities for application to practice and 
to develop teacher learning communities with 
colleagues. Brysch (2020) reported that teachers 
considered having an online component to a 
blended professional development a necessity 
because of the flexibility it offered and the blend 
of different modes increased the potential for 
implementation and sharing: 

One teacher explained that teachers could 
first watch the online video components of 
the Stars program, implement them in their 
classrooms, and then meet with teachers 
face-to-face to continue the conversation 
regarding the interaction with the materials 
(Brysch, 2020, p. 60).

The benefits of flexibility do not only extend to 
allowing teachers to attend development 
sessions, therefore, but to engage in authentic 
learning tasks (Herrington, Oliver, & Reeves, 2003) 
because of their constant location within the site 
of their professional practice. 

Cost Efficiencies

In addition to the flexibility offered by blended 
learning, researchers point to the cost savings 
involved in shifting much of the learning 
experience online and reducing the number of 
face-to-face meetings (for example, Ho et al., 
2016; Marrinan, Firth, Hipgrave, & Jimenez-Soto, 
2015; Qasem & Viswanathappa, 2016; Seraphin, 
Philippoff, Parisky, Degnan, & Warren, 2013). Cost 
savings arise from various points in the delivery 
cycle. On the part of the provider, the creation of 
online components require heavy investment up 
front, but thereafter can be offered to multiple 
cohorts over multiple runs (Kennedy, Laurillard, 
Horan, & Charlton, 2015) requiring institutions to 
rethink their financial planning models (Bates, 
2000).  Twigg (2003) reported that in a university 
level course redesign programme in USA, cost 
savings derived from replacing higher salaried 
teaching staff with less experienced, therefore 
cheaper, teaching assistants to moderate 
the courses.  The resulting economies of scale 
(Bates, 2001) can have enormous benefits to 
governments facing increasing demands for 
retraining and professional development of the 
workforce (Marrinan et al., 2015). Marrinan (2015) 
refers specifically to training health care workers 
in the Global South, but these insights can also 
be applied to training the global teaching 
workforce (Kennedy & Laurillard, 2019).

Savings also result from teachers not needing to 
travel to attend TPD sessions (Boitshwarelo, 2009). 
Contemporary life requires a complex balance 
between study, work and family commitments, 
and travelling large distances is both a burden 
on finances and time (Ashton & Elliott, 2007), 
and can act as a disincentive to engage in 
professional development (Goos et al., 2020). 
Moreover, the COVID-19 has demonstrated that 
travel may become impossible for sustained 
periods. 

Reducing costs can also have a beneficial effect 
on the quality and duration of a professional 
development experience. In a study of a 
blended professional development programme 
for science teachers in Hawai’i, (Seraphin et al., 
2013) found that the online components were 
able to extend teachers’ engagement in the 
programme, something which had previously 
been impossible despite organisers’ desire for 
post-course follow-up because of the high 
cost of interisland travel. Cost reductions linked 
to reduced travelling are most significant for 
rural teachers, where blended approaches 
can increase access and enable upskilling of 
dispersed workforces (Fresen & Hendrikz, 2009; 
Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; Onguko, 
Jepchumba, & Gaceri, 2013).
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Collaboration and Community

The third theme that arises from the literature is 
the capacity for blended learning to create 
opportunities for communication, collaboration 
and community among teachers. The previously 
discussed benefits of flexibility and cost efficiencies 
associated with blended learning arise from the 
online aspects of TPD programmes, and are 
similarly reported for fully online learning (Anshari, 
2015; Laurillard, 2011; Meyer, 2014). These benefits 
are therefore not unique to blended learning. 
What is distinctive about blended learning 
pedagogy is the integration of face-to-face 
elements which could be argued undermine 
the benefits of flexibility and cost savings. This is 
because attendance at a designated location 
at specific times restricts blended solutions to 
those capable of travelling. In addition, blended 
learning sessions are impossible to scale, since 
physical spaces are necessarily limited and the 
need for a viable trainer-student ratio adds costs 
to the online elements. The reduction in face-to-
face attendance mitigates this to some extent, 
but not completely. The inclusion of face-to-face 
development sessions, are, however, argued 
within the literature to be central to the quality 
of blended TPD, and are justified because of this.

The need for quality professional development for 
teachers to build community is acknowledged 
by most of the literature: 

Research has also shown that effective 
professional development provides on-
going support to teachers as they seek to 
implement new ideas in their classrooms 
(Anderson, Boaler, & Dieckmann, 2018, p. 3)

Designers of blended learning experiences 
seek to create community support to mitigate 
the isolation felt by many teachers (Hoffmann-
Dumienski, 2016; Hramiak, 2010; Trust & Horrocks, 
2017). While online engagement was often 
designed to create a sense of community, the 
ability to meet face-to-face was considered to 
facilitate or enrich online interactions:

At every stage of the course the blended 
course design was significant in the creation 
of a course community. The establishment 
of an online presence in group activities 
by each course participant in Module 1 
enabled everyone to start building online 
relationships. The initial face-to-face 
session enriched and encouraged this as 
participants met other course participants 
they did not already know. (Evans, Yip, 
Chan, Armatas, & Tse, 2020, p. 648)

Studying in an online or blended environment with 
known colleagues was preferred and enabled 
different kinds of peer support (Philipsen, Tondeur, 
Pareja Roblin, Vanslambrouck, & Zhu, 2019). 
Researchers reported that having opportunities 
to meet and engage in group activities during 
face-to-face sessions were highly valued by 
participants, for example:

the opportunity of meeting and getting 
to know other colleagues was a personal 
enrichment as stated in this quote: ‘We get 
to know our colleagues better, because in 
the forum I read what my colleagues have 
written, I also try to put myself in their shoes, 
to understand their way of doing certain 
things.’ (Biasutti, Frate, & Concina, 2019, p. 
126)

In situations where online engagement was 
impossible (because of poor infrastructure) 
the face-to-face sessions were designed to 
compensate and create this community 
(Boitshwarelo, 2009). In addition, many of the 
studies lament the lack of participation of 
teachers in online discussion activities (Holmes, 
Polhemus, & Jennings, 2005; Owston et al., 2008; 
Voogt, Almekinders, Van Den Akker, & Moonen, 
2005). Some researchers pointed directly to the 
need to mitigate the perceived shortcomings 
of fully online environments to create a sense of 
trust between participants (Owston et al., 2008; 
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Vrasidas & Hadjisofoclis, 2015) while others saw 
face-to-face as adding value by engaging 
learners “in advanced interactive experiences” 
(MIRONOV et al., 2014, p. 228). 

