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v

How do teachers make sense of all the changing technology in their class-
rooms? This is the fundamental question addressed by Don Hinkelman’s 
second edition of Blending Technologies in Second Language Classrooms, a 
question that is explored from multiple, diverse perspectives. While read-
ing this substantially reworked book I was reminded of Erving Goffman’s 
(1974) distinction between two distinct ways in which we can view our 
experiences—in terms of a game or the wider spectacle. Games, accord-
ing to this perspective, refer to events that are on display (such as a tennis 
match, a sitcom, or a political speech) while the spectacle refers to the 
broader context that encases the game and turns it into a social occasion 
that is collectively experienced (whether in a gathering at home, a public 
arena, or in the unfolding comments on YouTube). Until recently, 
accounts of technology-mediated language learning and teaching tended 
to focus on the ‘game’ to the neglect of the wider ‘spectacle’, meaning that 
we have at best a partial view of the realities of how learners work with 
technologies in classrooms and as part of their lifeworlds. Yet Goffman’s 
view was that to understand the one, we need to understand the other: in 
games participants have defined roles and scripts whereas the larger spec-
tacle is characterized by more diffuse interactions, activities, and episodes, 
with both the game and the spectacle influencing each other. A key 
strength of the approach taken in Blending Technologies in Second Language 
Classrooms is the focus on blended learning as an ecology, meaning that 
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events and practices are considered and examined as both a game and a 
spectacle. In what lies ahead Don Hinkelman gives analytical attention to 
what could be called the rules of the game, namely some of the principles 
and parameters that define blended learning and teaching while also 
focusing on the encasing spectacle and the ways in which it contributes 
to the game.

Adopting and maintaining broader, more contextualized perspectives 
on blending technologies in classrooms is a recurrent theme here and is 
achieved in a variety of ways. For example, ‘tool-centric’ perspectives on 
blended learning are avoided and in their place there is focus on sequences 
of actions, groupings, timings, texts, and tools with on-going reference to 
a rich range of examples and case studies. There is a sustained focus on 
the complex processes that underpin blending technologies—as in the 
title of the book—rather than viewing blended teaching as a ready-made 
package that can be inserted into classroom practice. Tool-centric per-
spectives are also avoided through an all-encompassing view of class-
rooms and in the detailed attention given to formative assessment 
processes, to the value of action research and ethnographic research 
(including auto-ethnography and institutional ethnography), and to see-
ing blending technologies as part of educational change. Linked to this 
latter point is the emphasis placed on change over time in blending tech-
nologies within a single classroom, between evolving instantiations of a 
course, and in specific areas such as materials development. For example, 
through careful observation and rich commentaries we see how both the 
rate and complex paths of change are impacted by curricular schedules, 
processes of materials production, and individual agendas together with 
curricular and institutional goals.

Blending Technologies in Second Language Classrooms helps us to rei-
magine both the focus and the margins of language classrooms and the 
contribution of virtual opportunities to both the game and the spectacle 
of language learning. I was very pleased when the first edition of Blending 
Technologies in Second Language Classrooms appeared given the questions 
and debates about blended learning that (pre)occupy our field and for the 
conceptual clarity that the volume brings. Earlier, in my TESOL 
Quarterly review of this book (White, 2016), I observed that Gruba and 
Hinkelman’s first edition was “the first book-length analysis of theory, 
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research, and practice in blended language teaching” (p. 533), featuring 
“precise frameworks which are presented for analyzing trajectories of 
change within blended learning programs” (p. 534).

This second edition will not disappoint as it illuminates and critically 
considers newer fields of practice such as flipped learning, digital gamifi-
cation, and blending technologies in carouselling and bricolage. The on- 
going expansion and diffusion of tools, settings, research, and practices 
for blending technologies in language classrooms is well captured in this 
book; it makes for compelling reading and will for years to come, both to 
establish a theoretical framework and shed light on innovative practices, 
within and beyond second language classrooms.

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experi-
ence. Harvard: Harvard University Press.

White, C. (2016). Review of ‘blending technologies in second language 
classrooms’. TESOL Quarterly, 50(2), 533–534.

Massey University Cynthia White 
Wellington, New Zealand
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Blending Technologies in Second Language Classrooms is a story of research-
ers, teachers, administrators, and educators striving to create learning 
environments that inspire and engage second language learners. This is a 
conceptual journey and a practical guide of principles for academics and 
practitioners involved in classroom teaching. These stories are not tall 
tales of triumph but rather a trail of disappointing attempts, positive 
steps, and promising revelations of learning success. It is a personal and 
team journey, which perhaps reflects what thousands of other teachers are 
doing to make sense of technology and trying to make a learning envi-
ronment that fills students with energy and love of learning languages 
and cultures. In short, here is the main point of blending technologies:

A blended learning environment combines face-to-face and virtual technologies 
in a process that engages learners and changes their ways of thinking and their 
ability to use a second language. Blend language learning is not device oriented 
because it views learning environments as ecologies, not tools. Ecologies are 
configurations of pedagogic actions, groupings, timings, texts and tools. Blended 
language learning does not separate the classroom world and the online world, 
because it embeds all forms of face-to-face technologies and digital technologies 
into a process that is communicative and task-based. The teacher’s role is to 
design tasks and configure technologies to achieve those tasks. This creates change 
that is more internally driven and bottom-up from direct classroom practice 
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and less externally driven by commercial publishing or mandated curriculum. 
Innovation also happens when top-down social, economic and pedagogic condi-
tions force change in the learning environments. Teachers respond to these top- 
down actions by re-configuring their environments based on principles of 
purposefulness, multi-modality, appropriateness and sustainability.

Since the first edition was published in 2012, the past five years have 
seen a lifetime of new online technologies and a resurgence of interactive 
face-to-face technologies in foreign language classrooms. Further, lan-
guage learning theory is undergoing a paradigm shift from computational 
metaphors (input, output) to ecological metaphors (environments, col-
lective relationships). Teachers have not only incorporated mobile tools 
such as tablets and smart phones into learning environments (Stockwell, 
2016), but at the same time are attempting to increase the amount of 
discussions and interactive dialogue in face-to-face sessions, often using 
the flipped classroom model (Johnson & Marsh, 2016).

The shift in educational strategy to ‘flipped classrooms’ (Bergmann & 
Sams, 2012) had just appeared just as our first edition came out, and has 
since been applied to language learning environments. Emerging from 
science, math, and technology teaching fields, research in flipped learn-
ing spread to second language learning immediately (Lockwood, 2014; 
Pasisis, 2015), although some claim second language teachers have always 
been doing this flipped process, just without online video. Now the 
flipped classroom has become a reality (Johnson & Marsh, 2016), but it 
is not yet clear why the ‘flip’ is working or what is being changed in the 
learning environment. What has changed in the learning landscape due 
to the ‘flip’ is actually the theme of this book—how technologies are 
blended in classrooms and how learning changes as technologies change.

Gamification is another trend that has proved disruptive in learning 
circles since 2010. By adding the principles of gaming to all aspects of the 
learning cycle, teachers have intentionally created an atmosphere of 
intensity that engages learners enough to generate a ‘flow’ experience 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Learning management systems have jumped 
on this bandwagon by creating badges, points, progress bars, and levels, 
which parallel the incentives used in the gaming world.

At the same time, task-based learning and teaching (TBLT) has grown 
in stature as a leading force in the pedagogical evolution of our field. In 
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contrast to much in the field of computer-assisted language learning 
(CALL), task-based learning approaches have focused on the pedagogy first 
instead of the tools first. Instead of asking, ‘how can I use this tool?’, TBLT 
asks, ‘what is the task and what tools will help achieve the task?’ In this way, 
‘task’ becomes an organizing factor in second language learning. In short, 
we can now define ‘technology’ as the process to achieve a task. For this 
reason Chaps. 4, 5, and 6 have been expanded and will explore strategic use 
of task-based approaches, flipped classrooms, gamified classrooms, and 
other blended practices that are occurring in our educational landscape.

In the same way, the process of research in blended learning ecologies 
has matured and expanded to include ethnographic approaches to 
research. Therefore, the largest chapter in the first edition, on action 
research, has been divided into Chap. 7 on principles of research and 
Chap. 8 on action research in blended environments. Then a third 
chapter, Chap. 9, is added to focus on classroom ethnography, auto- 
ethnography, and institutional ethnography.

Overall, the paradigm shift occurring now is the shift to ecological 
thinking. We know that a learning environment or learning ecology 
changes when one aspect within it changes. These changes are disrup-
tions. In natural environments, changes happen when a butterfly enters 
the ecology, when the butterfly mates (groupings), when the caterpillar 
builds a cocoon (tools) and hibernates (timings), when it communicates 
with its colorful wings (texts) that it is ready to mate. Disruption in this 
ecology may not happen until temperatures change and new inhabitants 
enter the world. However, identifying the disruption in classrooms is dif-
ficult and deceptive. The disruption may not be the tool (the tablet com-
puter added) but rather when (timing) and where (spaces) and with 
whom (groupings) the tablet is used.

For these reasons, this second edition has not only updated the original 
seven chapters, but added five new chapters. The first one added is on 
learning metaphors and ecologies (Chap. 3), followed by task-based 
learning/flipped/gamification strategies (Chap. 5), ecology-based research 
principles (Chap. 7), ethnographic research (Chap. 8), and technologies 
in practice (Chap. 10).

In this edition, my co-author from the first edition, Paul Gruba, col-
laborates with me as a critical friend and reader while focusing his time 
on groundbreaking research concerning program evaluation of blended 
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language learning (Gruba et al., 2016). Although, this edition is written 
in the first person, much of the original chapters and especially the core 
theme of four considerations in blended language learning: purpose, 
appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability reflect our co- 
authorship. In contrast to the wider view that program evaluation takes 
by  covering institutional designs and systematic results, this edition 
focuses more narrowly on the design of technologies in classrooms. Gruba 
et al. (2016) take the core considerations of this book (purposefulness, 
appropriateness, multimedia, and sustainability) a step further by exam-
ining, evaluating, and assessing the cumulative and composite results of 
students learning languages in formal institutional settings.

In comparison, this book is more for the practicing teacher with a 
greater focus on classroom and mobile learning environments. It is not a 
catalog of teaching practices, although examples of blended practices will 
be useful to teachers seeking models to apply and modify in the field. 
This book may, however, serve as a primer for new teachers entering the 
field of second language education, because it provides a framework and 
principles for selecting technologies, strategies, assessments, and tasks 
that a teacher will configure on-the-fly in a classroom situation. It is also 
intended for administrators and researchers seeking a theoretical basis to 
take an ecological approach to technologies and learning design. My 
attempt here is to connect mainstream theory with emerging perspectives 
that help make sense out of seemingly complex, chaotic change. In that 
sense, this book takes to heart an aim to redirect the philosophy of CALL 
into a philosophy of blended language learning.

There have been numerous changes and additions in this second edi-
tion. In addition to recent publications, critical reviews of the first edi-
tion in academic journals have profoundly affected the direction of this 
book. We would like to thank at least five reviewers that have spent time 
evaluating each of the chapters and offer our apologies to others whose 
reviews we may have missed. Recently, White (2016) in TESOL Quarterly 
wrote that the some of the strengths of the first edition included:

this book … explores pedagogical design at three interrelated levels—micro, 
meso, and macro; attention is given to both the social and political dimensions 
of pedagogical design in blended contexts, thus bringing to light what may be 
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more hidden dimensions of those processes. Here too we see the significance of 
the focus on blending technologies not only in the title but throughout the work, 
as we get a behind-the-scenes look at the processes that contribute to blended 
learning. (p. 533)

The cases are exemplary in their richness; their attention to the particular; and 
their search for meaning attached to constellations of actions, groupings, tim-
ings, texts, and tools. (p. 534)

A real strength of this chapter is the social and political dimensions of pedagogi-
cal design in blended contexts, thus bringing to light what may be more hidden 
dimensions of those processes. (p. 534)

However, White (2016) also notes a needed focus on new digital devices:

the book does not really explore broader macro-level considerations such as the 
ways in which technological changes have put new tools and options for lan-
guage learning in the hands of learners, available to them in their life-worlds. 
(p. 534)

That is partially because smartphones and tablets were not as ubiq-
uitous back then, but also because the ‘teacher’ and the ‘classroom’ 
have been the main focus in our earlier edition and this edition. The 
world of the learner, who now is has multiple devices and multiple 
venues to explore a new language, is now a topic in the strategies sec-
tion (Chap. 5), which tackles the trends of gamification and the 
flipped classroom of language learners. Nonetheless, devices are still 
not the focus, because ‘blended learning’ in this book stands from the 
viewpoint of pedagogy (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005) and how the teacher 
configures the options for a classroom community, rather than from 
the viewpoint of devices as learners try various tools to learn with. 
Hopefully, with 24-hour websites, individualized activities, and prin-
cipled design, the mobile world will be more tightly integrated with 
classroom work in the coming decade.

In addition to these critiques, conferences and subsequent writing for 
proceedings have pushed me to rearticulate and expand the principles of 
blending technologies. These have included GloCALL, WorldCALL, 
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World Congress of Extensive Reading, EuroCALL, Japan Association of 
Language Teaching, JALTCALL, MoodleMoot Australia, MoodleMoot 
Japan, and Task-Based Learning in Asia. Each of these conferences are 
learning communities of practice, where practitioners demonstrate the 
blending of technologies for teachers to learn from.

Despite the explosion of new devices, the roots of blending technolo-
gies are not at all new. My interest in exploring learning environments 
was motivated at an early age. As a student during my own secondary 
school days, I experienced dissatisfaction with the pursuit of grades as the 
apparent goal of education, and came upon books such as Summerhill by 
E.S. Neill and How Children Learn by John Holt. These books contra-
dicted a fixation on marks and instead focused on an engaging and moti-
vating learning environments to spur learning ‘naturally’ without the 
extrinsic, artificial push of grades and report cards. Fifty years later, I 
believe that even more, as teachers seek to create intrinsically motivating 
worlds where both young and adult students can grow with learning.

The support and encouragement of this research comes from my col-
leagues at Sapporo Gakuin University, a small liberal arts school in the 
heart of Hokkaido, deep in the northlands of Japan. I would like to thank 
all the faculty who gave their valuable time and consideration, especially 
Koichi Okazaki, Shuji Sugawara, Seiichi Miyamachi, Atsushi Nakamura, 
Makiko Nishi, Shugo Yamazoe, Keisuke Sanada and Lisa Mizushima. 
The vision, innovation, and energy for blending technologies needs the 
acknowledgment of pioneers such as Frank Johnson, Phil Murphy, 
Hideto Harashima, Tim Grose, Peter Schinckel, Matthew Cotter, Kate 
Sato, Michael Fitzgerald, Rob Olson, Junior Koch, Gordon Bateson, and 
many teachers that I have interviewed and collaborated with in field 
research for this book. One common refrain was that ‘the curriculum’ 
always drove the design of blended learning rooms and technologies in 
the classrooms. Both Paul Gruba and I returned to our roots in teaching 
in EFL programs in Japan where teachers collaborated in curriculum 
design, research teams, and in-house materials authoring. From these val-
ues, the considerations for blending technologies in second language 
classrooms were created, offering a challenge that teachers embark as a 
team in collaboration with other teachers and colleagues. I hope this 
work gives inspiration to those who are fearful of new  technologies as 
well as those who embrace those technologies. The surprise of blended 
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learning  is that old technologies that  some label as ‘traditional’ can be 
reused and are re-empowered in the learning ecology of the any second 
language classroom.

From this context, the second edition looks at four aspects of blending 
technologies: concepts, approaches, research, and practice.

