
ABSTRACT
This poster is a presentation of our research into the ways in which blended learn-
ing is being approached across the HE sector in the U.K and Sweden combined with 
research into learning theories. The research was based on a qualitative study with 
coded results. This was supported by a literature review into relevant learning theo-
ries with a focus on constructivism. Results showed a shift to blended learning in the 
context of the pandemic with a focus on constructivist pedagogy and an understand-
ing of the value of communities of practice.

INTRODUCTION

Blended learning (BL) is understood as 
learning contexts that use both syn-
chronous and asynchronous activities 
that are located on a continuum be-
tween in person and online. (Lakhal et 
al., 2019).  At its best BL has been seen 
to leverage the benefits of synchronous 
in person interactions with the flexibil-
ity and agility of asynchronous online 
delivery in terms of pace, time and 
speed of study. (Boelens et al., 2017, 
2018; Johnson 2019). There are vari-
ous models available that use different 
modes of interaction between student 
and teacher in different weightings, 
however a key feature of them all is 
that learning happens across both digi-
tal platforms and in person teaching.

This research was conducted at a time 
when almost all courses across the 
whole of the HE sector in the U.K. and 
Sweden had moved online as a result of 
the Covid-19 pandemic and the ensuing 
quarantine and lockdown procedures. 
As such it is not seen as a long term 
representative insight into the role of 
blended learning across the sector and 
is more a snapshot of a distinct histori-
cal location in U.K HE. 

For this study the team adopted an 
integrative theoretical approach. We 
drew on constructivist literature (Vy-
gotsky, 1978), which highlights the val-
ue of social ecologies and communities 
in learning (Wenger, 2015) and placed 
these in the context of online vs. offline 
communities. We also use key themes 
such as scaffolding and the zone of 
proximal development (Vygotsky, 
1978:86) as they relate to the question 
at hand.

METHODOLOGY
This was a qualitative study - our data set was 
6 semi-structured interviews with standardised 
questions. Interviewees were drawn from a 
random selection of staff in Higher Education, 
all in Art & Design disciplines. The range was 
from senior management to lecturers. 17% of 
respondents were based outside of the UK. We 
also conducted a literature review to support 
and theories the data collated.
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RESULTS

“Communities of practice are groups of people who 
share a concern or a passion for something they do 
and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.” 
(Wenger 2009)

The use of break-out rooms encourage and
support student participation and engagement in small 
groups cultivating positive communities of practice and 
peer-to-peer learning; creating space for Vygotsky’s 
(1978) “more knowledgeable other.”

Communities of practice are an integral part of 
student learning. In the research there was a consensus 
that digital tutorials were found to be an advantageous 
strategy allowing students to easily share work using 
technology, and tutors were  able to facilitate the 
learning. This was particularly effective during the pan-
demic for international students in building a supportive 
teacher to student relationship.
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Blended learning is a combination of on-campus and online learning. Most HEIs agree that 
education can benefit from this combination, compared to strict on-campus learning.

Virtual learning environments (VLEs) are significantly different to classrooms and need to 
be designed in a different way to facilitate learning.

Signature pedagogies need to be reformed for more effective blended learning.

Based on Rogers’ facilitation theory, it is important that instructors empathise with their stu-
dents. To show care, acceptance and trust. To understand students’ perspective and prize 
students’ capacity and abilities as human beings (Learning-theories.org, 2011).

Being ‘real’ as instructors and encourage authenticity from our students can be proven very 
important in blended learning. ‘Realness’ can help build a stronger learning community.

According to Vygotsky and the social constructivists, social interaction is crucial in 
developing skills and acquiring new knowledge. Blended learning can benefit from learning 
activities that promote interactivity (Lynch, 2016).

To further develop their skills, students can learn from a more capable peer or from their 
instructor, Vygotsky theorised this as  the more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1978: 86).

Blended learning is based to a great extent on a learning community, in which all partici-
pants feel valued members. In such a community students develop interpersonal relation-
ships, and construct knowledge through reflection and discussion.

CONCLUSION
Our research indicates that blended 
learning is here to stay. As blended 
learning continues to evolve, there 
is a need for further attention to be 
focussed on the impact of technolo-
gy and theoretical work around the 
signature pedagogies dominant in 
blended learning contexts. Another 
area that requires further research 
is the impact of technical issues for 
online learning. Issues such as;  inter-
net connection stability, efficiency of 
digital platforms, question of parity 
of accessibility around hardware and 
software etc. 

The research shows that HE staff are 
adjusting and adapting to the current 
context; designing teaching, learning 

and assessment activities that lever-
age integrated and rigorous learning 
theories to combat any barriers to 
online learning. Furthermore, there is 
a reliance on certain specific theories 
that lean towards empathy and com-
munity; ensuring student-centred 
learning takes primacy.
The majority of learning theories 
were written before the current digi-
tal landscape was populated by ed-
ucators and students, however we 
can see that they offer fundamentally 
valuable means of understanding 
how students and teachers interact 
and how we can facilitate rich and 
meaningful learning experiences for 
the students, online, offline and both 
at the same time.
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