It is critical therefore to consider the design 
of both aspects of the blended learning 
experience – the online aspects and the face-
to-face components, and to consider the ways 
in which these complement and enrich each 
other. There have been calls for more guidance 
on the pedagogical design of blended learning 
(Boitshwarelo, 2009; Smith & Hill, 2019; TAMI, 2016) 
since there is often insufficient clarity on the ways 
each method is designed to reinforce the other 
(Clary, Dunne, et al., 2017). While the method of 
implementation of blended TPD is a focus of much 
of the existing research, attention is often given 
to the online aspects of the design, rather than 
what happens in the face-to-face classroom. 
For example, Mironov et al. (2014) provide rich 
detail on what happens online, but much less on 
activities in the face-to-face sessions. Similarly, 

Doğan & Gülbahar (2018) report on the use of 
a closed Facebook group for supporting peer 
assessment and knowledge sharing activities, 
but neglect to specify the role or content of 
the face-to-face workshop activities. This ‘black 
boxing’ of face-to-face methods may be a result 
of familiarity with traditional methods, but this is a 
weakness of the research in this area. Since the 
face-to-face components are what distinguishes 
blended learning from online learning, and 
reduce the potential for flexibility and cost 
efficiency that could be achieved with online 
learning only, it is important to specify exactly 
how the two modes of learning experiences are 
designed in relation to each other.

The next section therefore aims to identify 
the learning designs of blended learning 
implementations selected from the research 
literature in order to shed light on the ways that 
blended and online modes can be designed 
interact effectively.
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d. Blended Learning Implementation 

The literature is in broad agreement over 
the benefits of blended learning. However, 
there have been calls to make more explicit 
pedagogical approaches to blended learning 
(Alonso et al., 2005; Boitshwarelo, 2009; Owston 
et al., 2008) to examine more closely the impact 
of the relationship between the various elements 
of face-to-face and online learning experiences. 
The novelty of online aspects of blended 
learning has meant that more detail is often 
available for digital or online activities involved 
than what happens face-to-face. Nevertheless, 
it is sometimes possible to gather a sense of the 
overall blended designs used in the research 
studies reviewed. This section, therefore, attempts 
to represent these as learning designs that may 
help to guide implementation. 

The learning designs that follow present blended 
learning exemplars from the last 15 years or so of 

research on blended learning TPD. These include 
learning designs from the beginning of this period 
to demonstrate both the ways that blended 
learning design has evolved, but also to capture 
the lessons from these original implementations. 
Early blended designs relied less heavily on 
structured online resources in the form of online 
courses or MOOCs. As a result, the online part of 
the blend involved online collaborative activities 
rather than consulting resources. Since 
researchers have noted teachers’ lack of 
participation in online discussion, there may be 
lessons here for ways of encouraging that 
participation away from the face-to-face 
sessions. Later designs incorporate more explicit 
learning community and knowledge co-
construction goals and activities and embed 
ways of sustaining the community beyond the 
end of the course.

Technology Integrated into a Face-to-Face Course

An early example of designing technology 
mediated collaborative activities into a 
predominantly face-to-face teaching diploma 

course for both in- and pre-service vocational 
teachers is provided by Robertson (2008). 

Design

8 weeks face-to-face 
lectures and tutorials

Assessment

5 weeks problem-based small group activity 
comprising: 1 week induction to wiki in class, 
followed by 4 weeks face-to-face planning 

meetings and post-class online contributions to wiki

d. Blended Learning 
Implementation
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In this session the online element supports the 
co-construction of a training plan, which is then 
submitted via the wiki. This is different to later 
models, since there is no online teaching, simply 
an induction to the technology for collaboration. 
The induction takes place in class, but 
subsequently the technology is only used outside 
class time. Instead, the teachers are invited to 
use the class time to meet, discuss and plan their 
contributions to the wiki and meet with the tutor. 
This design gives greater attention to the design 
of face-to-face activities than many of the later 
blended designs. 

Lessons learnt

While some of the teachers were disappointed 
with the technical limitations of the wiki, half of 
them saw potential for using wikis in their own 
teaching. Wikis still exist, albeit largely embedded 
in learning management systems rather than as 
standalone tools. Nevertheless, they may be 
seen as tools of the past, and were perceived by 
the teachers in this study as limited. However, this 
design can be viewed as a prototype for using 
technology for connection, communication and 
collaboration between face-to-face sessions, 
rather than for instruction. Tools such as social 
media platforms (e.g. Doğan & Gülbahar, 2018) 
may be considered to fulfil a similar function in 
more recent studies, but with less capacity to 
support co-creation. 

Three Learning Communities: Structure vs Informality 

Owston et al. (2008) provided details of three 
blended programmes for in-service teachers. Two 
of the designs (ABEL and TeL – detailed below) 
were fairly similar, allowing for online exploration 
and ending with a face-to-face summer institute 

which were eventually combined into one 
event. The final design was more structured than 
the others with more details provided of face-to-
face and online activities.

Design 1: ABEL (Advanced Broadband Enabled Learning Program)

Online platform tools made 
available

Periodic video conferences 
with experts

5 day face-to-face summer 
institute

Design 2: LC (Learning Connections project)– similar to ABEL but more formal

Online platform 
tools made 
available

Online discussion and 
activities for teacher 

implementation off-line 
facilitated by mentors

Periodic video 
conferences with 

experts 

5 day face-to-
face summer 

institute

Design 3: TeL (Teacher e-Learning Project TeL)

1 day face-to-face session with tutor 
presentation on ideas for improving 
teaching followed by small group 
discussions about implementation

8 weeks online interaction with weekly readings and 
activities to try out off-line, online discussions and 

an online reflective journal [repeated 3 times then 
redesigned to be repeated twice because of toll on 

teachers’ time]
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Lessons Learnt

Owston et al. (2008) found that the more 
structured the design, the more challenging it 
was for teachers to experiment with ideas in their 
classrooms. However, a lack of structure resulted 
in less engagement in online activities. They 
concluded that  “developers of blended 
programs need to be aware of these trade-offs 
when designing the overall structure of a 

program” (Owston et al., 2008, p. 209). Moreover, 
while the designs aimed to create community 
among teachers, this only existed for the duration 
of the courses and did not emerge into a 
sustained community of practice. Reducing the 
time between online and face-to-face activities 
was found to be better than having a 
concentrated face-to-face period like a summer 
institute.

Online Discussion for Knowledge Construction:  
Required but not Prescribed 

In the context of an initiative to support the use of 
technology by teachers in Iran, Nami, Marandi, 
& Sotoudehnama (2018) report the use of an 
online discussion group to support teachers to 

co-construct knowledge. Their project aimed to 
investigate patterns of interaction and cognitive, 
social and teacher presence.

Design

Face-to-Face Computer Lab
Face-to-Face + Ongoing participation in online 

discussion list 

The implementation of blended learning involved 
13 two-hour sessions, which included 7 face to 
face meetings which introduced participants 
to technologies and their use in the classroom, 
combined with 6 sessions online, which took 
place in a university computer lab, and tasks to 
do at home. For these, participants were asked 
to review technological tools and share their 
findings in audio, video or written reports and take 
part in a Yahoo discussion group. Teachers were 
told that these contributions were a requirement 
to pass the course, but no further instructions as 
to number, frequency or content were given.