The ‘Concepts’ section includes:

 – Chapter 1: Evolution of Blended Language Learning
 – Chapter 2: Understanding Learning Technologies
 – Chapter 3: Learning Metaphors and Ecologies

The ‘Approaches’ section refers to:

 – Chapter 4: Designs for Blended Language Learning
 – Chapter 5: Strategies for Blended Language Learning
 – Chapter 6: Assessments for Blended Language Learning

The ‘Research’ section is expanded from one chapter to examine:

 – Chapter 7: Principles of Research in Blended Environments
 – Chapter 8: Action Research in Blended Environments
 – Chapter 9: Ethnographic Research in Blended Environments

The ‘Practice’ section now demonstrates:

 – Chapter 10: Blended Technologies in Practice
 – Chapter 11: Blended Language Lessons in Practice
 – Chapter 12: Blended Language Programs in Practice

Therefore the aim of this book is to provide experienced teachers, 
teachers-in-training, program administrators, and classroom researchers 
with four frameworks:

 1. a theoretical framework to design blended language learning classes 
and programs

 2. a series of strategic, principled approaches that fit blended language 
teaching

 3. a focused methodology for researching complex blended learning 
ecologies

 4. a practical description and analysis of blending technologies in tertiary 
education



xvi  Preface

Throughout, cases, examples, and analysis of the process of blending 
technologies in second language environments are described from a per-
spective of four principled considerations: purpose, appropriateness, 
multimodality, and sustainability.

Ebetsu-shi, Japan Don Hinkelman
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1
Evolution of Blended Learning

All teaching and learning is ‘blended’ with technologies in some way 
(Masie, 2006). Paper and pencils are technologies, for example, and 
learners use them as a basis for interaction, presentation, and creative 
play. Increasingly, university language teaching and learning is being 
done in smart classrooms that are equipped with interactive whiteboards, 
networked computers, and display screens alongside a range of digital 
mobile devices (Garrett, 2009). In a dramatically short period of time, 
blended learning has emerged as a primary technological and pedagogical 
approach to second language education (Whittaker, 2014), and collected 
works have been published for designing blended language learning les-
sons and curriculum (Nicolson et  al., 2011; Rubio & Thoms, 2014; 
Tomlinson & Whittaker, 2013).

However, the term ‘blended’ has become contentious for its vagueness 
and criticized for its trendiness. Oliver and Trigwell (2005) even suggest 
that:

the term ‘blended’ should either be abandoned or, at the least, radically recon-
ceived. (p.17)



2 

As each teaching situation is unique, teachers can expect not an ideal 
‘best practice’, but an infinite variety of designs for blending technologies 
in second language classrooms. Researchers into classroom practice and 
program evaluation (Hinkelman & Gruba, 2012) have argued that com-
parison studies and generalizable claims of best practices are fruitless 
because variables cannot be controlled and that positivist, scientific 
approaches to determine the most effective design are better switched to 
ethnographic and action research investigations into the ecology of learn-
ing environments (van Lier, 2002; Lam & Kramsch, 2002). Similarly, in 
the field of CALL, Blin (2016) advocates moving toward ecological mod-
els and theory for computer-assisted language learning.

Therefore, the practice of blending technologies needs principles and 
reflective description and must avoid attempting to prove which devices 
make learning most effective. Whittaker (2014) strives to attain this 
more-principled approach to technology integration as “a systematic 
approach to the design process that is driven by pedagogy, that adds value 
to learning, and that is underpinned by language learning theory” (p. 9). 
Her emphasis is on a paradigm of pedagogy first, investigating “how vari-
ous technology can be employed in language teaching to giving pedagogy 
a central role and organizing activities in the areas of language learning” 
(p. 8).

The aim of this chapter is to introduce concepts and trace the evolu-
tion of blended approaches to language learning. To achieve this aim, I 
first provide an overview of blended learning in mainstream tertiary edu-
cation, look briefly at the use of technology in language education, and 
propose an ecological definition of blended learning. This chapter ends 
with four considerations that can shape an understanding of the success-
ful integration of technology.

 Overview of Blended Learning

Although a variety of technologies have been blended into teaching for 
centuries (Grunberg & Summers, 1992), the term ‘blended learning’ first 
gained widespread currency in corporate training situations to describe 
the combination of teaching and learning approaches that included 
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coaching, mentoring, online interactions, face-to-face classes, and on-job 
training (Thorne, 2003; Valiathan, 2002). In the corporate training lit-
erature, for example, blended learning is understood to encompass the 
use of technologies in face-to-face classroom learning alongside the inte-
gration of techniques for enhancing performance support and knowledge 
management (Bielawski & Metcalf, 2003). In corporate settings, for 
example, trainers may first introduce key concepts in a classroom and 
then later meet their students in a workplace setting to provide additional 
coaching.

In mainstream tertiary education, blended learning arose out of a 
desire for educators to find a ‘middle ground’ between face-to-face class-
rooms and distance learning (Welker & Berardino, 2005). In an era when 
there were widespread moves to incorporate learning management sys-
tems in higher education, early advocates of blended learning were keen 
to break away from a perceived ‘all-or-nothing’ view of technology use. 
Blended approaches, in a way, sought to question assumptions that online 
environments were a ‘superior’ or ‘higher’ form of learning when com-
pared to classroom-based approaches to learning (Garrison & Vaughan, 
2008). From this view, Garrison (2009) offers this definition of blended 
learning:

Blending is about the effective integration, fusion even, of face-to-face and 
online learning depending on the educational need and purpose. As such, there 
is virtually an infinite range of possibilities. (p. 200)

As blended learning grew in higher education, Oliver and Trigwell 
(2005) critiqued the overall concept. At the time, they argued, advocates 
used the term in ways that were “ill-defined and inconsistently used” and 
that theory surrounding blended learning was “incoherent or redundant” 
(p. 24). Accordingly, Oliver and Trigwell observed that the confusion sur-
rounding the concept of blended learning led to a poorly framed and 
weakly motivated integration of technologies in education. They pointed 
out that ‘blended learning’ is misleading, because the action is in peda-
gogical decisions, therefore ‘blended teaching’ would be a more accurate 
term. For instructors, vague conceptualizations hindered the creation of 
principled guidelines that must be in place to create a sound curriculum. 

 Evolution of Blended Learning 



4 

For students, confusion frustrated learning opportunities. For research-
ers, the lack of clarity pertaining to the epistemological foundations of 
blended learning resulted in stillborn agendas. As such, advocates of 
blended learning were able to achieve little more than speculation regard-
ing how technologies may be used in a classroom setting. Such a weak 
framing, Oliver and Trigwell suggested, could not act as a rational basis 
for an informed theory of complex, higher order learning that is required 
for tertiary education.

The phrase most commonly used by advocates of blended learning 
environments is that teachers and students may experience the ‘best of 
both worlds’ (Morgan, 2002; Young, 2002). However, it is just as possi-
ble to mix the least effective elements of both worlds if they are not 
designed well. According to Graham and Allen (2009), “While develop-
ing a blended approach to teaching does not guarantee an improved ped-
agogy, it forces instructors to reconsider their teaching strategies, which 
can result in improved learning outcomes” (p. 563).

As an alternative to debate on the value of technological integration, 
Oliver and Trigwell (2005) highlighted the importance of promoting 
variation as a way to justify blended learning. According to educational 
variation theory, students may achieve more when they experience notice-
able shifts in conceptualizations and modalities in such ways that evoke 
discernment and trigger effective learning (Bowden & Marton, 1998). 
Seen this way, technology integration for its own sake is not of prime 
importance; rather, it is the potentialities of technologies to promote 
variety in the learning environment that are their key attributes. According 
to Oliver and Trigwell, blended approaches are effective when students 
experience a variety of materials, presentations, and activities in a struc-
tured and collaborative learning community. In such a view, the value of 
technologies—whether or not they are digital—lies in their abilities to 
afford and promote variation.

Debates about the role of new technologies fuelled the development of 
blended learning theory. Amid the controversies, Bonk and Graham 
(2006) produced a seminal handbook that defined blended learning sys-
tems as the combination of “face-to-face instruction with computer- 
mediated instruction” (p. 5). Within this combination, they suggested, 
differing media and instructional methods varied along a continuum in 
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each of four dimensions: space, time, fidelity, and humanness. Space, for 
example, could be understood as ‘live’ (physical, face-to-face), virtual, or 
distributed. Time could be seen, at one end of the continuum, as being 
fast and synchronous or, at the other end, as relatively slow and asynchro-
nous. The fidelity of a learning experience could be viewed as ‘high’ and 
inclusive of many senses, or as ‘low’ and consist of text-only exchanges. In 
a fourth dimension, ‘humanness’ embodies rich, face-to-face interactions 
in contrast to what may occur in learning environments that are built 
upon many machines.

In addition to these dimensions, Bonk and Graham (2006) explained, 
blended learning systems could be categorized in three ways. Based on 
the tradition of distance education, the first of three categories consists of 
‘enabling’ approaches that seek to provide greater flexibility, access, and 
convenience to learners by providing similar learning materials through 
different modalities. To enable learners, for example, an instructor deliv-
ers a live lecture, records the presentation, and posts the recorded lecture 
and accompanying slides online. Students can both attend the lecture 
and download what they need when they need it.

In the second category, Bonk and Graham (2006) define ‘enhancing’ 
approaches to blended learning as those that promote an incremental 
adoption of technologies in face-to-face settings as a way to slowly inte-
grate digital resources. In this type of blending, for example, students 
may use a few networked computers in a collaborative manner to help 
answer live discussion questions. Outside the classroom, students are able 
to access supplementary materials, upload their own contributions and 
participate in online forums.

In a third category, ‘transforming’ approaches to blended learning 
are those that explicitly set out to foster radical changes in pedagogy 
(Bonk & Graham, 2006). Here, educators are seeking to substantially 
change learners from being passive receivers of information to active 
co- constructors of knowledge. Instructors and students, for example, 
may engage in a collaborative project to produce their own video clips, 
use mobile technologies to record field data, and set up an interactive 
website. Here, blended approaches require the full and principled use 
of interactive technologies to foster agenda for transformation of 
learning.

 Evolution of Blended Learning 
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As the spread of blended learning grew, theorists continued to try to 
merge it more closely with a range of related concepts such as ‘hybrid 
learning’ or ‘mixed approach learning’. To clarify, Smith and Kurthen 
(2007) proposed definitions for related terms based on percentages of use 
(Table 1.1). These, however, oversimplified the pedagogic differences by 
merely comparing time spent online.

To Graham and Dziuban (2008), however, such efforts to impose set 
percentages of the use of online technologies in the classroom use were 
unhelpful. For them, the terms ‘hybrid’ and ‘blended’ are synonymous in 
both the literature and in practice. Research by blended learning special-
ists Picciano and Dzuiben (2007) and Picciano et al. (2014) examined 
the extent and patterns of blended learning and found that universities 
were unconcerned with these questions and began to operate assuming 
all courses were in some way, ‘blended’. To avoid confusion, they sug-
gested that it was best if blended learning was simply understood as the 
integration of electronic technologies in face-to-face teaching. A com-
mon theme in each description of blended learning is the integration, or 
configuration, of global network technologies with technologies com-
monly used within face-to-face classrooms. A focus on integrating tech-
nologies has spurred research and development of blended learning in a 
variety of disciplines (Wang et al., 2010; Snart, 2010), including second 
and foreign language programs (Neumeier, 2005; Sharma & Barrett, 
2007).

In second language learning, Whittaker (2013) summarizes how the 
term ‘blended learning’ has evolved and notes that, “in ELT ‘blended 

Table 1.1 An early taxonomy of terms related to blended learning (Smith & 
Kurthen, 2007)

Term Definition

Web- 
enhanced

Subjects that make use of a minimal amount of online materials, 
such as posting a syllabus and course announcements

Blended Subjects that utilize some significant online activities in 
otherwise face-to-face learning, but less than 45%

Hybrid Subjects in which online activities replace 45–80% of face-to- 
face class meetings

Fully online Subject in which 80% or more of learning materials is conducted 
online
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learning’ is the term most commonly used to refer to any combination of 
face-to-face teaching with computer technology” (p.  12). She also 
observes that researchers in blended language learning (Dudeney & 
Hockly, 2007; Sharma & Barrett, 2007) no longer use the terms 
‘computer- assisted language learning’ or ‘CALL’, because a broader vari-
ety of technologies have replaced the desktop computer as the focal point 
of process of blending.

 Computers and Language Learning

Work concerning the role of electronic technologies in language learning 
can often be found under the area of ‘computer-assisted language learn-
ing’, or ‘CALL’. Historically, the area was defined as “the search for and 
study of applications of the computer in language teaching and learning” 
(Levy, 1997, p. 1). Over the years, CALL theorists have sought to clarify 
the relationship of computers with pedagogies, and three views exemplify 
the many shifting perspectives (Table 1.2).

Notably, each of these theorists had different purposes in considering 
technologies. Kern and Warschauer (2000), for example, wanted to 
examine ways in which the use of technology mirrored concurrent, and 
overlapping, trends in language teaching. For Bax (2003), the integration 
of computer technologies into the classroom was a focal point. Whereas 
Garrett (2009) found there is a growing need to develop a pragmatic 
view of accepted and expected, use of technologies in university language 
classrooms. She defines blended language learning as “the full integration 
of technology in language learning” that consists of a “dynamic complex 
in which technology, theory, and pedagogy are inseparably interwoven” 
(pp.  719–720). The constant change and complexity means CALL is 
both growing, and ‘disappearing’, as it increasingly becomes ‘normalized’ 
into the routine practices of everyday language programs (Bax, 2003) 
and within mainstream applied linguistics research (Chapelle, 2010; 
Kennedy & Levy, 2009).

Normalization processes, however, remain incomplete due to a range 
of impediments (Chambers & Bax, 2006). At many universities, for 
example, sufficient technological and pedagogical support is yet to be 
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made available to instructors; learning spaces require rethinking and 
refurbishment; colleagues and administrators need to encourage, and 
expect, instructors to make regular use of technologies in their teaching 
(Table 1.3).

The key factor in achieving the normalization of technologies, 
Chambers and Bax (2006) write, is syllabus integration. This can only be 
done, they suggest, when technological and pedagogical support is made 
available to instructors. Schools that rely on commercial course books to 
determine a syllabus are further constrained and dependent upon corpo-
rate publishers to provide online components of the curriculum. Some 
publishers even require classes to use a separate online site for each course 
book, further limiting syllabus integration, and removing the teacher’s 
role in syllabus design. A second factor is that colleagues and administra-
tors also need to encourage, and then expect, instructors to make regular 
use of varied technologies in their teaching. Beyond campuses and pro-
grams, socio-cultural factors such as strong national standards and ineq-
uitable allocations of social capital may compromise opportunities to 

Table 1.2 Views of computer use in second language learning

Kern and Warschauer 
(2000) Bax (2003) Garrett (2009)

Structural CALL: Focus 
on language as a 
formal structural 
system; technology 
used for drills and 
practice

Restricted CALL: 
Technology is 
not integrated, 
but is seen as an 
‘optional extra’

Tutorial CALL: Sophisticated drills, 
especially those with diagnostic 
capabilities, can be useful to 
teach, and should not be 
disregarded

Communicative CALL: 
Emphasis on 
cognitive 
development for 
language; technology 
used to support 
communicative 
approaches

Open CALL: 
Technology 
proceeds learner 
action

Engagement with authentic 
materials CALL: Technology 
allows access to materials made 
by, and for, native speakers; 
through sophisticated teaching, 
can assist students to better 
understand a range of text types 
and language abilities

Integrative CALL: 
Language develops 
in social interaction

Integrated CALL: 
Technology is a 
part of every 
lesson

Communication CALL: Computer 
use for CMC, telecollaboration, 
and social networking
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integrate technologies (Oxford & Jung, 2007). In order to overcome 
these impediments, what broad changes in the environment of class-
rooms and programs need consideration?

Instead of normalization, the questions in this book will probe how 
teachers do configuration of technologies in their very locally situated 
classrooms, how program leaders and materials development teams inte-
grate multiple metaphors of learning—instruction, acquisition, and par-
ticipation—in programs, and how institutions strive to align their 
programs with global trends and needs.

While the field of CALL continues to debate normalization of com-
puters and other digital technologies, blended learning takes a different 
approach. Removed from devices, and more focused on pedagogy, 
Neumeier (2005) defines blended learning as “a combination of face-to- 
face (FtF) and computer assisted learning (CAL) in a single teaching and 
learning environment” (p. 164). In other words, normalization of com-
puting devices may be less important than the ‘combining’ process that 
teachers and program leaders go through to craft a language learning 
experience. Thus, blended learning theory is less about ‘what can devices 
do?’ and more about ‘how do teachers design?’—a question that this 
book seeks to answer.

Table 1.3 Areas of normalization in language programs (Chambers & Bax, 2006)

Area Issue

Logistics No separation of CALL and other teaching spaces
Classrooms organized to allow for a free-flow of CALL and 

non-CALL activities
Additional time and resource for lesson planning

Stakeholders Teachers and managers are confident in using technology
Computers are seen to be normal and integrated
Pedagogical effectiveness depends on many factors: that is, 

technology alone is not a single determinant of success
Integration CALL is ‘properly integrated’, and supported, into teaching 

practices and syllabus
CALL materials are ‘authorable’, not closed, to allow for 

specific tailoring into a curriculum
Training Professional training is approached as collaborative

Wariness about using technology be met and overcome with 
support and encouragement

Pedagogical support is as valued as IT support

 Evolution of Blended Learning 
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 Considerations in Blended Language Learning

This section proposes key considerations in the development of blended 
approaches to language learning. One beneficial consequence of blending 
is that “new technologies make visible aspects of the pedagogical practice 
that were previously taken for granted” (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007, p. 7). 
In this way, Garrett (2009) avoids framing issues in terms of hardware, 
instead asking a more complex and challenging pedagogical question:

What kind of software, integrated how, into what kind of syllabus, at what 
level of language learning, for what kind of language learners, is likely to be 
effective for what specific learning purposes? (p. 721)

To prepare a response to this question, based on ESL and EFL class-
room and institutional experience, Gruba and Hinkelman (2012) set out 
four considerations in blended approaches to language learning: Purpose, 
Appropriateness, Multimodality, and Sustainability. These considerations 
are principled values that can guide the blending of technologies for both 
teachers and administrators.

 Consideration 1: Purpose

Blended approaches are driven by a common personal, collegial, and 
institutional vision that helps to motivate integration. Why enact change, 
or be a proponent for change, if it isn’t needed in the first place? Or, con-
versely, why delay a change if there are forces that suggest a move is 
required? In establishing an approach to blended learning, some schools 
begin by creating a unifying purpose that spurs the integration of tech-
nologies. Over a decade ago, Ewell (1997) suggested that most curricu-
lum changes were enacted in a haphazard manner that was, in fact, 
“without a deep understanding about what collegiate learning really 
means and the specific circumstances and strategies that are likely to pro-
mote it”. One response is to force a systematic approach, as Lachiver and 
Tardif (2002) propose, with a logical five-step process of curriculum 
change:

 D. Hinkelman
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 1. analysis of the current offerings and context;
 2. expression of key program aims in a mission statement;
 3. prioritization of resources and development strategies;
 4. implementation of targeted curricula change;
 5. establishment of monitoring tools and processes.

From experience in an action research case, however, Gruba et  al. 
(2004) state that curriculum change is not a logical process, but is rather 
messy, and is driven by key individuals. In summarizing 20 case studies of 
blended language learning courses, Tomlinson and Whittaker (2013) 
emphasize “the iterative nature of course design and the fact that building 
a blend is a gradual process” (p. 23). Hence, Gruba and Hinkelman (2012) 
have advocated blended learning approaches be introduced in an incre-
mental manner, yet based on concepts of purpose, including ‘principled’, 
‘empowering’, ‘collaborative’, ‘accountable’, and ‘assessable’ (Table 1.4).

 Consideration 2: Appropriateness

A second consideration is designing blended approaches that are appropri-
ate; that is, pedagogies, processes, and content proficiency levels are suit-
able to the academic context. Appropriate technologies fit the local 

Table 1.4 Concepts related to purposeful blended language learning

Concept Definition

Principled Strong, shared pedagogical philosophy stimulates the 
integration of technologies within an overall program or 
course of study

Empowering Participants control and direct the use of the technology with 
confidence

Collaborative Participants share and build upon each other’s work to mutual 
benefit

Accountable Integration results in visible, tangible benefits for participants. 
Practices and processes are transparent, robust, and 
accountable to stakeholders

Assessable Learners are assessed and can demonstrate that their use of 
pedagogical activities and materials results in gains in 
language proficiency

 Evolution of Blended Learning 
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conditions, improve the lives of those who use them, and require that the 
human and physical resources needed to maintain them are both available 
and sustainable. Working in development studies, Schumacher (1973) 
introduced the controversial notion that both lower- and middle- level 
technologies that made use of local skills and materials could be superior to 
‘high-tech’ solutions often advocated by outside experts. Clearly, paper and 
other ‘old’, ‘low-tech’, or ‘analog’ technologies have a continuing and 
evolving role in the blended classroom, and remind us to be wary of infatu-
ation with a technology that is adopted through a ‘Because-We-Can’ atti-
tude (Meskill, 2007). In short, a technology is appropriate for blended 
approaches if it meets the conditions and includes technical considerations, 
the abilities of instructors, the proficiency of the learners, and, importantly, 
has potential to promote language learning (Hubbard, 2006; Jamieson & 
Chapelle, 2010). An awareness of appropriate uses reminds practitioners 
to align their pedagogical integrations with the theoretical frameworks that 
underpin new trends in the use of technologies (Blake, 2007). Four related 
concepts can help to expand appropriateness (Table 1.5).

 Consideration 3: Multimodality

A third consideration is the multimodal design of blended language 
learning. Approaches, materials, and technologies can be combined in 
two or more ways to enhance variety. Blended language learning takes 

Table 1.5 Concepts related to appropriate blended language learning

Concept Definition

Sensitive Historical, institutional, and social factors are taken into 
account for decisions

Configurable Technologies and content can be adjusted to fit individual 
learners, instructors, and institutions

Accessible Technologies meet global standards for accessibility (www.w3.
org/WAI/), including limited physical or linguistic challenges

Aligned Components and practices align with curricular goals and 
student attributes. The use of technologies is connected to 
institutional curriculum and syllabuses

Authentic Activities, texts, and pedagogical techniques resonate with 
those outside of the educational setting

 D. Hinkelman
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place in classrooms full of people, printed materials, technologies, and 
new media. One way to understand them and the range of complex 
interactions is through a view that they are diverse, ‘multimodal’ educa-
tional environments (Stein, 2008). Here, students and educators are 
learning to work with the challenges that include ‘multiliteracies’, ‘multi-
modal literacies’ (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Jewitt & Kress, 2003; 
Unsworth, 2001), ‘new literacies’ (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003), ‘multi-
modal texts’ and ‘multimodal discourse’ (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 
2001, 2006), and ‘multimodal semiotics’ (Unsworth, 2008) through a 
series of sense-making tasks and activities. New media and multimodality 
is also changing the nature, design, and administration of assessments 
(Gruba, 2014).

For tertiary students, a fluency in multimodal, or new media, literacies 
is critical to their participation in Web 2.0 environments that include 
social networking sites, blog networks, video broadcasting sites, and 
instant messaging services (see Thorne & Black, 2007; Thorne & 
Reinhardt, 2008). Hence, for many of our students, daily interactions 
now involve making use of a range of sophisticated communicative prac-
tices through digital mediation that is seen as important as, if not occa-
sionally more so, than non-digital forms of communication. Hence, for 
language teaching and assessment specialists, an understanding of lan-
guage proficiency must include a recognition of many more communica-
tive modalities—and their attendant contexts and appropriate genres of 
communication—than would have been the case even a decade ago.

Most importantly to language teachers, the emergence of new media 
and technologies spawn texts that are non-linear, context-bound, recur-
sive, and constructivist (Kramsch, 1993); as such, our work as educators 
increasingly revolves around helping students to critically navigate new 
media and text types (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). New media and tech-
nologies have transformed conventional communicative practices, from 
our professional offices to our social lives, and shaped our views of what 
audience, text, and immediacy have come to mean throughout commu-
nicative, cultural, and social activity. The development of language and 
literacy skills is now intertwined with global information and communi-
cation media (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006; Thorne, 2008) that opens up 
rich areas for pedagogy and research (Coiro et al., 2008; Jewitt, 2009).  

 Evolution of Blended Learning 
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A series of related concepts (balanced, varied, authorable, thematic, and 
comprehensible) may help to expand the understanding of multimodal-
ity in the blended language classroom (Table 1.6).

 Consideration 4: Sustainability

A final consideration, in particular for those who deal with processes and 
resources, is that resources need to be managed in ways that seek to ensure 
long-term results. Concern for sustainability is growing. ‘Sustainable 
change’ is a key concept in project management (Cummings & Worley, 
2009) in work to do with online communities (Preece, 2000) and within 
higher education in general (Sterling, 2001). Threats to sustainability 
include the possibility that selected technologies will be out-of-date, 
expensive, or time-consuming, which provides a reason to pause before 
committing (Kennedy & Levy, 2009).

Although technology use and research has been plagued by one-time- 
only projects, Kennedy and Levy (2009) studied the sustainability of the 
use of CALL in an Italian language program, which ran for more than 15 
years. During this time, they engaged in a three-part cycle: experimenta-
tion, evaluation, and enhancement. In each part of the cycle, the team 
remained focused on that one particular task. Further, one very promi-
nent aspect of their projects was the need to produce research. The proj-

Table 1.6 Concepts related to multimodal blended language learning

Concept Definition

Balanced Blended learning maintains a balance between face-to-face 
and electronic/print-mediated modalities

Varied Technologies encompass a range of options regarding 
student ability, learning style, time scheduling, and 
locations

Authorable Materials and the syllabus can be modified as required to be 
able to adapt to changes in student population, 
proficiencies, and thematic trends

Thematic Attention to each modality is fostered such that it 
contributes to a focused learning goal

Comprehensible Modalities are presented in ways that learners are not 
overwhelmed as they seek to take meaning from them

 D. Hinkelman
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ects were made successful and sustainable through combination of 
institutional support, a committed group of colleagues, and a conscious 
effort to become successful.

CALL projects, according to Kennedy and Levy (2009), are likely to be 
sustainable under the following conditions: (1) team members view the 
project as iterative development over many cycles of a curriculum, (2) team 
members have a complete sense of ownership in the project, (3) ‘old-fash-
ioned’ technologies can persist and be justified if they exhibit robust peda-
gogies, and (4) the project is allowed to grow and transform over time based 
on desired learning outcomes, not just initial research aims. Kennedy and 
Levy (2009) present a range of identified sustainable practices, including:

• Institutional support and funding and, in particular, a committed and 
stable teaching team that is involved in professional development;

• Project management views of technology integration that incorporate 
cycles of experimentation, evaluation, and enhancement;

• Selection of robust technologies that can be modified over the long 
term;

• Anticipation, and management, of risk and growth;
• Clear explanations and motivations for students to use technologies;
• Links between technology-based pedagogical activities and 

assessment;
• Balances between research and teaching.

Further concepts may help to illuminate the consideration of sustain-
able practices (Table 1.7).

Similar to global concerns about the natural environment, sustainabil-
ity requires a design for long-term use that makes use of repeatable tech-
niques and resources. Sustainable materials and techniques are 
transferable; tools are affordable and used ethically.

The term ‘incremental’ implies that blended approaches to the integra-
tion of technologies be implemented to be manageable, achievable, step- 
by- step, and iterative. Incremental changes are relatively low-risk, and 
low-resource, and can be made within a short time frame. This allows 
technologies and materials to be ‘trialed’ (Rogers, 2003) and innovations 
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evaluated (Markee, 2001) before making a strong commitment to wide- 
scale adoption.

 Summary

Blended, or hybrid, learning has developed in mainstream university 
teaching out of need to better describe, and understand, the ‘middle 
ground’ between critics and advocates of current technologies in educa-
tion (Cuban, 2009). In second and foreign language learning, the sub- 
discipline of ‘computer-assisted language learning’, or CALL, has been a 
central area concerned with the use of technology. In that field, the trajec-
tory of computer usage in the language classroom has moved from a pri-
mary focus to one that now sees technologies to become a normal part of 
everyday practices. With those practices merging with face-to-face 
 activities, CALL has disappeared, replaced by models of blended lan-
guage learning that are more comprehensive and inclusive in integrating 
all modalities, venues, and aspects of learning. To build on these con-
cepts, four considerations of purpose, multimodality, appropriateness, 
and sustainability guide a principled approach to designing blended lan-
guage learning. From this broad view, the next chapter moves to ques-
tions on what is a ‘technology’ and how technologies are blended in a 
learning environment.

Table 1.7 Concepts related to sustainable blended language learning

Concept Definition

Incremental Integration processes are planned such that stakeholders have 
the time and resources to adapt to the changes

Supported Institutional leaders value blended approaches and, accordingly, 
make available long-term resources. Fluctuations in resource 
allocations do not significantly disrupt integrations

Repeatable Within the same program, the blended approaches can occur and 
recur year after year, due to low time/monetary resource 
requirements

Transferable Blended approaches can be moved and adapted to other 
institutions with similar teaching teams and educational 
settings

Committed The teaching team responsible for integration has long-term 
commitment to the institution

 D. Hinkelman
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2
Understanding Learning Technologies

Technologies have evolved through a long history of language teaching 
(Garrett, 2001). With each new innovation, it was hoped that the intro-
duction of new teaching tools, such as networked computers, would 
make the long and sometimes tedious work of mastering a foreign lan-
guage easier and more appealing (Warschauer & Meskill, 2000). In the 
last two decades, much of that hope has fallen on the computer. Now 
that hope is less clear, as the ‘computer’ evolves into multiple networked 
devices, and many face-to-face teaching practices have proven resilient. 
The question that teachers now face is how to understand and build tech-
nology. Is it only electronic devices, or is there a broader view that sees 
technology as action, process, or technique? Fisher and Frey (2010) offer 
this advice to those building learning environments:

We have to stop thinking of technology in terms of nouns (PowerPoint, YouTube, 
or Twitter) and instead think in terms of verbs (presenting, sharing, communi-
cating). (p. 226)

In the previous chapter, with this in mind the concept of blended 
approaches within the context of language learning was introduced. The 
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chapter concluded with a discussion of four key considerations for the 
blending of technologies. In this chapter, the focus is on the concept of 
‘technology’ itself. It is based on principles of ecology and relational peda-
gogy (Kern, 2015) that propose process-oriented, rather than tool-centric 
concepts of technology. When the image of technology shifts from high- 
tech digital devices to a wider definition encompassing face-to-face tech-
nologies, I believe it may foster more purposeful, appropriate, multimodal, 
and sustainable integration in blended learning.

 Toward a Wide Definition of Technologies

Throughout the CALL literature, technologies are defined in a variety of 
ways. For Egbert (2005), technologies are seen as “any form of elec-
tronic, chip-driven technology and the software that makes it run” (p. 4). 
Levy and Stockwell (2006) define them as “authoring software, learning 
management systems (LMS) … audio-and videoconferencing; artificial 
intelligence and intelligent systems; speech recognition and pronuncia-
tion-training technologies; and mobile technologies” (pp.  206–207). 
For Erben et al. (2009), the definition is straightforward: “Technology 
refers to any electronic device used in the classroom” (p. 202). At times, 
these tools or devices alone were seen as a catalyst for change. Beatty 
(2003), for example, wrote: “CALL is technology-driven, with improve-
ments in computers’ power, speed, storage and software tools helping to 
define directions for pedagogy and research” (p. 15). To counter such a 
device-centric focus, however, CALL specialists have increasingly empha-
sized the need to have a pedagogical basis for technology use (see, e.g. 
Barson & Debski, 1996; Chapelle, 2001; Colpaert, 2006; Egbert, 2005; 
Garrett, 2009; Harwood, 2010; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Levy, 2009). 
Yet, despite widespread agreement on the need, technologies were con-
ceptualized as separate entities. Technology has not been defined ‘as’ 
pedagogy or process, only as devices, networks, and software. The need 
for ‘pedagogy first’, while an admirable ambition, often became neglected 
as the newest digital innovation preoccupied the attention of educators 
and learners.
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However, a critical theory of technology (Feenberg, 1991) began influ-
encing CALL researchers. Tracing the history of CALL, Warschauer 
(1998) identified early concepts of computers and other devices as ‘deter-
ministic’ transformers of education. Later, he noticed a trend toward an 
‘instrumental’ view, which saw computers as aids in support of learning 
and, more recently, computers seen to be ‘embedded’ with learning envi-
ronments. Later, the views of Brown (2000), van Lier (2004), and Lafford 
(2009) advocated a view of technology as a learning ecology. This 
‘environment- embedded’ perspective resonates with the ecological con-
cept in which tool usage is part of a web of relationships involving the 
whole learning environment, including dimensions of time, space, and 
human interaction (Table 2.1).