Lessons Learnt

The authors report success in engaging the 
teachers to use the discussion to co-construct 
knowledge as they asked questions of each 
other and shared solutions.  This is one of few 
studies that include technology mediated 
activities within the class, albeit in a computer 
lab. However, developments in technology and 
the pervasiveness of broadband wifi, laptops, 
tablets and mobile phones support easy in-class 
technology use. It is noteworthy that the designs 
do not focus on the incorporation of technology 
into class time as a mechanism for integrating 
face-to-face and online activities.

Discussion in Dual Mode 

A quasi-experimental approach was adopted by 
Ho et al. (2016) to compare the effectiveness of a 
blended approach to a traditional face-to-face 
course for in-service secondary school teachers 

in Vietnam. Their aim to create an environment 
conducive to knowledge management and 
construction.
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Design

Online 
self-paced 

learning

Tutor 
facilitated 
discussion 

forum 
activities

Face-to-face 
discussion in 

small groups and 
peer reviewed 
presentations

Reflective 
assignment 

posted 
online

Online 
test

Ongoing 
online peer 
discussion

A needs analysis was undertaken prior to running 
the course, and online self-study materials were 
co-created with the teachers. Individual self-
paced study of online materials was followed by 
online discussion activities. Teachers were also 
brought together in face-to-face sessions which 
were also focused on peer sharing through 
small group discussions and presentations with 
peer feedback. Teachers went back online to 
post a reflective journal based on collaborative 
assignments and undertake tests and continued 
to take part in an online community discussion.

Lessons Learnt

The authors found that teacher knowledge and 
satisfaction with the course overall was higher in 
the blended course, and on a par with the 
traditional course for self-efficacy. Participants in 

the blended learning considered they learnt 
most from online lectures (60%), supplementary 
materials (51%) but also from discussion with 
peers (40%), which along with qualitative 
comments, provided evidence of the creation of 
a teacher network.  Participants reported having 
sufficient time for reflection and practice, and 
they enjoyed the flexibility of the course (91%) 
and the cost savings (60%).  Nevertheless, the 
traditional version of the course produced slightly 
higher results for self-efficacy leading the authors 
to conclude that face-to-face sessions can offer 
more practical support for teachers’ self-efficacy. 
This finding indicates the role that the face-to-
face part of a blended design could most 
effectively play – that is, that face-to-face 
learning opportunities might best be dedicated 
to modelling and practicing practical activities. 

Teachers as Co-designers 

The approach adopted by Papanikolaou, 
Makri, & Roussos (2017) created social learning 
opportunities around collaborative design 
activities. This was an attempt to synthesise 
features of the Technological, Pedagogical and 
Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework and the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) model. The authors 
ran the course twice changing the design in 
response to a lack of participation in online 
discussion and challenges faced by the teachers 
progressing from simpler tasks to more complex 
ones.

Design: Run 1

Face-to-face 
technology/design 
focused workshops

Individual 
activities

Exploration of 
online design 
environments

Face-to-face and online 
small group discussion and 

collaboration [pattern 
repeated throughout course]

Run 2 (Redesign)

Face-to-face 
workshops 

Online platform 
exploration

Collaborative design challenge activities in small groups 
via online discussion forum visible to whole group
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Lessons Learnt

The course engaged pre-service teachers in a 
series of design challenges to support the 
collaborative design and development of a 
technology-enhanced course. In the redesigned 
second run of the course, group interaction was 
supported by a tutor moderated online forum 
with specific threads per small group enabling 
the whole class to view other groups’ design 

decisions and enable peer review. The authors 
compared students’ knowledge before and 
after the course through questionnaires in run 2 
and reported increase in pedagogical and 
technological knowledge. There was also greater 
engagement in online discussion in run 2 following 
the redesign. However, this created greater 
demands on the educators to moderate the 
discussion.

Summary 

Close analysis of the lessons learnt from these five 
blended designs indicates a number of helpful 
strategies for blended learning implementation. 
The first design “Technology Integrated into 
a Face-to-Face Course” showed that a peer 
learning community can be achieved by 
designing collaborative online activities as part 
of a blended course, rather than only requiring 
teachers to engage with content. Technical 
issues can be avoided by introducing the task 
and technology in the face-to-face course. The 
lessons learnt from a comparison of the designs 
in “Three Learning Communities: Structure 
vs Informality” demonstrated the trade-off 
between promoting online engagement in highly 
structured activities, and providing less formal 
support for teachers to implement ideas in their 
classroom in a manner of their own choosing. This 
research also showed participation in an online 
teacher network disappeared at the end of the 
course, perhaps indicating that if this is a goal, 
then it too needs to be carefully designed into 
the blended programme. The authors advised 
to create short time intervals between different 
modes of learning. 

A possible way of responding to the structure 
vs informality tension is provided by “Online 
Discussion for Knowledge Construction: Required 
but not Prescribed”. Lessons learnt here involved 
adding some required online participation 
in discussion, without tightly specifying what 

teachers should post. This approach is in line with 
observations that formulaic discussion board 
tasks can be less effective than asking open 
ended questions (Lieberman, 2019). 

“Discussion in Dual Mode” also demonstrated 
the power of engaging teachers in online 
discussion, and indicated that face-to-face 
classes could be most effectively used for 
modelling and practicing practical tasks. Finally, 
“Teachers as Co-designers” demonstrated that 
using online discussion (visible to the whole 
group) for small group communication around 
online collaborative tasks could be effective for 
stimulating online engagement and for the co-
construction of knowledge.

The insights from these designs could be used 
to design both the online and the face-to-face 
aspects of blended teacher education and 
training. In some of the designs, the teaching 
content was provided face-to-face only, with 
online being used for discussion and collaboration 
activities, while others used online materials as 
part of the blend. None of the designs made use 
of MOOCs, which could provide access to both 
content and engagement, indicating that these 
designs could also be used in combination with 
MOOCs. The next section reviews the ways that 
MOOCs are being blended into face-to-face 
courses with a view to identifying how blended 
TPD could make use of MOOCs.
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e. The Promise of Blended MOOCs

MOOCs are freely available online courses with 
large numbers of participants that are hosted 
on platforms designed to support students 
engaging from all over the world who are not 
necessarily enrolled at a host institution. There is a 
growing body of research on the use of MOOCs 
as part of a blended learning programme. So 
far, this has largely focused on blended MOOCs 
for undergraduate students, but research on 
blended MOOCs for TPD is gradually emerging. 
This section considers the lessons from blending 
MOOCs in general, before examining blended 
TPD MOOCs in detail.

The MOOC phenomenon dates from around 
2012, designated by The New York times as “the 
year of the MOOC” (Laura Pappano, 2012). 
Experiments by a few top universities encouraged 
many others to try out free online courses that, 
because of their novelty, attracted 10s of 1000s 
of participants, leading many commentators 
to believe that they could open up university 
level study to the masses. However, data on 
participation began to show that MOOCs were 
attracting already experienced learners with 
degrees or postgraduate degrees (Hollands & 
Tirthali, 2014). MOOCs were not, therefore, the 
solution to scaling up undergraduate education. 