Warschauer (1998) maintained that for those who hold a deterministic 
or ‘tool-centric’ view, technologies may be imbued with transformative, 
or perhaps even oppressive, powers. When seen in a minimal, instrumen-
tal role, they can be added or removed without great effect on the educa-
tional process. However, when embedded in an educational process, tools 
become integral to a learning ecology in ways that foster a ‘hybridity’ in 
machine and human interactions (Latour, 2005), which are situated in 
and transformed by the context in which they take place (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). This explains why no two classrooms and no two lessons are alike. 
Teachers continually configure and reconfigure tools, media, and materi-
als to create an environment or ecology that is best examined in its total-
ity, rather than separating it into parts.

Table 2.1 Varying perspectives on learning technologies

Deterministic
‘tool-centric’

Instrumental
‘tool-minimized’

Ecological
‘environment- embedded’

Seen as focal point of 
change in education, 
tool use itself generates 
innovation; the utility 
of tools can be thought 
of as having advantages 
and disadvantages

Conceived of as merely 
assistants in 
educational processes, 
tools can be added or 
removed with little 
disruption; tool utility 
depends on the 
improvements

Part of a complex local 
ecology, tools situated 
in local environments; 
involving dimensions of 
time, space, media, and 
human interaction
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The main point here is that technologies are more than tools; that 
is, despite an emphasis in many definitions focusing on electronic 
devices such as computers, a tool-focused perspective is insufficient to 
account for the varied roles that technologies play in university lan-
guage programs. Educational technology specialists Jonassen et  al. 
(2008) thus encourage a wider definition of technology that focuses 
on ‘process’:

Technology consists of the designs and the environments that engage learners. 
Technology can also consist of any reliable technique or method for engaging 
learners, such as cognitive learning strategies and critical thinking skills. (p. 12)

Such a definition also aligns with a trend to view technology not as a 
device, but as an experience (McCarthy & Wright, 2004). Recently, 
computer programming has embraced a new field of designers, called 
user experience (UX) designers, who start by building a user experience 
before designing user interfaces, device software, and manufactured 
hardware. Chun et al. (2016) have adopted this view and warn that defi-
nitions of technology in the second language classroom have been too 
narrow:

…by defining technology narrowly in terms of computers and other digital 
devices, rather than as a broad spectrum of mediational resources, it is easy to 
forget the great extent to which language teachers rely on many other forms of 
technology, ranging from writing to audio recordings, images, and film. (p. 64)

Kern (2015) notes that “face-to-face communication is also mediated” 
(p. 8) by the hardware and software of the human brain as well as linguistic 
and non-linguistic codes of culture. He also observes that “we don’t usually 
think of face-to-face communication as having anything to do with tech-
nology because there is no ‘overt’ device involved” (p. 8). Much earlier, 
Weiser (1991) observed that “the most profound technologies are those 
that disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until 
they are indistinguishable from it” (p. 61). Following this view, the con-
cept of technology that is most useful for teachers involved in blending 
technologies (old and new) is this wide view that combines face-to-face 
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and online technologies into a process. As Fisher and Frey (2010) have 
commented, a process view of technology replaces nouns for devices and 
software with verbs that indicate the action being performed.

 Performance of Technologies

In order to understand technology as ecology, teachers must focus on 
what technology does in the classroom—its performance. For example, 
the performance of an online quiz is to pose questions, offer possible 
answers, and give immediate feedback or hints to find the best answer. 
The performance of an information gap is to structure a conversation that 
solicits missing information. These performance descriptions are showing 
dynamic actions and relations, not static entities. This is what Kern 
(2015) refers to as ‘relational pedagogy’. In this section, visual diagrams 
(Fig. 2.1) describe the dimensions and performance of a technology as a 
learning ecology. Later, in Chap. 3, ecology as a metaphor for under-
standing technology will be examined in greater depth.

Dimensions of Blended Technologies

Actions
Narrative    Interactive

Adaptive   Communicative 
Productive

Groupings
Individuals Pairs

Small-Groups
Whole-Group

External Groups

Timings
Synchronous  Asynchronous
Single session  Multi-session

Serial or Parallel Sequence

Spaces
Classroom spaces

Online, mobile spaces
Internal school websites

Public websites

Texts
Printed
Audio
Video

Multi-modal
Interfaces / Screens

Tools
Digital / Analog  

Networks
Software/Apps

Devices/Displays 
Furniture

Fig. 2.1 Dimensions of blended technologies
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Performance of an ecology puts the emphasis on the process and the 
action. A technology is not an inert artifact, but an active ‘actor’ whether 
or not it is human or material (Latour, 2005). Combining all the actors 
or technologies within a local ecology is what Latour calls an 
 ‘actor- network’. Therefore, when a teacher examines the technologies at 
work in a classroom, she should de-emphasize the objects or devices and 
instead examine the actions of the actors first. Ask first, what is happen-
ing pedagogically?

In a framework of pedagogic technologies, Laurillard (2012) proposes 
five types of pedagogic action that happen in a classroom. Each type is 
focused on pedagogic performance rather than type of device or type of 
media. The first, narrative action, is when students are listening to a 
teacher’s explanation, hearing a lecture, or watching a video. The second, 
interactive action, is when students are answering quiz questions, follow-
ing links, or getting feedback on responses. The third, adaptive action, is 
when the process simulates real-world tasks as in a role-play or an online 
game-world. The fourth, communicative action, includes pedagogic 
technologies designed for students to convey ideas, comments, and ques-
tions. And the fifth, productive action, is when students demonstrate a 
language learning task through their own creative effort, often in a pre-
sentation or essay. The first dimension of technology includes these five 
actions, which answer ‘how?’ or ‘what?’ a learner does or performs with 
the technology. This is only the first dimension. Further dimensions of 
technology deal with ‘when?’, ‘where?’, ‘with who?’, ‘what content?’, and 
‘what tools?’ The following sections describe each of these six dimensions 
from the view of a second language classroom.

 Dimensions of Technologies

While educators have long argued the need for a pedagogical basis for 
technology use, devices seem to always preoccupy teachers and adminis-
trators. However, Laurillard’s (2002, 2012) framework pushes the educa-
tional process of technologies to the center of attention, as the first 
dimension of technology. She describes five teaching and learning 
 processes or ‘actions’ of technology: narrative, interactive, adaptive, 
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 communicative, and productive. Based on that core pedagogical defini-
tion, this framework adopts an ‘environment-embedded’ view of tech-
nologies rather than a tool-centric or tool-minimized view. This ecological 
view combines the richness of face-to-face techniques of interaction and 
their complex arrangements of learners within classroom spaces with the 
synchronous and asynchronous interfaces of CALL into a blended envi-
ronment. This framework proposes six core dimensions:

 1. Actions: narrative, interactive, adaptive, communicative, and produc-
tive; (how?)

 2. Groupings: individual, pair and collaborative configurations and 
spaces; (who?)

 3. Timings: synchronous and asynchronous; intensive and intermittent 
pacing; (when?)

 4. Spaces: real-time classroom and virtual online spaces, home and mobile 
spaces; (where?)

 5. Texts: static and dynamic, mono-modal and multimodal displays; 
(what content?)

 6. Tools: physical devices, software applications and networked configu-
rations. (what interfaces?)

Notably, Laurillard (2002) uses the term ‘media forms’, which is a use-
ful way to develop the multidimensional concept of ‘technologies’ and 
prompt a better understanding of how language teachers and learners 
configure technologies used in a blended language learning environment. 
Figure 2.1 illustrates these six dimensions of blended technologies.

 Dimension 1: Actions

The first dimension of technology in a language learning environment is 
pedagogical actions. These actions, in line with Laurillard (2002) and van 
Lier (2007), are both real-time and virtual technologies performed by 
instructors and students as they journey through a course. Once the acts 
inherent in teaching are categorized in such a manner, and thus a purpose 
is clarified, a range of appropriate groupings, spaces, timings, texts, and 
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tools can be selected for the construction of a blended approach to lan-
guage teaching. Laurillard (2002) proposes a comprehensive framework 
of pedagogical actions that are useful descriptions in both face-to-face 
and online contexts. Her five types of pedagogic action (narrative, 
 interactive, adaptive, communicative, and productive) have differing 
actions for the teacher and for the learner (Table 2.2). The following sec-
tion expands Laurillard’s framework with key words and examples of 
teaching actions and learning actions.

 Narrative Actions

Narrative, as one type of action within this dimension, allows a story to 
be told, an explanation to be given or an argument to be developed. It is 
a process of presenting and apprehending. In face-to-face contexts, typi-
cal narrative actions include, for example, lectures, demonstrations, 
explanations, and story-telling, which may also include presentation 
through course books or movies that are discussed in class. In online 
contexts, narrative actions can take place through podcasts, for example, 
as well as animations, web pages, blogs, and digital video clips. In most 

Table 2.2 Pedagogic actions as a dimension of technologies (Laurillard, 2002)

Types
Teaching 
action Learning action Example technologies

Narrative Presenting Apprehending Lecturing, television/
video watching, printed 
textbooks/printed 
instruction reading

Interactive Questioning Exploring Pair-work dialogues, 
hyperlinked text, printed 
workbooks, quizzes with 
feedback

Adaptive Modeling Practicing Role-playing, tutorial 
programs, simulations, 
games, micro-worlds

Communicative Facilitating Discussing Discussion board posting, 
chat dialogues, messaging

Productive Coaching Expressing Publishing, productions, 
conferences, websites, 
manuscripts
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contexts, narration consists of one person communicating to many peo-
ple, and can be seen as a form of broadcasting. Laurillard (2002) sees 
‘presenting’ or ‘exposition’ as primary teaching acts; for learners, that acts 
of ‘attention’ or ‘apprehending’ may take place through narrative action.

Critics of narrative actions in teaching, however, see them contribut-
ing to a transmissive form of pedagogy (Collins & Halverson, 2009) that 
is teacher-centered and stilted (Leaver & Willis, 2004). However, in 
Laurillard’s (2002) view, narrative actions should not be excluded from a 
blended mix of tools and techniques, with the proviso that their use be 
guarded against overuse through a balance with other pedagogical types. 
Potentially, another criticism of narrative actions is that teachers alone 
select and summarize materials and, therefore, conserve knowledge and 
limit learners from experiential learning. Legacy CALL tutorial systems, 
such as those that used programmed instruction to test grammatical 
accuracy (see Levy, 1997, for an overview), can be seen as a form of nar-
rative technology that perhaps ignored student participation in the con-
tent creation.

In an ideal blended language approach, a teacher mixes face-to-face 
narratives and online narratives within a language program. A series of 
live face-to-face lectures could be video-recorded, for example, and the 
clips of these could be put online for students. Such material could be 
further enhanced with supplementary links that could complement a 
class textbook. Further, interactive whiteboards can also be used when 
teaching involves narrative actions (Sharma & Barrett, 2007). A docu-
ment camera and computer connected to a projector and screen can, for 
example, be used for narrative purposes. Combined in a classroom, a 
displayed textbook can be annotated with colored pens; on the same 
screen and location, the display can then be switched to online sites to 
blend external resources with the narration.

 Interactive Actions

Interactive dimensions of technologies permit learners to “navigate and 
select content at will” (Laurillard, 2002, p. 107) in both texts and con-
texts. Teachers highlight the interactive action of technologies when they, 
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for example, direct students to use libraries or self-access centers, search 
the Internet, respond to quizzes, or complete problem-solving exercises. 
For Laurillard, ‘questioning’ is the focal teacher action, and ‘inquiry’ is 
the key learner action.

Suggestions for effective language learning encourage interaction. 
Willis and Willis (2007), for example, set out exercises such as ‘corrupted 
text’ and ‘prediction’; others list numerous interactive, face-to-face 
 examples, such as jumbled or cloze tasks for solitary study using printed/
audio text, or a worksheet quiz (Brown, 2007) that can be adapted for 
online use (Blake, 2000). Chants and other forms of choral practice 
(Cook, 2008) can be seen as a technology that prompts interaction within 
a large group. A blended version of a chant uses prompts such as printed 
texts or words displayed on a screen or blackboard. Then individually, 
students can further practice when a teacher integrates the chant into an 
online quiz with audio clips, and cloze words to listen for.

Historically, in the audio-lingual approaches, many face-to-face tech-
nologies were developed in minimal pairs or drills of expansion, chains, 
or substitution (Larsen-Freeman, 2000) that may have a role in focus-on- 
form practice in a blended environment (Garrett, 2009). Classroom 
teachers, for example, can develop paper-based quizzes or exercises as 
interactive technologies for work in small groups. Worksheets may be 
employed for information gap, jigsaw, matching, or corrupted text tech-
niques. When provided online at the appropriate moment, completed 
worksheets can provide instant feedback to students.

Interactive actions differ from narrative actions in that they are 
dynamic and non-linear. Recent work with ‘word clouds’ that present 
graphical representations of phrases and terms by Sharma and Barrett 
(2009) can illustrate this concept. If graphical representations are made 
through entering phrases into a static word cloud application (Wordle), 
the image is set and thus exemplifies the result of a narrative action. In 
contrast, the use of an interactive word cloud (Tagul), in which the 
words are linked to a search engine so students can click on any word 
to explore its meaning, can be used to foster interactive actions of the 
technologies. In this way, interactive actions differ from narrative tech-
nologies in that the learning process and content changes as the student 
interacts with it.

 D. Hinkelman



 33

 Adaptive Actions

An adaptive action involves making use of technologies that can be modi-
fied to fit the learners’ level or interests. For teachers, ‘modeling’ is a 
 primary form of pedagogical adaptations; for learners, ‘practice’ and 
 ‘simulation’ are the primary forms of action (Laurillard, 2002).

Adaptive actions may also take place, for example, when students 
engage in role-plays and games, for example, that are cooperative, puzzle- 
solving, exploratory, and adventurous (Westecott, 2003; Thorne & 
Reinhardt, 2008). When pair-work is designed with open-ended prompts 
and goals, it forces students to adapt their vocabulary and usage. Students 
can also simulate second language situations with role-playing exercises 
where prompts describe a particular role and task for each student. Given 
a task, a learner can practice achieving that task multiple times, often 
with successively more difficult situations added. In written communica-
tion, students can search through prepared paragraphs to find errors or 
structural problems.

One example of an online adaptive technology is a graded reader track-
ing system. In extensive reading, students progress through graded read-
ers at increasingly higher vocabulary and grammar levels. University-level 
foreign language programs at the beginning level need large amounts of 
interactive and adaptive exercises as students require extensive hours of 
simple practice in meaningful situations (Nation, 2015). This system 
administers online quizzes and gamifies the amount of participation 
through progress bars and badges.

One example of a face-to-face adaptive technology is a board game 
requiring questions answered in a target language. Shoemaker and 
Shoemaker (1991) describe how students freely use a game atmosphere 
to review key phrases and conversations introduced in past lessons. 
Course books and guidebooks to short gaming exercises can be designed 
by either teacher or students and included in every lesson. In an online 
environment, Warschauer and Meskill (2000) suggest that concordanc-
ing software can be an effective simulation tool for testing collocations. 
Merging both adaptive and communicative actions, simulation worlds 
have been developed to include immersive environments with avatars 
that engage in dialogue with other players (Hislope, 2008).
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 Communicative Actions

Communicative action technologies enable learners to interact with oth-
ers, given that discussion is the key learner action (Laurillard, 2002). Paired 
and small group conversation with learners seated or standing in a class-
room is a common technology for oral communication classes. In writing 
classes, pre-writing tasks can involve pair brainstorming of ideas and post-
writing tasks may include comments and questions about the writing.