MOOCs also repeatedly showed what appeared 
to be high drop out rates, as they retained 
fewer and fewer participants as the course 

progressed. Research indicated, however, 
that it was inappropriate to compare MOOCs 
to undergraduate courses in this regard, since 
participants had very different motivations and 
intentions than course completion (Kizilcec & 
Piech, 2013). The reason given for disengagement 
has always been lack of time (Kizilcec & Halawa, 
2015), indicating that participants find that their 
other commitments gradually take precedence, 
particularly as MOOCs rarely offer formally 
recognised qualifications, and require no 
financial investment on the part of the learner. 
Interestingly, courses with certificates endorsed 
by professional associations fare better in this 
regard (Laurillard & Kennedy, 2020). 

The massiveness of MOOCs presents challenges 
for creating the conditions necessary for 
learning insofar as the educator cannot 
provide individual feedback to each learner. 
For early MOOCs, which relied heavily on 
lecture-style ‘talking head’ videos, this was a 
particular issue. However, the development of 
MOOC pedagogy has given more attention 
to peer learning, in the form of discussion and 
collaboration activities. These, along with quizzes 
and tests, can provide feedback to participants 
and potentially compensate for the lack of 
educator feedback. To benefit from this kind of 
independent + peer-to-peer learning, however, 
learners require a high level of pre-existing self-
regulation (Laurillard & Kennedy, 2020). This both 

e. The Promise of 
Blended MOOCs
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explains why MOOC participants are typically 
well-qualified professionals and why educators 
have experimented with blended MOOCs to 
offer more support to learners. 

In general, student performance in blended 
MOOCs is reported as equivalent to or slightly 
better than studying online only (Dale & Singer, 
2019). However, blended MOOC design has 
the advantages of compensating for the 
perceived weaknesses of the MOOC model. 
These include the high drop out rates (Yousef, 
Chatti, Schroeder, & Wosnitza, 2014) and the 
lack of capacity for individual tutor assessment. 
Blends have been implemented in some cases to 
compensate for the top-down, teacher-centred 
pedagogy of early MOOCs, lack of engagement 
with the material and the challenges of providing 
adequate assessment (Almutairi & White, 2018; 
Yousef, Chatti, Schroeder, & Wosnitza, 2015). 
Blended MOOC designs have varied from a 
fairly loose blend based on the flipped classroom 
concept – such as setting up study groups for 
participants to study or watch videos together 
from existing MOOCs (Bayeck, 2016; Li et al., 
2014) to designing the MOOC with a blended 
delivery in mind (Dale & Singer, 2019; Gynther, 
2016b; Swinnerton, Morris, Hotchkiss, & Pickering, 
2017). 

Early attempts to integrate MOOCs into 
traditional, in-class university education has 
been described as “wrapper approach” – that 
is, a face-to-face course is wrapped around an 
existing external MOOC (Bruff, Fisher, McEwen, 
& Smith, 2013, p.190). Bruff et al. (2013) directed 
students to a MOOC running during their on-
campus postgraduate class and invited them to 
watch the videos that roughly aligned to topics 
they discussed in class, supported by readings 
of research papers. Students were enthusiastic 
about the MOOC videos and, although they did 
not engage in the online discussion, they found 
the discussion helpful. By contrast, students 
found the research articles discussed in class 
less clear, and requested more discussion of the 
MOOC material in class, which was preferred 

to lectures repeating the same material. Similar 
results from other MOOC blends were reported 
by Israel (2015) and (Chingos, Griffiths, Mulhern, 
& Spies, 2017). The authors were concerned that 
disadvantaged students might perform less well if 
classroom time were reduced, since prior studies 
on online courses had reported lower student 
outcomes for this group. However, neither study 
found that any negative effects arising from 
reduced classroom time for any group. 

Bruff et al. (2013) highlighted challenges of 
designing the blend, i.e. getting the degree of 
coupling and cohesion right between the MOOC 
and the on-campus course, and of aligning the 
timing of the MOOC run with that of the class. 
MOOC platforms have made changes what were 
originally rigid scheduling of MOOCs (Coursera, 
2016; EdX, 2020; FutureLearn, 2020), which has 
facilitated the blending of MOOC content into 
face-to-face classes. Although scheduling still 
remains a factor for some platforms (particularly 
FutureLearn) current blended designs need to 
rely less heavily on fortuitous timing of the course 
and the MOOC. In addition, many platforms 
offer MOOC educators’ private runs of MOOCs, 
sometimes known as SPOCs (Small Private Online 
Courses) (Freitas & Paredes, 2018). In many of 
the examples provided in the literature, the term 
SPOC is also used to describe what was once 
considered simply an online course (Gynther, 
2016b; Haggard & BIS, 2013; Yu, 2015). Another 
term introduced by Gynther, (2016) is “Little Open 
Online Course” (LOOC) to refer to a small MOOC, 
who rather confusingly also uses the (possibly 
more communicative) term “small MOOC”. It is 
not always clear, therefore, that the research is 
discussing issues specific to blending MOOCs per 
se or simply to blended learning in general.

What remains at stake in designing the blend, 
however, is the role that additional support can 
provide. For example, encouragement and 
support at the early stages of a blended MOOC 
was found to increase retention which led to 
improved results (Firmin et al., 2014a). Holotescu 
& Carmen Holotescu, Gabriela Grosseck, 
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Vladimir Crețu (2014) conceive of approaches 
blended integration in terms of the degree of 
synchronization of MOOC content with the 
course syllabus, and argue that an effective 
blend (which supports students to engage in 
discussion and collaboration within class as well 
as within the MOOC) can add “connectivist and 
constructivist dimensions and values” (p. 249) 
to create a local learning community around a 
MOOC. 

Various frameworks have emerged to describe 
and guide the design of blended MOOCs. 
Delgado Kloos, Muñoz-Merino, Alario-Hoyos, 
Estévez Ayres, & Fernández-Panadero (2015) 
documented six models:

Local digital prelude: SPOC followed by 
face-to-face study.

An example of this model is preparation for 
study courses where students take a small, 
private online course before attending a week 
long face-to-face class, where the educators 
are able to build on the previous learning in 
the SPOC. The benefits of this approach were 
that it extended the study time because the 
one-week face-to-face course was found 
to be too short to help students build their 
skills.  A combination of Khan Academy and 
Moodle was used for the course, and learning 
analytics helped educators understand 
where students needed most support. 

Flipping the classroom: SPOC undertaken 
at home while class time is devoted to 
engaging with and reinforcing content. 

A second year computing undergraduate 
course for 100 students is provided as an 
example, where theoretical concepts and 
automated assessment is conducted online 
prior to face-to-face classes that focus on 
programming problems, followed by lab 
sessions where students work first in pairs, then 
in teams.

Canned digital teaching with face-to-
face tutoring: MOOC contents are used 
independently as revision materials with 
individual tutorials available.

The authors refer to these courses as 
reinforcement courses or R-courses. They 
cover the entire curriculum of a degree using 
screen and voice recorded video lectures 
and automated correction exercises using 
the OpenEdX platform because of its exercise 
and assessment functionality. These courses 
enable students to revise for examinations 
when no dedicated teaching is available.  