Communicative actions can come to the fore with technologies that 
include, for example, online discussion forums, conversations in small 
groups, and video link exchanges with students in another country 
(Fotos, 2004). In face-to-face situations, communicative dimensions can 
be encouraged through fast-pair switching (Hinkelman, 1996), conversa-
tional shadowing (Murphey, 2001), or carouseling (Bainbridge & 
O’Shea, 2010).

 Productive Actions

The productive dimension of technologies allows students to create and 
publish their work for an audience. ‘Performance’, according to Laurillard 
(2002), is the key learner action, and ‘coaching’ is the key teacher action. 
Production can involve the creation of materials for online communica-
tion (Lamy & Hampel, 2007), for example, or mazes, quizzes, montages, 
and cards for use in the classroom (Egbert, 2005).

When production is highlighted in language learning programs, teach-
ers may group the students in pairs or in small teams to work on a com-
mon project. Individual projects are also popular, and while they lose an 
environment of varied roles and leadership styles, they force more indi-
vidual participation. Compared with narrative texts, most productive 
texts are student-generated, and provide a valuable opportunity for peda-
gogical reuse, as the level fits the cohort group and is likely more focused 
on topics of common interest. Each time a teacher varies the grouping, a 
different set of tools may be required. A large screen with projector is 
appropriate for whole group productive actions, while a small screen 
computer or tablet may fit an individual exercise.
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Tools that stimulate productive actions may be the most challenging to 
use. Mastering the use of relatively new tools (such as wikis, blogs, and 
podcasts) may be very time-consuming for some students, for example, 
and the responsibility for the teaching of computer literacy skills—not 
necessarily core language abilities—raises issues of revising academic 
position descriptions, ongoing professional development and workload 
(Corbel, 2007).

An example of productive action using a blend of technologies could 
be, for example, found in a multistaged lesson that was designed to teach 
students oral presentation skills. In a first step, individual or collaborative 
groups would work together to construct a presentation. They would 
practice with each other in, or out of, class. A second stage would be more 
formal, and require students to give face-to-face presentations in class in 
ways that made use of slides. The live presentation could be assessed by 
the instructor as well as self- and peer-assessed. Digital video cameras 
could record the presentations for upload to an LMS or another site that 
hosted video clips. In a final stage, students would be asked to view and 
assess presentations, and their comments could be returned to the origi-
nal producers.

Thus far, we have discussed a range of actions as a key dimension of 
technologies. To further our discussions, we add five additional dimen-
sions that illustrate how technological actions become reconfigured or 
‘designed’ in the classroom context. These dimensions may involve: (1) 
setting the action in an open or fixed timing, (2) grouping learners in 
pair, group, or individual work, (3) locating them in various physical/
virtual spaces in and out of the classroom, (4) displaying single or multi-
modal texts, and (5) configuring an arrangement of physical tools, 
objects, and networks.

 Dimension 2: Timings

The second language classroom is essentially a real-time learning experi-
ence—activities happening synchronously—at the same time for all 
 participants. With the introduction of online websites, forums, blogs, 
and messaging, a second form of temporality—activities happening 
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 asynchronously—became a reality, allowing more forms of stored com-
munication and 24-hour operation of learning environments. Timing as 
a dimension of technologies acknowledges that educational processes can 
occur as synchronous events in real time; or actions are recorded for con-
tinuous asynchronous activity; or consist of a mixture of both, as may 
happen in blended approaches. In MacKenzie et  al. (2011), teacher 
researchers noticed two possible kinds of blending in their blended learn-
ing spaces (BLS): asynchronous blending (online activities outside of 
class) and synchronous blending (online activities within classroom 
activities).

In addition to temporality, the timing dimension of technologies 
includes paths and pacing. The concepts of ‘paths’ takes into account the 
uniformity or individuality of movement among learners, and can be 
thought of as either serial or parallel. A whole class situation, for example, 
when all learners move from one activity to another in unison, is consid-
ered to be serial; in parallel paths, learners undertake independent study 
or work individually online. When used for adaptive actions, the path of 
technologies can be branched, such as computer-adaptive multimedia 
products or assessments. Paths, too, may overlap, as is the case when 
video is shown that has both dynamic elements (such as dialogues, inter-
actions, and movements) and static features (such as written text, either 
presented within a scene or as subtitled or both).

Pacing occurs when technologies are used to foster actions that require 
succession, and can be thought of as either intensive or periodic. Timed 
vocabulary learning activities and competitive in-class games, for exam-
ple, may demand rapid repetition at a high intensity pace. However, 
 periodic postings to a discussion board forum operate at a low-intensity 
pace that allows for considered reflection. Rigorous use of carouseling 
and other ‘speed dating’ formats has shown that time-limited pair-work 
in rotation affords greater intensity and repetition of speaking tasks. 
Deadlines, countdowns, and open-ended completions are all important 
ways that a technology can be configured to foster more time-on-task in 
language learning. Variations in timings are show in Table 2.3.

Because both asynchronous and synchronous texts and actions can 
exist when technologies are blended in a single classroom, instructors 
need to be aware of timing as a dimension of technologies. As Neumeier 
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(2005) points out, blended uses of technologies can cause overlapping 
sequences of temporality (as in intensive games in the synchronous class-
room that later require a periodic reflection in asynchronous discussion 
forums). At first, this can be disarming for both teachers and learners. 
Therefore, a more ‘natural’ start for teachers could involve using interac-
tive whiteboards that emulate aspects of established interfaces and tim-
ings of instruction as they develop blended approaches (Cutrim Schmid, 
2008).

 Dimension 3: Groupings

A third dimension of technology design, grouping, takes into account 
whether learners work individually, as a pair or in collaboration with oth-
ers in small or large groups (Table 2.4). It is important to acknowledge 
grouping and space in a definition of technologies to better understand 
the implications of their use in blended approaches. Interactive actions 
fostered by a pair-work grouping, for example, may be hindered if it takes 
place in a fixed seating lecture theater; adaptive actions with technologies 
that involve role-plays and other cooperative language learning activities 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1999), too, may require open spaces at the front of 
classrooms, as well as online collaborative activities that require space for 
presentation and interaction.

Appropriate design of groupings and co-location affect the learning 
experience. In a study of ‘sustained silent reading’, Pilgreen (2000) noted 

Table 2.3 Timing dimensions in technologies

Temporality Paths Pacing

Synchronous: real-time 
classroom activities

Asynchronous: online 
activities, printed texts, 
or postings on bulletin 
boards

Serial: groups of learners 
progressing together, at 
same speed

Parallel: individual paths at 
different speeds

Branching: adaptive paths 
according to learner needs

Overlapping: a combination 
of all above

Periodic: one-a-week 
sessions

Intensive: consecutive 
sessions

Open-ended: no time 
limit

Delimited: timed 
activities, deadlines 
to assignments
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that the presence of others helped students to focus on a reading. Writing 
instruction may rely on similar techniques where students collect infor-
mation, brainstorm ideas, and write drafts on their own. In speaking 
classes, individuals may interact individually with a recording device to 
practice; in listening classes, individuals might respond with comprehen-
sion to questions as they work with a recording.

 Dimension 4: Spaces

The fourth dimension of technology design is spaces. ‘Space’ simply per-
tains to a specific venue in which learners are co-located, be it physical or 
virtual or a mix of both. The most obvious form of blending is when a 
classroom space is augmented with a virtual space or spaces, thus creating 
two connected learning environments instead of one. But in the past, 
teachers have not limited learning to the classroom alone, instead adding 
the community for projects and language practice, as well the home and 
library for doing homework assignments. These other spaces have always 
been a part of language learning, when especially when homework time 

Table 2.4 Grouping and space dimensions of technologies

Grouping patterns
Examples in  
classroom spaces

Examples in  
virtual spaces

Individual: Solitary 
interaction with 
content material

Sustained silent reading, 
free writing, essay draft 
writing

Recorded listening 
exercises, pronunciation 
recording

Pair-work: Two 
students or a student 
and teacher 
interacting

Information-gap pair-
work, standing/sitting 
dialogue practice, essay 
feedback and 
commenting

Messaging, email, forum

Small group-work: 
Three to six learners 
interacting with 
different roles

Cooperative learning, 
jigsaw exercises

Multiplayer games, 
simulation worlds, 
group documents

Large group: A entire 
classroom observing 
or interacting with 
course participants 
and materials

Choral response, watching/
listening-to-a-recording, 
read-aloud and listen, 
presentation, interactive 
whiteboards

CMC whiteboards, 
networked video 
streaming
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is considered. Homework time spent reading, listening, or practicing a 
language is often done in a library or a personal room that a student 
chooses, and increasing on the move between places using mobile devices. 
With increasing miniaturized digital devices, options for homework or 
even collaborative work are multiplying.

Spaces also include furniture, fixed and movable, which defines how 
learners interact. Physical spaces can be empty areas in a classroom, which 
afford locations for whole group interaction, such as fast-pair switching 
or intermingling of speaking pairs in a ‘find someone who’ activity. 
Virtual spaces are particularly seen as course websites, which mirror the 
classroom community online and are accessible 24 hours per day, 365 
days per year. Blended spaces are spaces that allow seamless transfer from 
online and face-to-face activities (Hanson-Smith, 2007).

A technology is usually located in one space and not another. For 
example, an information-gap technology may be used in a classroom 
activity, supported by a paper handout and using movable desks and 
chairs facing each other. However, emerging technologies such as ‘Kahoot’ 
quizzes are now combining online and classroom spaces in one process. 
Further evolution of these blended spaces can be expected.

 Dimension 5: Texts

Texts, in the simplest sense, are communicative artifacts that have mate-
riality and structure that generate meaning through semiotic resources 
(Graddol, 1994). Although that definition may hardly seem ‘simple’, 
adding the phrase, ‘semiotic resources’, is very important because the 
meaning of text expands to a host of images, voices, sounds, videos, paper 
prints, body movements, and other semiotic structures. Seen this way, 
texts often come about through the use of tools. For example, the pro-
duction of a cave painting as a text requires the use of brushes and paint; 
the creation of a novel requires the use of a computer and software; the 
production of a movie is made possible with cameras and recording 
media. That is, textual materiality and structure cannot exist independent 
of analog and digital tools; inseparable, texts and tools combine in a range 
of forms to create ‘media’.
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This definition of a ‘text’ dimension of technology supports face-to- 
face techniques, so technologies can include facial and vocal ‘texts’ as an 
emergent category of investigation in communicative competency. 
Lamy and Hampel (2007) argue that the ‘disembodied’ nature of much 
online communication is due to overreliance on alphanumeric texts 
and other digital formats, suggesting an undervalued nature to the 
facial and vocal modalities present in face-to-face classroom communi-
cation. Kern (2015) observes that the voice of the teacher presenting 
information is indeed an important mediated ‘technology’, which is 
often ignored because it is so ‘normal’ or embedded in supposed ‘tradi-
tional’ practice. Likewise, ‘realia’ and ‘total physical response’ in the 
classroom are underexplored dimensions of text, which provide tactile 
and kinesthetic modalities to language learning (Larsen-Freeman, 
2000).

Although texts are created with various tools, Mayer (2005) warns 
against adopting a ‘delivery media’ view of understanding texts. Using 
such a perspective, an educator would focus on the role of delivery devices 
such as screens, projectors, or amplifiers. As an alternative, Mayer argues 
that it is preferable to adopt a ‘presentation modes’ view that emphasizes 
attention to what verbal and pictorial elements are shown to learners, 
and, to a lesser extent, a ‘sensory modalities’ view that highlights cogni-
tive processes in the comprehension of texts. The latter two views are 
commonly used in research, for example, concerning second language 
acquisition and learning with new media (Gruba, 2006; Plass & Jones, 
2005).

Media have a range of characteristics that are salient to education 
(Siemens, 2003) that include whether they are static or dynamic, mono- 
modal or multimodal, fixed or portable. A printed black-and-white 
handout produced on paper that uses a single font is static and mono- 
modal, which can be easily moved in a classroom, for example, while a 
digitized recording of a television advertisement can be seen as dynamic 
and multimodal and able to be presented in local and global networks. 
Texts are increasingly multimodal, as a slide presentation integrates 
images, video, colors, fonts, and words, or chat conversation combines 
photos, animated illustrations, emoticons along with words. Applying 
this to second language learning, Royce (2015) defines it as follows:
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A multimodal text (e.g., page or screen-based) is a text where the modes utilized 
‘work together’ in various ways to produce comprehensible meanings—there is 
a synergy in their combined meanings, which is realized by the intersemiotic 
complementarity between the modes. (p. 374)

This pushes language learning beyond the world of linguistics to the 
world of semiotics (the ecology of words, images, screens, print, and body 
language).

Textbooks and other printed materials remain core technologies in 
many university language programs; however, as classrooms become 
‘smarter’, the options for textual display, interaction and blended learn-
ing increase. An awareness of capabilities of texts, or more importantly, 
the characteristics of text, can inform designers of blended language 
learning approaches in decisions regarding the choices of educational 
technologies. Perhaps obviously, static displays of text as are found in 
printed books, allow for close inspection; dynamic presentations, as those 
found in multimedia, may encourage learners to see the relationship 
among the many aural and visual elements that work to create meaning 
(Plass & Jones, 2005). Alphanumeric capabilities, until recently, were 
unable to display multiple languages in the same text passage or same 
device. Now it is more common to have adjustable font sizes/formats and 
switching to alternate modes (text to voice) to make texts more accessi-
ble. Further, storing texts on websites makes them available on demand, 
24 hours/day. This growing feature should not, however, devalue the 
alternative, ephemeral mode of vocal communication common in 
 un- recorded, spontaneous conversation. Table 2.5 summarizes the sub- 
dimensions of variability, modality, mobility, accessibility, and  availability 
of texts in blended language learning.

Table 2.5 Text dimensions in technologies

Variability Modality Mobility Accessibility Availability

Static
Dynamic

Alphanumeric
Image/facial
Audio/vocal
Video
Realia

Fixed/wired
Portable/wireless

Adjustable 
size/shape

Mode 
switching

Recorded/
uploaded

On-demand
Ephemeral
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 Dimension 6: Tools

Tools and devices are the hardware and software dimensions of technolo-
gies. That is, tools consist of both physical devices and software applica-
tions, designed to work individually or as part of a network, that together 
create a visible and tangible presence. Devices, such as computers, inter-
active whiteboards, document cameras, or smartphones, are material and 
physical; software applications, such as operating systems or office suites 
or databases, are made of binary code and are digital. In practice, the 
term ‘tools’ can refer to either hardware or software with the ability to 
perform particular functions that meet the requirements of an end user 
(Farmer & Gruba, 2006). In addition, networks and shared databases 
have become the fastest growing aspect of tools in the past decade. 
Learning management systems, personal learning environments, and 
social networking platforms (for learning communities) provide a wide 
range of tools that teachers employ in increasingly flexible patterns. They 
serve as integrating tools that can track participation in various locations 
and spaces, thus bridging the face-to-face world and online world in the 
assessment of learning.

In second language learning, tools have been the focus of the field of 
computer-assisted language learning (CALL). In a typical CALL research 
study, a tool will be applied to a language learning lesson or curriculum 
and analyzed for its benefits or compared with ‘traditional’ non-digital 
approaches to the lesson. In the process of blending technologies, this 
‘best practice’ approach, which attempts to make universal generaliza-
tions, is less useful because of the local needs-oriented nature of configu-
rations. The breadth of tools used in blending technologies is shown in 
Table 2.6.

 Summary of Technology Dimensions

The preceding sections describe and justify an ecological, multidimen-
sional framework of technology for blended learning environments. These 
dimensions emerge from the priorities of second  language   learning,  
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but they may be appropriate descriptors for other types of learning 
environments as well. In blended learning environments, technologies 
are complex, relational, and contextualized, so it is not appropriate to 
separate the individual elements for comparative research or evalua-
tion. It is their combination and how they work together that defines 
the technology. In this sense, a technology is a ‘learning ecology’. I call 
this multidimensional model a ‘language learning technology’ because 
foreign language teachers tend to emphasize the value of groupings 
(i.e.: pair- work, group-work) and texts (i.e.: audio, video) more than in 
other fields of learning. Figure 2.2 illustrates the relations of the six 
dimensions of a language learning technology described in this 
chapter.