Canned digital teaching in face-to-face 
courses: SPOC contents used as textbooks 
in traditional courses.

These courses are termed Blended Courses 
or B-courses by the authors who provide a 
number of undergraduate programming 
courses as examples. They are delivered at 
the same time as the face-to-face courses 
and are similar in structure to the previous 
example using screencast videos of different 
types and automated exercises. Students 
attend face-to-face classes and can carry 
on studying using the online course at home 
at their own pace.

Live teaching with remote tutoring in face-
to-face courses: additions to traditional 
courses from guest educators from MOOCs.

A Master’s computing course is provided as 
an example, where students build a platform 
for networked communities. External industry 
professionals are invited into the course every 
two weeks via video conferencing to allow 
students to interact with the experts. 
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Canned digital teaching with remote 
tutoring and face-to-face seminars: 
fully online MOOC-based courses 
with additional tutoring via live video 
conferences.

For a Master’s course in management 
aimed at practising teachers and trainers, 
screencast video lectures created by tutors 
were combined with exercises as described 
above to create a fully online course with 
a geographically dispersed student body. 
Additional tutoring is provided via video 
conferencing. In addition, seminars are also 
available to those who are able to attend in 
person.

It is notable that the examples given to illustrate 
these blended designs do not make use of the 
open, scaled up MOOC concept. Rather, these 
examples use either SPOCs created on MOOC 
platforms (e.g. OpenEdX) or online courses using 
Moodle, supplemented in one case by Khan 

Academy. Reflecting on these different models 
of blending MOOCs into face-to-face teaching, 
Pérez-Sanagustín, Hilliger, Schwarzenberg, & Parra 
(2015) identify three pedagogical categories 
which exist across a continuum of hybridity and 
institutional support for learners (Figure 1). The 
extent of the hybridity is the placement of a 
blended MOOC on this continuum related to the 
degree of integration of the MOOC within face-
to-face teaching at an institution: 

A MOOC that is unlinked to a particular 
course but is always available to the 
students describes a low level of integration, 
despite of including resources related with 
on-campus courses topics. A MOOC that 
is used by professors as a complementary 
resource for the course describes a 
medium level of integration. A high level of 
integration implies that professors organize 
their classes around the MOOC, which is 
used as the main reference of the course 
(Pérez-Sanagustín et al., 2015, p. 7).

Figure 1: A framework of hybrid MOOC-based pedagogies (from Pérez-Sanagustín et al., 2015)
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A remedial MOOC-based blended 
implementation implies little or no integration, 
whereas a complementary MOOC-based 
implementation blend has medium level 
integration, such that MOOC learners can 
consult tutors and have mechanisms to monitor 
their progress.  A high level of integration is where 
courses or classes are specifically organized 
around a MOOC to support the students’ 
progress (Pérez-Sanagustín et al., 2015).

To support institutions to select which model 
would work best for their purposes, Pérez-
Sanagustín, Hilliger, Alario-Hoyos, Kloos, & 
Rayyan (2017) have proposed the H-MOOC 
framework. This framework considers two factors 
should inform the blend: the level of institutional 
support necessary and the degree of alignment 
between the blended MOOC and the content 
of the curriculum. Variations in these two factors 
produce 4 ways of viewing the role of a blended 
MOOC:

The MOOC provides a service or additional 
support for students (low institutional 
support, low curricular alignment).

The MOOC provides a replacement for 
the traditional course (low on institutional 
support, high on alignment).

The MOOC is a driver for the course, where 
a course is wrapped around the MOOC 
(high institutional support, high curricular 
alignment).

The MOOC provides added value as an 
optional extra but with institutional support 
in the form of supplementary tuition and 
activities (high institutional support, low 
curricular alignment).

These models provide an overview of the extent 
of integration of the blended implementation 
within an institutional course offering, with some, 
albeit limited, details about what the blended 
implementation would look like.
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f. Blended MOOCs for Teacher Professional 
Development

The research on blended MOOCs is very limited. 
Despite this, MOOCs have been considered as 
offering potential for scaling up TPD (Castaño-
Muñoz, Kalz, Kreijns, & Punie, 2018; Laurillard, 
2016). Teachers are good candidates for MOOC 
participation because of their regular use of the 
internet for finding information (Castaño-Muñoz 
et al., 2018) and their good fit with the ideal 
profile of a MOOC participant as employed 
professional who are self-regulated learners 
experienced at independent and peer-to-peer 
learning (Gynther, 2016b; Laurillard & Kennedy, 
2020). 

To address the  global shortage of trained 
teachers, researchers have noted that MOOCs 
could offer professional learning experiences 
to tens of thousands of participants (Laurillard 
& Kennedy, 2017). Gynther (2016) identified a 
need for TPD at scale in Denmark when primary 
teachers were newly required to gain a BA in 
their teaching subject. There were complex 
criteria for the MOOC that was developed in 
response, however, including multiple learning 
pathways and a mechanism to compensate 
for MOOCs’ inability to provide individual tutor 
feedback for all participants in all pathways. 
The authors highlight the need, therefore, for 
an adaptive MOOC design that embedded 
“asynchronous teacher telepresence” (Gynther, 
2016, p. 20) meaning that the online course was 
designed to convey a sense of teacher presence 
through video formats that personalised the 
teacher. However, this remained a challenge 

to achieve, and so a decision was made to 
include supplementary, blended sessions where 
participants could experience synchronous 
teacher presence both online and face-to-
face. Since there is little guidance for providing 
MOOCs in a blended context, (Gynther, 2016b) 
adapted the Community of Inquiry framework. 
The adaptations were necessary because the 
content was not common to all participants, but 
personalised according to learning pathways. 
The role of face-to-face support, therefore, in their 
blended design was “to support asynchronous 
teacher presence” (Gynther, 2016, p. 22) and 
elaborate on and give differentiated feedback 
to students in areas they have difficulty.

Despite these design decisions, however, the 
MOOC participants appeared largely unhappy 
with the MOOC design: 

Data from interviews and observations show 
that the design is very far from students’ 
experience with ongoing education 
and teacher professional development. 
Particularly the lack of teacher presence in 
the MOOC and especially the lack of teacher 
feedback is considered challenging. Peer to 
peer response activities are not perceived 
as a qualified replacement of teacher 
feedback, and the MOOC teachers have 
had difficulty explaining why this kind of 
feedback is meaningful (Gynther, 2016, pp. 
26-27)

f. Blended MOOCs for 
Teacher Professional 
Development
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There is a question that arises from this study 
which may help inform future blended MOOC 
designs. The authors insist that it is impossible to 
use a blended design with the “original MOOC 
concept which has a large number of participants 
spread throughout the world” (Gynther, 2016, p. 
21) since blended sessions are inevitably local. 
This means that the courses involved in the blend 
should in fact be SPOCs or LOOCs. The courses 
blended by the authors in this study are described 
in rather vague terms as small MOOCs. 

It is not clear what prevents a global MOOC 
from being used in a localised blended format, 
however. In fact, the literature on blended 
MOOCs appears to do that. It appears in 
these situations, that the MOOC designers and 
educators are themselves running the blended 
support (Bruff et al., 2013; Firmin et al., 2014b; 
Rayyan et al., 2016), but it is not clear what 
would prevent anyone to assemble a local 
cohort to run blended workshops around or in 
combination with global MOOC content. There 
may be resistance to incorporating content 
from MOOCs designed by others, but this is an 
issue that needs to be resolved, given the large 
upfront costs associated with MOOC production. 
The need to include many stakeholders within 
the co-design of MOOCs in order to achieve the 
embedding of the MOOC in blended designs 
is therefore paramount (Kennedy & Laurillard, 
2019).Co-design of MOOCs for TPD in the context 
of mass displacement reported by (Kennedy, 
Abu Moghli, Chase, Pherali, & Laurillard, 2019) 
has involved engaging educators involved in 
traditional face-to-face teaching in various 
contexts from the beginning of the project, to 
introduce the concept and identify examples of 
excellent local practices that could be scaled 
up through a MOOC. This process continues to 
involve educators on the ground through both 
the design of the course and the construction 
of the materials (e.g. videoing teachers on 
location discussing their practice to provide 
authentic examples). This creates a situation 
where the MOOC is co-owned by a wide variety 
of educators who will happily blend it into their 

provision, creating a coherent and sustainable 
solution to TPD across a region.

In addition, Gynther’s (2016) study also offers 
insights into the training of educators who 
support the blended workshops. The educators 
in their study were in many cases unfamiliar with 
the MOOC concept and were therefore likely to 
reproduce what had been taught online rather 
than support students in more meaningful ways. 
This challenge could also be addressed through 
involving these stakeholders in the MOOC co-
design.

Moreover, the evaluation of the blended 
MOOC in Gynther’s (2016) account showed 
that participants wanted to engage in a virtual 
community of practice that extended beyond 
their local networks, which would be eminently 
possible in a MOOC designed to maximise peer 
communication and knowledge sharing: 

“Several students have identified an even 
greater potential for ongoing teacher 
professional development if the MOOCs 
were open to all teachers in a given subject 
within a given municipality or, alternatively, 
across municipalities” (p. 27)

The opening of MOOCs – the original MOOC 
concept – is acknowledged by Gynther (2016, 
p. 28) therefore to lead to a MOOC becoming 
“a professional community for ongoing teacher 
professional development in a municipality – and 
not just a training course”. 

An example of blending an existing global TPD 
MOOC at a local level is provided by King, Luan, 
& Lopes (2018) who report on a study conducted 
on a very different scale. Here, a blended course 
for 7 Timorese teachers was created around 
an existing FutureLearn MOOC. The teachers 
both took part in a study group and studied 
independently. Teachers had unlimited access to 
the course content through a subsidised course 
upgrade, and the videos were also downloaded 
to facilitate watching offline by the group of 
teachers on a shared staff computer. The study 
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group met for 1-2 hours for each week the MOOC 
ran, watched the videos and discussed the 
content. Evaluative participatory research on the 
teachers’ experience of the blend highlighted 
five benefits. The first was access to quality TPD 
resources provided by the MOOC that were 
highly appreciated by the Timorese teachers. A 
further benefit was in sharing with the teachers in 
the group and in the global online community. 
Teaches valued:

the opportunity to share reflections, opinions 
and insights from other group members, 
and other participants around the world. 
A number of teachers reported using the 
online comments pages as a resource to 
mine for teaching tips. (King et al., 2018, p. 
281).

In addition, the blended design provided support 
for collective reflections on practice. Two further 
benefits largely derived from the online part of the 
course – the motivation to try out new teaching 
ideas and improvements to English usage.  

There were challenges to the design, however. 
The first of these was lack of access to sufficient 
internet bandwidth, which caused frustrations. 
The teachers used either laptops or mobile 
phones to access the courses, or a combination 

of the two. The authors report that some of 
the teachers found using mobile phones for 
learning to be “counterintuitive, while others 
took to it readily” (p. 283). The authors do not 
explore what aspects of the experience seemed 
counterintuitive but offering flexible ways of 
engaging in the course would appear necessary 
if participants are unwilling to use mobile phones 
and that is their only internet-enabled device. For 
example, using face-to-face sessions to catch 
up on online engagement. Other challenges 
included time management since the teachers 
had a busy schedule, a lack of familiarity or 
understanding of some aspects of the platform 
design, and distrust in how online engagement 
was monitored (e.g. the potential for gaining 
a certificate simply by marking a series of steps 
complete), as well as problems with payment for 
upgrades.  Nevertheless, this example indicates 
that blends designed around existing MOOC 
content can provide high quality learning 
experiences for teachers.

A final example of a blended TPD MOOC is 
provided by Chase, Kennedy, Laurillard, Abu 
Moghli, & Pherali (2019). A blended learning 
course was designed around a co-designed 
multi-stakeholder collaborative MOOC to support 
teachers to become transformative educators 
in the context of mass displacement and other 
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challenging environments. The blended learning 
experience took place in Lebanon and involved 
teachers who were refugees, teaching at informal 
NGO schools, as well as teachers from the public 
and private school sectors. The blended design 
compensated for the variable infrastructure for 
online study in Lebanon and aimed to test its 
value for participants. 

A series of three two-day, face-to-face workshops 
ran before, during and after the MOOC. 
Educators drawn from among the co-designers 
of the MOOC provided presentations and 
facilitated group discussions, and activities using 
digital tools featured in the MOOC. This supported 
the blended learning participants to engage 
with the platform, including to participate in 
the discussions, and to use the digital tools for 
collaborative activities in the course (e.g. Padlet, 
Mentimeter). The blended learning sessions also 

allowed for a deeper engagement with some 
of the more challenging content e.g. theory, 
controversial issues and learning design. 

Results of the evaluation showed that the 
participating teachers valued the face-to-face 
discussion, and in particular, the opportunity to 
engage with the educators to clarify ideas, which 
improved their learning. The blended design 
created more space for discussion, to support 
teachers to try out ideas and digital tools and to 
clarify misconceptions or tackle software 
problems. In return, the teachers were better 
equipped to make fuller contributions to the 
MOOC, thus also benefiting the global learning 
community online. Despite the high costs of the 
blended learning course per participant in 
comparison to the online course, a blend is 
justified therefore, since the benefits can extend 
beyond the small group who benefit directly.