Table 2.6 Tools as a dimension of language learning technology

Classroom Network Mobile

Physical 
devices

Blackboards/
whiteboards

Screens/displays
Projectors
Players (CD, DVD)
Document cameras 

(OHP)
Printers/scanners
Wired computers

Servers
Wireless hubs
Backup systems
Cloud services
Databases
Repositories

Wireless 
notebook 
computer

Tablet computer
Smartphones and 

watches
Cameras and 

video cameras

Software 
applications

Internet browsers
Operating systems, 

security programs
Office applications 

(word-processing, 
slides, 
spreadsheets)

Class website

Local area networks
E-mail and messaging
Learning management 

system: enrollment, 
gradebook, 
messaging, files

Plugins: quiz, 
assignment, forum, 
blog, wiki, audio/
video recording

Mashups: connections 
to other tools and 
sites

Websites: reference 
sites and tool sites

Internet browser 
apps

Mail and 
messaging

Social 
networking 
services

Photo/video 
editing

Dictionaries
Translators
Speech to text
Personal learning 

apps
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 Applying the Dimensions of Technology

Seeing technologies as a cluster of multiple dimensions allows language 
teaching practitioners to make better use of them as they undertake 
approaches to blended learning. Rather than choosing among technol-
ogies based on their physical forms or technical formats, teachers can 
first choose what action they want to foster (such as ‘rapid exchanges in 
 conversation’ or ‘self-noticing of written grammatical errors’). For 
example, Table  2.7 shows an effort by a university foreign language 
teacher to improve critical reading exercises by blending technologies. 
By applying an understanding of the varied and multiple dimensions of 
technologies, a teacher can better reflect on how particular blends can 
meet considerations of purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, or 
sustainability.

One of the goals of blended approaches is to diversify language learn-
ing pedagogies. For example, in order to decrease the narrative uses of 
technologies, students should learn through a greater range of interactive, 
adaptive, communicative, and productive actions. Another goal is to 
diversify the modalities so that a text-driven pedagogy is combined with 
audio, images, and video. Likewise, by diversifying spaces, an online- 
dominant pedagogy can be balanced with face-to-face interactions.

Language 
Learning 

Technology

Actions

Timings

Tools

Texts

Spaces

Groupings

Fig. 2.2 Dimensions of a language learning technology
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 Redefinition of Technology for Second 
Language Learning

One main contribution of this framework is a deconstruction and re- 
conceptualization of the core metaphor of ‘technology’. Technology is an 
assumed concept in CALL that roughly equates to ‘computer’, ‘comput-
erization’, or more recently, ‘device’. This term has carried with it an 
ethos of positivism and triumphalism that ignored or negated the role of 
face- to- face techniques of learning and non-verbal modalities of com-
munication. This in turn, led to separated research in the fields of main-
stream applied linguistics and computer-assisted language learning. In 
studies of university EFL programs (Hinkelman & Gruba, 2012), we 
found empirical evidence that the design of blended environments was 
less concerned with using devices and more concerned with methods 
that configured learner groupings, timings, actions, and texts in  local 
settings. These themes were strikingly consistent in the two sites of the 
study and the autoethnographic assessment of my professional teaching 
practice (see Chap. 9). From these themes, I constructed a conceptual 
model of dimensions, which shows promise of intuitively allowing teach-
ers to make sense of the changes that are happening in their classrooms. 
This framework is justified by reviewing the literature on pedagogic 

Table 2.7 Applying dimensions of technologies: critical reading example

Lesson 
purpose To teach critical reading of academic articles

Actions A purposeful move from narrative (teacher-fronted) to 
interactive (collaboration) and productive (individual 
summaries) actions during a single lesson

Groupings Adding collaborative group work to individual study, within a 
single space (classroom)

Spaces Providing an online video summary of the reading and quiz 
questions to prepare at home before class

Timings Combining synchronous actions, within the classroom and 
asynchronous exercises as homework for interactive action

Texts Using static (paper and projected, displayed readings) texts in 
class, with interactive media in online homework

Tools Employing a stand-alone (projector) with pen and paper (for 
production)
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technology and referring to sociocultural, critical, and ecological per-
spectives of technology. By building an inclusive framework, this model 
can be extended beyond blended environments to all aspects of second 
language learning, because the definition of technology is now wide 
enough to encompass all L2 environments, including CALL environ-
ments. Table  2.8 shows how the prevailing determinist metaphors of 
‘normalization’ and ‘diffusion’ are shifted to a more ecological, blended 
metaphor of technology.

 Merging CALL and Task-Based Learning Theory

Another contribution of this framework in second language learning 
theory is the greater integration of CALL with applied linguistics through 
an expanded task-based language teaching theory. In Chap. 5, I discuss 
how an expanded model of task-based language teaching (TBLT) can 
include the concepts of ‘activity’ and ‘method’ into a wide, process view 
of ‘technology’. By giving ‘technology’ a major focus in TBLT, the contri-
butions of CALL can be better integrated into mainstream discussions of 
task design in communicative teaching and learning. When the defini-
tion of ‘technology’ is no longer focused on electronic devices, as in cur-
rent CALL metaphors, technologies can easily fit into TBLT designs as a 
less dominant factor. A task designer can use electronic devices to expand 

Table 2.8 Conceptual shifts in technology dimensions

Techno-determinist 
view Social-determinist view Ecological, blended view

Normalization of 
computers

  Hardware 
integration

  Software 
integration

  Space integration
  Syllabus 

integration

Diffusion of innovations 
(attributes of 
innovations)

  Status
  Economics
  Values/beliefs
  Observability

Configuration of face-to- 
face/online technologies

  Actions
  Timings
  Groupings
  Spaces
  Texts & Tools
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the variability of learning, but is not limited to tools as the sole source of 
variability. Varying the texts, timings and groupings, and actions may 
open more possibilities for designing engaging, meaningful tasks. 
Localized combination of these dimensions may lead to a more appropri-
ately designed technology to fit within a task.

The shift in metaphors emerges from a device-oriented CALL model 
and a device-minimalized TBLT model to an expanded TBLT model 
that includes technology. This expanded model, which I call ‘blended 
task- based language learning’ sees technology not as option to be 
included or excluded, but as an integral part of every task. In CALL, 
technological devices tend to hold an implicit value of ‘enhancing’ the 
language learning processes, whereas classic perspectives might be more 
skeptical to the value of the device. In blended TBLT, technology has no 
value universally. Its only value is contextualized in the local teaching 
situation. Table 2.9 elaborates on these shifts in second language learn-
ing theory.

Table 2.9 Conceptual shifts in second language learning views of technology

Device-oriented 
view (CALL)

Single venue task-
based learning view

Blended, task-based 
learning view

Image Technology is 
single 
dimensional—
tools

Technology is single 
dimensional—tools

Technology is 
multidimensional

Role Technology is an 
added option

Technology is an 
added option

Technology is 
integrated into all 
tasks

Value Technology 
enhances, 
assists, and 
improves tasks

Technology may or 
may not improve a 
task

Technology has localized, 
contextualized value. It 
may have little 
universal, generalizable 
value

Implication Technology 
replaces 
face-to-face 
techniques

Technology is 
separate from a 
task. Technology is 
electronic, not 
face-to-face

Multiple technologies, 
both face-to-face and 
electronic, are linked 
and configured to 
build a task

 Understanding Learning Technologies 



48 

 Summary of Blended Technologies

In this chapter, a blended learning conception of technology was con-
structed, based on a continuum of face-to-face and online formats. The 
dimensions framework combined virtual and physical technologies by 
first categorizing them by pedagogical action: narrative, interactive, adap-
tive, communicative, and productive. Each of these was described with-
out a preference for electronic devices, but instead with a balance between 
face-to-face and online examples. Then, these dimensions of pedagogical 
actions were further described within an ecological network metaphor, 
illustrating the richness of technology coming from six core dimensions:

• Actions: narrative, interactive, adaptive, communicative, and 
productive;

• Timings: synchronous and asynchronous; intensive and intermittent 
pacing;

• Groupings: individual, pair and collaborative configurations and 
spaces;

• Spaces: inside and outside the classroom, in real-time and virtual 
locations;

• Texts: static and dynamic, mono-modal and multimodal displays;
• Tools: physical devices, software applications, and networked sites.

Importantly, in most of the educational technology literature, tools are 
often confused as technology itself (Kern, 2015), rather than a dimension 
within a technological ecology. This tool-centric view gives preference to 
branded, encapsulated objects that can be promoted or commercialized 
with over-inflated powers of innovation (Cuban, 2001, 2009). While 
these devices may be easy to identify and promote, such as in the explod-
ing market for tablets and other mobile devices, I argue that it is the tool’s 
pedagogical use in combination with a web of multiple devices, connected 
to human and stored databases, and configured in time and space that 
defines what a technology is. Therefore, in order to avoid a tool- centric 
perspective, a framework of actions, groupings, spaces, timings, texts, and 
tools intentionally puts ‘tools’ as the last dimension of technology.
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Finally, as teachers reflect on their use of technology and researchers 
investigate the effects of technologies, this framework of six dimensions 
of technology can be applied to descriptions of the learning ecology. I 
described one example of a critical reading lesson to show how an instruc-
tor strategically expanded and varied the dimensions to create a more 
purposeful blend and hopefully a more engaging experience for the learn-
ers. By adopting such an open, process definition of technology in the 
development of blended approaches, differing modes of presentation and 
contexts of use can share a common ground. That is, technologies are best 
understood as a range of dimensions that incorporate what, when, where, 
and how educators can stimulate learning. Based on this framework, the 
next chapter examines second language learning theories or ‘metaphors’ 
for blended teaching environments.
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3
Learning Metaphors and Ecologies

If pedagogy drives both the definition and design of technology in 
blended learning, then teachers will ask, ‘what kind of pedagogy should 
be used to blend technologies in my classroom?’ This key question is 
constantly debated by language learning theorists and practitioners. The 
answer depends on the principles and values chosen in making the cur-
riculum and lessons used in your classroom. And at the base, it depends 
on the metaphor of learning, conscious or unconscious, that drives your 
teaching practice. Do you believe that learning is a social activity driven 
by participation in a community, is it an acquisition process that happens 
unconsciously in a learner’s brain, or is learning primarily a conscious 
process dependent on careful teacher instruction? These seemingly dispa-
rate beliefs are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and may indeed be 
unifiable, as Sfard (1998) observes:

too great a devotion to one particular metaphor and rejection of all the others, 
can lead to theoretical distortions and undesirable practical consequences. (p. 5)

It may seem contradictory that a framework for understanding tech-
nology was introduced in Chap. 2 before a framework for understanding 
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language learning pedagogy here in this chapter. The reason is that a wide 
definition of technology was needed first. A wide definition, which 
defines technology as process, not device, allows teachers to return to 
pedagogy and see how processes should be applied to lessons. At this 
point, a teacher can design prescriptively, asking, ‘what should be done?’ 
rather than ‘what can be done?’ Now the question of design enters a prac-
tical point where a teacher matches his or her beliefs about what making 
learning happen. But hopefully, those beliefs are not set in stone; because 
I will also show that teachers may need to periodically leave their default 
beliefs behind, vary the approaches used, so that multiple approaches are 
used. Actually, a mono-approach to pedagogy is rarely common now, as 
Hubbard and Levy (2016) have stated:

language teachers are more likely to draw upon a number of theories simultane-
ously. (p. 32)

CALL theory in practice is more likely to be an ensemble or synthesis [of theo-
ries]. (p. 33)

Therefore, the theoretical foundations for understanding second lan-
guage learning here is wide, just as the definition of technology as process 
is wide.

The need to examine metaphors was driven home to me recently as our 
school adopted both a ‘flipped classroom’ approach and added gamifica-
tion feedback to various web activities. It seemed odd that teachers who 
believed in communicative approach and second language acquisition 
would turn to old, ‘traditional’ behavioristic exercises such as grammar 
and vocabulary quizzes, or incentives like progress bars and badges for 
‘good behavior’. This contradiction revealed that the SLA metaphor, with 
its emphasis on individual, cognitive process of inputs and outputs, just 
did not fit the changes that our teaching team was proposing to the 
school. Furthermore, the assessments no longer fit. How does a badge 
and leaderboard fit into cognitive theories and the acquisition metaphor? 
Other socio-cultural theories and metaphors that emphasized commu-
nity participation made more sense in explaining our changes. Further, 
how can you justify vocabulary drills in flipped homework without some 
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behaviorist-guided instruction? Thus, ‘learning as instruction’ and ‘learn-
ing as participation’ became just as useful and important in justifying our 
changes as ‘learning as acquisition’.

This chapter examines the processes of learning, and examines them 
from three different metaphors of learning. The presupposition I hold is 
that no scientific theory can be proven to guide us in blending pedagogies 
and technologies. Modernist, positivist worldviews of language learning 
research hold that variables can be isolated, tested, and claims made to 
generalize what works and what does not work for a second language 
learner. However, in a post-modernist world, richly descriptive views of 
complex relations that emerge from very local situations (i.e. my class-
room) are more insightful than universal claims.

This chapter reviews theoretical concepts and metaphors of second 
language learning and their relation to blended language learning envi-
ronments. It begins by examining key concepts in the evolution of sec-
ond language pedagogy, concluding that environment, not drill or device, 
plays the key role in designing blended language learning. Core issues in 
the field of language learning theory are discussed, trends and gaps iden-
tified, unresolved questions posed, and possible theories examined.

Finally, I review how the learning ecology metaphor may be useful for 
teachers interested in understanding how technologies are blended in 
their classrooms, and how multiple pedagogic metaphors can be united. 
For program leaders and administers, the ecological metaphor of learning 
will be important for planning and implementing curricular change in 
language learning programs—the theme of a later section—Chaps. 4, 5, 
and 6 on designs, strategies, and assessments.

 The Evolution of Second Language Pedagogy

The theoretical context of this chapter is to critically examine the evolu-
tion of second language pedagogy and define the scope and elements of a 
‘blended’ environment. The teaching of any subject, and particularly a 
second language, is a complex and often messy process. In applied lin-
guistics, language is not only the object of study (content) but also the 
means of study (process). This has led to theories somewhat unique to 
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second language learning and outside of more content-based fields of 
education (e.g. STEM). This leads to changes in metaphors of language 
learning and concepts of what a ‘context’ is.

Like many professional crafts, L2 pedagogy is based upon both theo-
ries of practice and theories from academic disciplines. It is the ‘how’ of 
L2 teaching, evolving over the past hundred years in a succession of 
methods and methodologies (Richards, 2001). Grammar-focused struc-
tural teaching was replaced by audio-lingual methodologies, which then 
were largely discarded as more communicative approaches were adopted. 
Various fixed-pattern methods (silent way, suggestopedia, total physical 
response) gave way to a more flexible understanding of teaching by prin-
ciples (Larsen-Freeman, 2000; Brown, 2007).

Communicative teaching in the past two decades has been trans-
formed from a broad collection of approaches to a more rigorous focus 
due to the influence of task-based language teaching (Bygate et  al., 
2001; Ellis, 2003; Nunan, 2004; Long, 2015). Task-based approaches 
moved L2 teaching to concentrate on communicative goals rather than 
the accuracy of form. In all of these changes, the assumption remained 
that optimal second language learning depended on a teacher or a 
course designer selecting the right content and methodology that would 
match a group of learners in a school classroom. In the past two decades, 
however, negotiated syllabuses (Breen & Littlejohn, 2000), project-
based learning (Fried-Booth, 2002; Debski, 2006) and other learner-
centered approaches (Nunan, 2004) upset this simple design process by 
introducing less controllable tasks—often ones selected and configured 
by learners. In parallel to this evolution of pedagogical practice, meta-
phors of second language learning have evolved in three phases—from 
structured learning, to natural acquisition, and then to community 
socialization.

 Issue of Metaphors

As discussed earlier, a major debate in second language learning (L2 
pedagogy) is the model or metaphor for the theory of second language 
learning. Before the 1970s, very little theorizing on second language 
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learning was formulated. Teachers taught the language explicitly, usually 
focusing on reading and writing, using a transmission approach. This 
metaphor was called ‘learning’ by Krashen (1981) who contrasted the 
metaphor of ‘second language learning’ with ‘second language acquisi-
tion’, which emphasized naturalistic, often unconsciousness processes 
that humans acquire a language without explicit instruction. However, 
for the sake of clarity, I will use the term ‘second language learning’ as 
the overarching perspective of all L2 pedagogy, and refer to structured, 
explicit language learning as ‘instruction’ or the ‘second language instruc-
tion’ metaphor.

During the past 20–30 years, the primary metaphor has switched from 
‘instruction’ to ‘acquisition’ as in ‘second language acquisition’ or ‘SLA’. 
This model has been useful for understanding the naturalistic processes of 
learning a language, with the individual at the center. It explains why 
some second language learners can become fluent in a language without 
concentrated study or sequentially ordered lessons. Yet at its core this 
acquisition metaphor of learning is mechanistic in nature, based on infor-
mation-processing models. Second language acquisition often uses linear, 
causal metaphors, such as ‘input’, ‘output’, and the ‘learner as computer’ 
(Ellis, 1994). So it was not surprising that socio-cultural researchers 
(Kramsch, 2002b) criticized this cognitive view. SLA was ignoring the 
powerful role that classroom communities and social communities played 
in learning languages. Based on Vygotskian principles, Kramsch (2002a) 
articulated the notion that learner socialization and participating in a 
community to gain ‘second language socialization’, was as important to 
learning as structured knowledge and natural acquisition.

For blended language learning, multiple metaphors are most useful 
because inputs are not clear, coming from multiple sources (such as other 
students, web searches, postings on a website). Secondly, the inputs and 
outputs are not linear, and cannot be seen in multiple linear paths in paral-
lel. They form a lattice of relationships because learners are constantly 
forming/reforming groups for learning, rarely taking an individual path. 
For example, in the single-learner-in-isolation paradigm, if each learner is 
completely differentiated by ability, background, learning styles, and inter-
ests, each learner would ideally have his or her own learning path. A 
researcher may still apply the cognitive second language  acquisition models 
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and argue that a clever (and very busy) teacher could devise a separate and 
unique path for each student. Even better would be the teacher that trains 
his or her students in learning strategies so they could correctly chose inputs 
that fit themselves. However, the focus is on the internal world of the 
learner, even in analyzing his or her own learning styles and corresponding 
learning strategies. In an acquisition metaphor, outputs of each student 
never connect and need never connect  with other learners, as language 
learning tasks are just ‘practice’ for later real-world application. But in a 
participation metaphor, the outputs must connect, must have a purpose, 
and must contribute to the community’s goals.

When learning is viewed as participation in a community, project- 
based learning becomes important. In a project-based learning pedagogy, 
outcomes are complicated. The initial topic and inputs can be learner- 
selected or learner-defined, and subsequent outputs can be equally diverse. 
Thus with multiple inputs and outputs required, and multiple grouping 
involved, single input–single output second language acquisition models 
would be useless. And if students were allowed a learning process with 
variable outputs according to their goals or interests, standardized tests of 
proficiency based on second language acquisition models would be use-
less for comparing students with each other. Factor into this complexity a 
process that is based on contingency or one that features a process sylla-
bus, then there will be no predictable path or set of manageable resources 
to prescribe to students. Furthermore, if group work were added to the 
learning process, an individual cognitive model would be hard-pressed to 
provide insights into the learning process. To recontextualize the evolu-
tion of second language pedagogy, in the next three sections I describe 
and illustrate these three learning metaphors, connect them to blending 
technologies, and analyze their usefulness for teaching practice.

 Metaphor 1: Learning as Instruction

In the pre-1970s, it was common to emphasize the formal ‘learning’ of 
structures and rules of the language itself (Bloomfield, 1933). This 
focused on the syntactical and semantic understanding of a target lan-
guage along with contrastive analysis with one’s native grammatical 
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 system. In this era, the emphasis in learning was to achieve correct lin-
guistic product, rather than to develop cognitive strategies or social pro-
cess. Students were imitators, teachers used error correction to force 
accuracy, and researchers reduced linguistics to structural analysis of min-
ute detail. The design world was drill-based on a fixed rule-set of gram-
mar and vocabulary. The dominant metaphor was instruction, and 
success was defined as native-like fluency and accuracy in the new lan-
guage. This target language was learned through explicit transmission or 
imitation of content and rules from the teacher to the student. This col-
lection of pedagogic methods, including structural, behavioral, and 
audio-lingual approaches is what I refer to as ‘second language instruc-
tion’, or ‘SLI’. The slide illustration in Fig. 3.1 shows two kinds of struc-
tural progression that influences instructed learning.

Learning as instruction has largely been discarded as a research field 
often dismissed as an outdated transmissive form of education. However, 
researchers note that the Present, Practice and Produce (PPP) form of 
lesson planning has remained persistent (Cook, 2016). Especially, foreign 
language teachers in large national public school systems continue to 

Fig. 3.1 Illustration of the ‘learning as instruction’ metaphor
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teach a syllabus based on a grammatical-lexical sequence, rather than on 
communicative tasks. Interestingly, learning as instruction as an active 
metaphor has undergone a revival with both the ‘focus on form’ approach 
and the ‘flipped classroom’ approach adopting an instructional focus on 
needed practice that is done out-of-class using online delivery of interac-
tive exercises to students on an adaptive, as-needed basis. Gamification, 
flipped videos/quizzes, and other digital strategies promoting structured 
learning of grammar and vocabulary have ironically helped revive the 
often-dismissed metaphor of ‘learning as instruction’.

 Metaphor 2: Learning as Acquisition

Teachers and researchers questioned this structured approach as they 
noticed learners often required no instruction to learn a language, acquir-
ing it through travel and immersion in its context. In the 1960s and 
1970s, cognitive perspectives on the innate mental construction of gram-
mar (Chomsky, 1965) and the natural ‘acquisition’ of language outside of 
formal classroom situations (Krashen, 1981) began gaining interest. This 
was formalized in a vast body of research called second language acquisi-
tion, summarized thoroughly by Ellis (1994). Students were likened to 
black-box computers or ‘information processors’ that would learn more 
naturally if given appropriate input according to their individual differ-
ences. Through consciousness-raising exercises and strategy training, 
teachers could create tasks that prepare students for greater cognitive 
challenges. Researchers would study the mental construction of new syn-
tax and lexis in predictable stages of interlanguage. This collection of 
pedagogic methods, based on the metaphor of individuals ‘acquiring’ a 
language is what is commonly referred to as ‘second language acquisi-
tion’, or ‘SLA’.

In SLA, learning is considered a series of developmental stages of inter-
language, which follow a steady step-by-step progression of levels of dif-
ficulty. The input hypothesis (Krashen, 1982) suggests comprehensible 
input of language is the beginning of this progression. The underlying 
assumption of research is that there is a universal process to learning a 
language and that it exists as a cognitive process within an individual. In 
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classroom-based language acquisition, a teacher should design the inputs 
properly and specify the appropriate outputs. Then learners will ‘acquire’ 
a language in a process more like learning a first language. Success is 
defined in terms of outputs such as ‘proficiency’ or being able to produce 
target forms of the second language. Language testing checks these forms 
and assigns a proficiency level to a student. The value of a language teach-
ing program is directly judged by the scores of those tests. The design 
world was one of teaching top-down and bottom-up strategies and tasks 
to build reading, writing, listening, and speaking competency skills 
(Larsen-Freeman, 2000). Universal proficiencies of second language were 
tested with global tests of English (TOEIC, IELTS) and other languages. 
The slide illustration in Fig. 3.2 shows a cognitive, information- processing 
model of inputs, processing, and outputs that influenced ‘learning as 
acquisition’.

Second language acquisition theory has been applied to CALL envi-
ronments using frameworks developed by Chapelle (2001) and Egbert 
et al. (2007). Chapelle (2001) recommends six SLA criteria for evaluating 
CALL tasks: (a) degree of opportunity for focus on form; (b) fit with 

Fig. 3.2 Illustration of the ‘learning as acquisition’ metaphor
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individual learner characteristics; (c) extent of focus on language mean-
ing; (d) correspondence of CALL activity with the out-of-classroom 
world; (e) positive effects on participants; and (f ) adequacy of resources 
to support the task (p. 55). In this model, the computer is used to increase 
the quantity and quality of inputs, outputs, and feedback. Likewise, in 
the Egbert et al. (2007) framework of SLA in CALL environments, opti-
mal language learning requires eight necessary conditions:

 1. Interaction: Learners have opportunities to interact and negotiate 
meaning.

 2. Authentic Audience: Learners interact in the target language with an 
authentic audience.

 3. Authentic Task: Learners are involved in authentic tasks.
 4. Exposure and Production: Learners are exposed to and encouraged to 

produce varied and creative language.
 5. Time and Feedback: Learners have enough time and feedback.
 6. Intentional Cognition: Learners are guided to attend mindfully to the 

learning process.
 7. Atmosphere: Learners work in an atmosphere with an ideal stress/

anxiety level.
 8. Autonomy: Learner autonomy is supported.

These SLA-based guidelines address learner needs and the cognitive 
and affective processes they experience. Similarly, when these conditions 
are met, language acquisition will presumably occur. The problem with 
these models is they do not answer what to do in a classroom and how to 
design an online/classroom environment. They tell us what an individual 
learner needs, not necessarily what a teacher should do. This is where 
tasks and projects begin to answer the question of what to ‘do’.

 Metaphor 3: Learning as Socialization

From the 1990s, socio-cultural theories gained greater acceptance, focus-
ing on the appropriate use of language for communication in authentic, 
purposeful communities. This led to Kramsch (2002b) calling for a 
‘socialization’ metaphor to replace the acquisition metaphor. Similarly, 
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Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) applied complexity theory to 
move from linear ‘acquisition’ models to complex ‘participation’ models 
of language learning. In this paradigm, students are seen as apprentices, 
learning the community norms, values, and styles from veteran members 
(Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Learning is not sentence or discourse con-
structions, but verbal speech acts and non-verbal semiotic actions situ-
ated in real-community projects, and assessed by local accomplishments 
(Kramsch, 2002b). A teacher’s role is to facilitate students’ use of a for-
eign language in global learning communities. Researchers adopt a con-
nectivist paradigm to understand the process of socialization within these 
environments (Siemens, 2005). The design world is not tasks or drills, 
but environments filled with agents (van Lier, 2007). This is a commu-
nity of participation based on a model that is more ecological in its con-
ception, indicating a web of actors, and their relations. The dominant 
metaphor of this era is becoming ‘second language socialization’ or what 
I call ‘SLS’.

In a social constructivist perspective, knowledge and skills are con-
structed and situated within a learning community and embedded in 
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). A teacher’s role is to create an environ-
ment where learners can easily share knowledge and be supported by 
peers and mentors. Rather than discern the truth, or select the appropri-
ate truth for a particular level of learning, the teacher’s role is to facilitate, 
coach, and counsel. Recently, sociological and cultural aspects of learning 
have grown in influence over psychological aspects of second language 
learning (Lantolf, 2000). The notion that language learning is a socially 
driven phenomenon has led to socio-cultural theories applied to L2 
learning including the study of mediation, activity, scaffolding, and com-
munities of practice (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).

Socio-cultural theory applied to education is concerned with develop-
ing the community environment of learning. This includes attention to 
the roles of the individual, the group of co-learners, and the teacher/
facilitator. Vygotsky emphasized the ‘active world’ surrounding the stu-
dent as the primary factor in learning, as opposed to Piaget’s focus on the 
‘active mind’ (Daniels, 2001). This social environment is, for Vygotsky, 
more important in constructing new ideas, skills, and knowledge. If the 
surrounding social ‘zone of proximal development’ is rich in relevant 
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learning tools and content, a learner will grow through collaboration 
with others in that zone. Learning objects in this model are often not pre- 
determined, but negotiated collaboratively and often added ‘just in time’ 
as needs arise. Collaboration acts as the basis of the educational philoso-
phy of social constructivism—learning happens in interaction with 
community.

Recent interpretations of socio-cultural theory to language learning 
involve ecological-semiotic perspectives on L2 learning (van Lier, 2002; 
Tudor, 2003). Likewise, Kramsch (2002b), van Lier (2004), and 
Lafford (2009) advocate open-ended approaches to language learning 
based on ecological metaphors. In her introduction, Kramsch (2002b) 
proposes ecological metaphors are needed to replace mechanistic ones. 
She contrasts language acquisition, which defines successful language 
learning as producing target forms of the language, with language 
socialization that seeks successful communication within the norms of 
a particular community. They focus on broad and deep contexts that 
expand communication far beyond symbolic representations of lan-
guage. By expanding a linguistic perspective to a semiotic one—the 
study of signs and sign- making in the environment—it is easier to 
describe the complexity of blended learning situations. A study of 
material semiotics or ‘actor-network theory’ (Law, 2004; Latour, 2005) 
is useful for describing these complex systems because it is more objec-
tivist in that it ignores the primacy of human consciousness, treating 
material objects and technological processes with equality to human 
agents. The slide illustration of Fig. 3.3 shows a socio-cultural model of 
participants in a learning ecology/community using a metaphor of 
‘learning as socialization.

Pedagogy in CALL mirrored this history with a progression of 
approaches emphasizing these structural, cognitive, and socio-cognitive 
perspectives (Kern & Warschauer, 2000). Teachers blending technologies 
would use the socialization metaphor to justify intra-class competitions 
to spur participation in various exercises with leaderboards, progress bars, 
and gamification techniques (Kapp, 2012; Lin, 2014). Computer- 
mediated communication emphasized the social networks such as forums 
or online communities to connect language learners in diverse locations 
and cultures.
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 Succession, Dominance, or Balance? Which Metaphor 
Is Best?

Three broad metaphors dominate this history of theorizing on second 
language learning, suggesting a succession from instruction to acquisition 
to socialization. However, these eras are tentative and overlapping, reflect-
ing a rough approximation of types of thinking and practice. Actually, I 
argue that the eras never have an ‘ending’ point, as all three are in com-
mon practice today and form our common sense as teachers. 
Philosophically, this model is both developmental and ontological in 
nature. It is developmental in the sense that the model suggests an evolu-
tionary progression for the field—from reductionism to constructivism, 
and then to connectionism. Thus from a developmental perspective, an 
implication is that L2 pedagogy should emphasize a socialization 
approach, and not attempt to ‘balance’ the approaches. However, an 
ontological argument would assert that all three approaches or metaphors 
have continuing value, and each should be applied wherever the theory 
can provide useful answers to questions that teachers and researchers face. 

Fig. 3.3 Illustration of the ‘learning as socialization’ metaphor
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Sfard (1998, 2009) in her critical comparison of acquisition and partici-
pation metaphors in mathematics education, concludes that over- 
devotion to one metaphor leads to undesirable issues in practice—that 
principles for unifying all metaphors are more desirable than a domi-
nance of one. Attempts to stretch the SLA to cover all types of learning 
by using terms such as ‘instructed SLA’ (Doughty, 2012) or ‘socio- 
cognitive SLA’ (Block, 2003; Ellis, 2015) are trying to force all aspects of 
second language learning into one unifying metaphor based on the 
information- processing ontology. However, researchers should not over- 
apply the SLA perspective (Spada, 2015) but instead embrace the view 
that learning is an ecology of metaphors as well as an ecology of technolo-
gies. Learning is not just cognitive processing of inputs (Metaphor 2: 
SLA), but also content understanding (Metaphor 1: SLI) and participa-
tion in communities where language is used (Metaphor 3: SLS). Table 3.1 
summarizes these three metaphors and how each has contributed to the 
history and context of L2 pedagogy.