Summary

These research studies provide a number 
of insights that could aid implementation of 
blended MOOCs for TPD. The need to integrate 
MOOCs or other online courses into the face-to-
face provision is fundamental. There are different 
ways of doing this, but for it to be truly considered 
as blended learning, this has to be a thoughtful 
combination, not separate activities happening 
online and face-to-face. Since providing face-to-
face support inevitably incurs costs and limits the 
scale of access to those who are able to attend 
in person, the degree of integration will inevitably 
be a balance of costs vs. flexibility. The lighter 
integration, such as that presented by King et al., 
(2018) in Timor may be suitable when resources 
are limited. In this case, the face-to-face support 
compensated for the challenges to access in low 
internet bandwidth environments, and adding 
benefits of collective reflection and increased 
motivation to try out the ideas. If funding is 
available, a deeper engagement with content 

and the development of community is possible 
if the face-to-face classes are designed around 
a MOOC to augment learning as is described in 
the Lebanese example provided by Chase et 
al., (2019). In both of these cases, the MOOCs 
that are being used in a blended context are 
global, open MOOCs, showing that it is possible 
to blend massive scale courses, contrary to 
the view of (Gynther, 2016). This advantage of 
blending global MOOCs is two fold. Firstly, global 
MOOCs can provide teachers with access to a 
high quality learning experience and a global 
teaching community to share ideas, expanding 
the depth and breadth of their own practice. 
In addition, the blended approach also adds a 
local dimension, supporting teachers to find ways 
of putting ideas into practice in their own schools 
as described by King et al. (2018). By including 
both aspects, teachers are exposed other 
teachers’ best ideas and are then enabled to 
adapt and adopt them in their specific contexts. 
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g. Summary and Recommendations from the Review 
of Existing Research

Blended learning has long been considered a 
viable option for TPD. The research presented here 
shows that this is for three reasons: the flexibility 
it offers, the cost efficiencies involved and the 
opportunities it provides for communication 
and community among teachers. However, it is 
this last reason that marks out the contribution 
of blended learning more than the others.  
Online learning also offers flexibility and cost 
savings, arguably more so than blended courses 
because of their requirement for attendance in 
person. However, the research has highlighted, 
and is focused upon improving, the sense of 
community created when working face-to-face 
with other teachers. 

Despite this, the research also suggests that 
teachers value participating in a global online 
community too. It might be of concern, then, 
that there are research findings that suggest that 
teachers in blended learning programmes do 
not engage sufficiently in the online discussions. 
There are some lessons for improving this. A 
course requirement to post online, without 
overly prescribing what to post, has been shown 
to improve engagement (Nami et al., 2018), 
and to result in knowledge exchange and co-
construction, which is a major goal of TPD. In 
addition, early blends that focused primarily on 
online collaboration rather than engagement 
with resources might also provide lessons for how 
to achieve this aim.

Nevertheless, the evolution of online learning, 
which has produced an array of high-quality 

open courses relevant to TPD, has in many ways 
enhanced the possibilities for providing blended 
TPD at low cost. The blending of MOOCs with 
face-to-face components has been tried and 
tested with university students with positive 
results. Research on blended TPD based on 
MOOCs is in its infancy, but there are models 
that show evidence of success. The important 
finding across all research on blending MOOCs 
is that the degree of integration of the MOOC 
with the face-to-face component is critical for 
success. Prior research on blended learning 
within TPD in general can also provide guidelines 
for implementation of blended learning TPD 
MOOCs. 

To this end, this review has highlighted the 
design of blended learning implementations. 
Future research would benefit practitioners if the 
designs being evaluated could be made explicit. 
Practitioners themselves could also share clear 
representations of their own blended learning 
MOOC designs, along with evaluations of their 
effectiveness, in order to build up a database 
of evidence-informed Blended MOOC learnings 
designs that others could adapt and implement 
in their own context. 

Finally, the research has focused on teachers’ 
engagement with blended learning but has not 
so far extended into an evaluation of the impact 
of this on the outcomes of the students they 
teach. This is the critical next step to demonstrate 
the value of these cost-efficient, flexible and 
collaborative blended TPD programmes.

g. Summary and 
Recommendations 
from the Review of 
Existing Research
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Recent Examples of Blended 
Learning in Teacher Education & 
Training in Europe

Three examples of blended learning in teacher 
education & training were presented at the 

Thematic Seminar which are briefly outlined in 
this section.

Italy – Using MOOCs in Schools

Elena Pezzi, language teacher at Liceo Laura 
Bassi in Bologna, reported about the use of 
MOOCs at school- and regional-level through a 
blended approach. Study groups were 
established at school-level as well as regional-
level where teachers met once a week to take a 
MOOC together. The aim of these study groups 

was to benefit from the MOOCs’ content and 
large international community of professionals 
who can inspire and support one another, while 
at the same time offering study group participants 
a professional development experience that is 
embedded in the daily reality of their school and 
supported by their immediate colleagues. 

Figure 2: The aim of using school-based study groups alongside MOOCs

Accordingly, the study groups were designed so 
that teachers could come together to: 

 ● Support and motivate one another 
throughout the MOOC

 ● Provide structure to their learning by offering 
a place and time to work on the MOOC

 ● Discuss the MOOC’s topics and ideas in the 
context of the schools’ realities

 ● Plan how to implement new ideas and 
practices after the MOOC

During the study group meetings, the teachers 
worked on the MOOC in small groups, discussed 
the activities, and supported each other with 
language or technical issues. At the end of 
the MOOC they presented their work to their 
colleagues and followed-up the work with peer 
observations of the lessons produced in the 
context of the MOOC and study group. The study 
groups were coordinated by a lead teacher 
who had previously taken the MOOCs and was 
available to support at all times. 
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The study groups elicited the following benefits at 
school-level:

 ● Allowed teachers with limited English 
language and digital competence to benefit 
from the MOOC offer. Most of these teachers 
would never have considered participating 
in a professional development online or in a 
non-native language.

 ● Brought together colleagues from different 
subjects and parts of the school who 
would otherwise very rarely collaborate or 
exchange with each other.

 ● Achieved a greater impact at school-level as 
most study group participants implemented 
innovative pedagogical approaches in 
their practice, validated by their immediate 

school peers.

 ● Highlighted the opportunities to teachers of 
working as part of an international community 
of teachers and utilising international 
professional development resources. 

Due to the Covid-19 restrictions the study group 
concept was continued in 2020 but implemented 
in a purely online fashion with the study group 
meetings taking place online. While this required 
more organisation and benefited from the 
support of “graduates” of the previous study 
groups who acted as supporting coordinators 
and tutors to the new participants, it also proved 
highly successful. The work was conducted 
primarily via shared learning diaries, presentations 
and Padlets.

Denmark – “We want to learn something meaningful – in a meaningful 
way”: Blended learning and teacher training within the vocational 
education sector

Søren Jørgensen, Pedagogical Consultant at the 
Danish National Knowledge Centre for eLearning, 
reported about the use of blended learning as 
part of a teacher training course for vocational 
education teachers on the topic of “Education 
in Digital Learning”. The aim of using a blended 
learning approach in the teacher training on 
offer by the Knowledge Centre was to address 
two key challenges:

1. The bad reputation of traditional teacher 
training as being time consuming, far 
from everyday practice and having a low 
transfer effect to what was happening in the 
classroom. 

2. The fact that the pedagogical consultants 
running the trainings are often not considered 

teachers’ peers, with not sufficient insights 
into the challenges the participants face in 
their everyday work. 

Through introducing a blended approach, the 
hope was to establish less distance between the 
learning and the implementation of what was 
learned. 

When designing the course, the focus was on 
a meaningful integration between face-to-
face and online learning. This integration was 
achieved through the following mix of face-to-
face, asynchronous and synchronous online 
work with a purposeful pedagogic chronology of 
activities suited to the needs of the format used. 
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Figure 3: The pedagogical setup of the “Education in Digital Learning” course offered at the Danish National Knowledge Centre 
for eLearning.

This cycle of activities is repeated three times with 
the participants so that they become familiar 
and confident with the processes and dynamics 
used. 

While the feedback from the participants is 
overall positive, the impact on the challenges 
the training set out to address is mixed. The 
organisation of such a course is not more 

efficient than a traditional face-to-face course 
and requires a substantial planning process 
and follow-up. It also does not fully address the 
danger of participants going “back to normal” 
once the course has come to an end – online 
activities happening when participants are 
back in school do not seem to be sufficient to 
achieve that. Rather, persistent and local follow-
up activities seem to be necessary. 

Austria – Teacher Training at Universities with “Inverse Blended MOOCs”

Sandra Schön, Senior Researcher at Graz University 
of Technology, reported about the collaboration 
of 6 universities in Austria offering initial teacher 
training to jointly develop a new teacher training 
module on “Digital Competencies”. This module 
was developed as a blended module utilising 
a MOOC as the main content transmission tool 
in order to benefit from the partner universities 
respective expertise and achieve economies of 
scale.  

An expert group was setup with members from 
the partner universities who developed the 
content of the module by producing a MOOC 
on the topic of “Teaching and Learning with 
New Media” that was offered on the iMOOX 
platform. The module was launched at the 
partner universities in parallel to the MOOC in 

2019. Instead of offering lectures as part of the 
module, the content transmission part of the 
module happened via the MOOC. This was 
coupled with a mix of face-to-face meetings at 
each university as well as assignments and more 
custom information in the learning management 
system of each university. The same final exam 
was offered at all partner universities, available 
to student teachers at the universities as well as 
external participants of the MOOC. 

As part of the face-to-face sessions, student 
teachers worked in groups on a course product 
in the form of a learning video. In order to receive 
the full credits for the module, student teachers 
had to submit their learning video and pass the 
final exam. 

https://imoox.at/
https://imoox.at/
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Figure 4: The setup of the teacher training module “Digital Competencies”

The results are overall positive with a completion 
rate of 49% of those registered to the MOOC 
receiving a certificate and 41% of registered 
MOOC participants completing the full module 
(MOOC, group work, learning video, final 

exam). The module was continued with a slightly 
adapted setup in 2020 by moving the university-
based activities online but retaining the small-
scale and synchronous nature of the meetings.
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Conclusion

The findings and experiences outlined in this 
report highlight the potential of blended 
learning in teacher education & training and 
the conditions necessary to achieve the benefits 
offered by a blended approach. As an increasing 
number of teacher educators shift to online and 
blended learning formats, it is essential that 
careful consideration is given to the meaningful 
integration of the online and onsite elements of 
the learning process. Teacher educators can 
use the research findings and experiences in this 
report to achieve such meaningful integration. 

In particular in regard to MOOCs, the provision of 
an onsite learning framework that sits alongside 
a MOOC, offers significant opportunities to 
address some of the main challenges of MOOC 

participation while still retaining many benefits 
of an international and centralised course 
production process as well as an international 
course community of teachers. The European 
Schoolnet Academy aims to build on this by 
exploring how to better support teachers, school 
leaders, and teacher training organisations to 
setup school-based or local infrastructures that 
allow teachers to take MOOCs collaboratively 
and within their local contexts. 

For further information about this report or the 
European Schoolnet Academy Thematic Seminar 
series please contact: benjamin.hertz@eun.org

mailto:Benjamin.hertz%40eun.org?subject=
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Glossary

A la carte model: a blended learning design that offers the opportunity to take an online course in 
addition to other face-to-face courses.

Blended Learning: a combination of face-to-face experiences, in which learners are co-located, with 
online experiences, where learners are not at the same location. 

Blended MOOCs: Massive Open Online Courses are free online courses available for anyone to enroll. 
Accordingly, they are designed for scalability and can accommodate large numbers of participants.

Community of Inquiry (CoI) model: a process of creating a deep and meaningful (collaborative-
constructivist) learning experience through the development of three interdependent elements – 
social, cognitive and teaching presence. 

Connectivism: a learning theory which posits that in a digital age where knowledge is stored and 
readily available, learning is less about the acquisition of knowledge and more about the process of 
creating connections to people and content and being able to use and navigate these connections 
to access the right knowledge when needed.

Constructivism: a learning theory which posits that learners actively attempt to create meaning from 
experience.

Enriched virtual model: a blended learning design that offers a primarily online experience, with students 
attending face-to-face classes for support.

European Schoolnet Academy: European platform offering MOOCs for school teachers and other 
school practitioners. It is run by European Schoolnet, the network of 34 European Ministries of Education, 
based in Brussels.

Flex model: a blended learning design using a primarily online learning experience supported by a 
teacher available in class.

Flipped classroom: a blended learning design where students are responsible for consuming the 
learning material outside of class, and then the instructor uses classroom time to guide students through 
activities, help them get back on track, answer questions, etc.

Hybrid learning: various meanings referring to a combination of learning approaches - more recently it 
refers to a learning experience where the educator simultaneously engages with a mixture of students 
attending on-campus and digitally.

Individual rotation: a blended learning design where the teacher sets individual timings for the students 
for rotation among different learning modalities. It differs from other rotation models as the students 
don't have to rotate to each available station.

Inverse blended learning: an approach that enhances a pure online course with additional offline 
meetings for exchange and practising.
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Lab rotation: a blended learning design which is the same as the station rotation design but the online 
learning occurs in a dedicated computer lab.

LOOC: Little Open Online Courses.

Quasi-experimental: a research study that uses an experimental design but lacks the random assignation 
into a test and control group.

Rotation models: a blended learning design that shifts the learning between face-to-face and online 
according to a fixed schedule. It exists in different variations.

Self-regulated learning: is a cyclical process by which when faced with a learning goal, students are 
actively planning, monitoring and adapting (performing), and reflecting on their learning strategies 
in order to succeed. This involves the establishment of goals and then selecting the right strategies 
by which to reach them. In doing so, students self-regulate their metacognition (thinking about one's 
thinking), behaviour (planning, monitoring, and evaluating), and motivation to accomplish the task at 
hand.

SPOCs: Small Private Online Courses. 

Station rotation: a blended learning design where students rotate through stations on a fixed schedule, 
where at least one of the stations is via online learning.

Technological, Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework: a framework to understand 
and describe the kinds of knowledge needed by a teacher for effective pedagogical practice in a 
technology-enhanced learning environment.

Wrapper approach: when a face-to-face course is wrapped around an existing external MOOC.
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