Table 3.1 Summary of learning metaphors in second language teaching

Learning 
Metaphor Instruction (SLI) Acquisition (SLA) Socialization (SLS)

Dominant era Pre-1980s 1980s–1990s Post-2000

Dominant 
theories

Structural Cognitive Socio-cultural

Philosophic view Reductionism Constructivism Connectivism

Role of learner Imitator Processor Apprentice

Research focus Sentence Discourse Acts, semiotics

Pedagogic goals Accuracy and 
fluency

Skill and strategy Participation and 
use

Pedagogic 
approach

Error correction Consciousness 
raising

Project creation

Pedagogic 
assessment

Knowledge tests Competencies Portfolios

Pedagogic 
success

Native-like 
production

Global 
proficiencies

Local 
accomplishments

Pedagogic 
technique

Drill, flip 
instruction

Information gap Task/project

Design models Fixed, rule based Linear, 
input-output

TBLT, gamification
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Perhaps the greatest revolution in second language learning theory was 
the concept that languages are skills acquired in developmental stages, 
and do not necessarily need explicit instruction of sequenced content. 
When Krashen (1981) and others first proposed the idea of acquisition, 
it was controversial, but gradually SLA became the most accepted theory 
on second language learning. Lost in this growth of cognitive exploration 
of how learners acquire a new language, was the value of instruction as a 
supporting metaphor. It was discarded as ‘traditional’, while communica-
tive approaches using information-gap techniques took over. Later, a 
‘focus on form’ movement (Long, 1991) attempted to re-introduce 
explicit instruction within task-based teaching. Recently with the ‘flipped 
classroom’ approach, classroom time is focused on interaction while 
online study out-of-class uses systematic video-based instruction (Correa, 
2015). A metaphor of ‘instruction’ helps explain why online flipped les-
sons are useful or powerful in learning environments. In addition, the 
trend of gamification with its rewards and punishments suggests a return 
to behaviorism as a possible theory to justify the motivation of learners to 
participate in a language learning community. Thus a revival of discarded 
theories may be useful to explain why teachers are incorporating these 
new trends, which are difficult to justify or analyze solely within an SLA 
view.

It could be argued that pedagogy needs to be adopted with second 
language socialization as the primary aim, supported by second language 
instruction and second language acquisition as secondary aims. In other 
words, tasks and projects within a language learning community become 
the central focus, with content and strategies used as scaffolding. In the 
paradigm of second language socialization, learning takes place in a com-
munity of learners, or an ‘environment’ which becomes the core focus of 
analysis. Setting up an environment for learning is becoming the pri-
mary role of the teacher, indeed, ‘facilitating’ an environment for learn-
ing that includes guided activities for acquisition, explicit instruction as 
needed, and a community where learners can perform tasks that use the 
language as they communicate to achieve real-world goals. The next sec-
tion examines the role of environment for language learning and scope 
of environment in blended language learning.
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 The Role of Environment

Historically, second language acquisition research tended focus on indi-
vidual cognitive development and to ignore environment. For example, 
Ellis (1997) provides a comprehensive compendium of SLA research 
focused on the individual. In a more practical guide, concerning course 
syllabus design, Ellis (2003) further separates environment and takes a 
strict view on course design, separating course content from methodol-
ogy, without stating ‘how’ the content is taught: “course design is con-
cerned with the selection of and sequencing of content—the ‘what’ of 
teaching” while methodology “addresses the ‘how’ of teaching, i.e. the 
participatory structure of the classroom and the actual teaching proce-
dures” (p. 205). Notice that the participatory structure of the classroom 
has little to do with course design. Furthermore, in his view, content and 
methodology selection are not only separated, but more significantly, are 
assumed to be the whole design process.

In an environmental view, design includes all the spaces, people and 
activities in a system. For language learning, this view is further expanded 
beyond the classroom with the inclusion of ‘authentic audience’ into the 
system—broadening the scope of the learning community (Egbert & 
Hanson-Smith, 2007). Second, if the participatory structure of the course 
is project-based, this could mean students, not teachers, are selecting the 
content themselves and engaging in a purposeful community with aims 
of its own. ‘Course design’, the selection and sequencing of content, then 
begins to disappear to be replaced by an organic, emergent form of 
student- selected content. By denying a teacher-led sequencing of con-
tent, this reduces the importance of interlanguage directing a linear 
sequence of content and grammatical form. In this scenario, a core tenet 
of the second language acquisition metaphor may no longer play a cen-
tral role in syllabus design.

Methodology and content are not gone from an environmental per-
spective; they are now elements and conditions within the environment. 
In the past, environment was often ignored or considered a separate issue 
in the view of second language acquisition research. In fact, the bulk of 
research in the past decade has focused on the methodology of task-based 
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learning, most notably with Willis (1996, 2004) and Willis and Willis 
(2007). In this approach, procedure, goals, and roles are the focus. These 
are critical factors, but they do not account for all the factors that com-
prise a large part of the environment, or what Ellis (2000) calls ‘sociolin-
guistic variables’. For many second language acquisition researchers, 
methodology and environment are separate. Methodology was the proce-
dures of teaching, while environment was the conditions surrounding the 
teaching situation. Environment was something ‘taken into consider-
ation’ but not actively designed. However, in more systemic (Egbert et al., 
2007) and ecological (van Lier, 2004) perspectives, environment is not a 
surrounding climate, but an all-inclusive description of procedures, con-
tent, people, tools, and conditions that affect learning.

One of these conditions or tools is networked computers and mobile 
devices. Unfortunately, in the task-based language teaching view of peda-
gogy, until recently, technological factors were rarely given a significant 
role in the environment. In the task-based language teaching view 
described by Bygate et al. (2001), Ellis (2003), and Willis (2004), human- 
prescribed methodology was the sole active component, comprising the 
planned activities and instructions that the teacher could control. 
Computers and networks, rooms and blackboards, tapes and videos, 
notebooks and desks—all of these were considered passive, inert bodies, 
or ‘aids’. Other parts of the environment were considered even more mar-
ginalized, comprising the given institutional and social conditions sur-
rounding the classroom. However, according to van Lier (2002), these 
‘conditions’ have agency and actively design the way communication 
happens. With online networks, teachers can actively configure the com-
municative environment. Furthermore, curriculum, institutional policy, 
and social factors are too important to be considered ‘uncontrollable 
 conditions’. In a classic TBLT view, context surrounds the learning. In a 
blended, ecological view the context is the learning network. In this view, 
‘context’ and ‘environment’ are interchangeable terms. Teacher-planned 
methodology is part of the environment, but no longer plays the domi-
nating role. Arranging and facilitating the context/environment for learn-
ing becomes the preoccupation of the teacher/designer. Thus second 
language pedagogy is evolving from a focus on selection of content and 
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methodology to the process of facilitation of whole environments. An 
environmental view includes the design of tasks, audiences, strategies, 
policies, and management that extend beyond the teacher’s responsibility 
to include learner responsibility and institutional responsibility.

 The Centrality of Environment

Within blending learning, environment is the focus of design because it 
forms the process of socialization into a target language and culture. 
When Egbert and Hanson-Smith (2007) built a model of CALL envi-
ronments based on SLA principles, the conditions for learning were spec-
ified comprehensively. However, in this framework it is not clear how far 
the environment extends beyond the individual learner. What kind of 
interaction is there between class members or their families, friends, or 
peers on the Internet? In addition, it does not deal with issues of curricu-
lum (how does the particular class fit into a larger program and how is it 
assessed?), issues of social expectations (why do learners in some nations 
assume they must learn multiple languages to be educated, while mono-
lingualism is considered normal in others?), or even issues of technology 
(how do online activities mediate the learning process?). For design pur-
poses, teachers need a framework that gives a systematic way to analyze 
the multiple roles humans and technological tools are interacting and 
co-creating the environment. It should explain who is involved in the 
designing of the environment, what they design, what are the functions 
being designed, and who/what occupies those functions.

Socio-cultural theory points to community as the defining principle 
that holds together all the elements of environment. Whereas commu-
nity is traditionally considered a distant environment apart from school 
that teachers prepare students for after they graduate, situated learning 
suggests the peripheral participation in the community is actually the 
most legitimate form of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). In the Lave and 
Wenger model, learning happens in social practice. Learners are appren-
tices in a community of practice. The lines between school and society are 
deliberately blurred, and new social practices involving learning appren-
tices engaged in learning ‘work’ are designed. In this view, community is 
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the key descriptor of environment, which is placed at the center of the 
design model. For second language learning, the work of an apprentice- 
student is to learn a language in the process of engaging in a purposeful 
(not just simulated or imagined) community. This community may be 
built around the intercultural exchange of sister schools, a shared website 
between classes in two countries, a migrant language maintenance social 
networking site, or simply a cohort community of classmates. In a for-
eign language learning situation, it may be more difficult to foster a target 
language community. Students in monolingual classes are often wholly 
surrounded by their native language, and often revert to using their L1. 
In this case, the community may not be a working community, but a 
learning community—students, teachers, and peers engaged in and out 
of their classroom to learn about foreign languages and cultures. Thus, 
the design of environment focuses on participation in a community, as in 
the continuous process of co-creating and facilitating a community envi-
ronment for second language learning.

 Can ‘Learning Ecology’ Unite the Language 
Learning Metaphors?

Ecology is not just a way of viewing the physical, natural environment 
of plants, animals, climate, and landscapes. Human ecology is a field 
that understands all the physical/human, animate/inanimate, fixed/
changing, and social/technical participants in any human environment. 
For us as teachers, the concept of human ecology also applies to any 
learning environment. Seely Brown (2000) was one of the first to use the 
term ‘learning ecologies’. A learning ecology does not separate an actor 
such as a teacher or a device such as a tablet from an environment, but 
describes the whole system as if it were one actor, or if you can imagine, 
one symphony playing in a concert hall with various musicians interact-
ing with an audience. However, the focus here is on the learning envi-
ronment, not the linguistic environment. Thus, we are not concerned at 
this point with the linguistic ecology of the learner such as described by 
discourse researchers (see Leather & Van Dam, 2003) but a learning 
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ecology as described by John Seely Brown (2000) and ‘classroom as eco-
system’ (Morgan & Martin, 2014). In applied linguistics, van Lier 
(2010) defined ecology as “the study of the relationships among ele-
ments in an environment or ecosystem, in particular the interactions 
among such elements” (p. 4). He explains that verbal interactions, such 
as ‘look at that’, use words to form a relationship between two people 
and between people and things. Nonverbal interactions, also called 
semiotics, form similar relationships among learners, teachers, materials, 
devices, and content banks. An ecological metaphor interconnects all of 
these psychological, social, and environmental factors and focuses atten-
tion on affordances in the environment which foster learning ‘emer-
gence’ (van Lier, 2002, 2004). Ecological perspectives also provide 
insights into the power relationships of technologies in the classroom 
(Lafford, 2009; Hinkelman & Gruba, 2012). These webs of relations 
can be called a ‘language learning ecology’.

 Moving to Language Learning Ecologies

Technology has at least two paradigms—two very different concepts: 
‘technology as a tool’ and ‘technology as an ecology’. Typically, CALL 
researchers view technology as electronic devices or ‘tools’ (tape recorder, 
television, computer, smartphone). A tool or device is a single item, an 
unconfigurable black box that can be inserted into a classroom to improve 
learning. Actually, however, tools are hybrids of human-programmed 
software and human-designed hardware that can be embedded in a mix 
of synchronous and asynchronous activities inside and outside the class-
room, and interconnected with spatial arrangements, multimodal texts, 
and learner groupings. This is an ecological view, where teaching devices 
are not at the center, nor mere aids, but rather a small part of complex 
classroom/online ecologies that are configured by the teacher in a local 
situation. Learning designs are created on the fly as bricolage (Berggren 
et al., 2005). Design of local contexts becomes more important than uni-
versal curriculum and tools (Kern & Warschauer, 2000). A local perspec-
tive or classroom context is justified as small cultures (Holliday, 1999) and 
enacted as local practice (Pennycook, 2010). In a study focused on inter-
active whiteboards, for example, Cutrim Schmid (2006) noticed that 
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actual classroom usage of whiteboards were highly dependent on the 
local and individual teaching practices, or the ecologies of use, and not 
particularly on the intentions of the product designers.

It is important to identify tool-centric views, not necessarily as a criti-
cism of ‘backward thinking’ but as a way to gain clarity on what is a 
technology. The concept of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) 
is essentially tool-centric because the research and conceptual framework 
is on ‘computers’ and how they can assist language learning. The focus is 
on the device, not the processes, actions, or connections that operate with 
this device. Hornborg (2001) argued that this device-orientation is a fas-
cination or even ‘fetishizing’ of a physical tool, suggesting inherent pow-
ers in the device. His thinking is based on Feenberg’s earlier critical theory 
of technology, which asserts that technologies are not objective entities 
are socially constructed practices-in-action (Feenberg, 1991, 2002, 
2008). In philosophy, essentialistic thinking is focused on entities rather 
than relations between entities. Hornborg (2001) points out that 
Cartesian dualism places material objects as distinct from social relations. 
This may lead us to question the usefulness of some socio-cultural theo-
ries such as Activity Theory that separate material tools as ‘mediators’ 
apart from ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ in relations. By privileging certain tools 
or actors, there is a danger of preoccupation or domination in the research 
or practice. A critical theory as in Feenberg (1991) is critical as it takes 
issue with deterministic views that technology can dominate or control 
human action as well as utilitarian (instrumental) views that technology 
is neutral, merely aiding social actors (Hinkelman & Gruba, 2012).

In CALL research, Warschauer (1998) and Cutrim Schmid (2006) 
refer to Feenberg’s critical theory of technology to interpret current direc-
tions of research. Warschauer (1998) pointed out that research into 
CALL was moving from deterministic views (the computer as ‘powerful’) 
and switching to instrumental views (the computer as ‘neutral’ aid). He 
noted that instrumentalist research often missed the powerful ways that 
technologies changed second language learning, in both creating new 
literacies and de-emphasizing orthodox literacies. One issue of determin-
istic (tool-centric) or instrumental (tool-minimized) approaches is that 
they decontextualize the technology in order to study its essential char-
acteristics (Cutrim Schmid, 2006). This way of thinking assumes that 
technologies are devices and the essential feature set of a device is fixed 
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and determines its use (an essentialist view) rather than dependent on 
their action in the local environment (a relational view). On the con-
trary, Cutrim Schmid observed that the device was rather important and 
instead focused on how teachers actually used interactive whiteboards in 
classroom environments. The real-world practice revealed that little 
which was intended by the manufacturer was actually put in practice. 
Instead, new realms of action were designed by the teachers in the midst 
of their teaching situations.

These tool-centric views were nonetheless helpful in the 1990s as a way 
to encourage application of digital tools to language teaching, which 
depends so heavily on audio and video as media for learning. Yet the goal 
implied in tool-centrism is that the tool must be used. Therefore, the goal 
of CALL was to use more computers in class. Intuitively, CALL research-
ers (myself included) knew this was not right, because the goal was to do 
something with the computers. Yet we failed to specify that ‘something’. 
Instead, we broadened the term CALL, to include mobile devices (MALL) 
and then digital devices of any kind, with a more ambiguous phrase, 
‘technology-enhanced language learning’ (TELL). Still, with the focus on 
computer devices, mobile devices, or digital devices, the assumption was 
that by adding a device, learning would improve, an oversimplification 
that Kern (2014) notes. That thinking has its roots in a century of device- 
centric panaceas that heralded radio, television, tape-recorders, and even 
copiers as triumphal teaching machines.

 Normalization as Antidote to Computer Fixation?

Bax (2003) tried to undo the computer fixation by introducing the con-
cept of ‘normalization’. Normalization is the state where computers 
become so common and integrated into normal teaching practice that we 
forget about them, like we forget about using analog devices such as pens 
and blackboards. Bax argued that if the goal of CALL was to add com-
puters to language learning, then the field would naturally disappear 
when normalization has occurred. However, 15 years later, the field of 
CALL still exists despite the normalization of computers. Defenders 
might claim that CALL is bigger now because everyone has so many digi-
tal devices and we have to study even more tools. Still, it is curious that 
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self-perpetuating studies of devices has continued. As a CALL researcher 
myself, I have a nagging feeling that we too often ignore the ‘something’ 
that these tools are supposed to do.

So, here I argue that teachers and researchers need to rid themselves of 
the focus on tools, on devices, and instead focus on processes—what is 
happening when teachers, students, content, and devices are configured 
in a learning environment. This is very complex, and thus the dimensions 
of technology introduced in Chap. 2 are needed as a way to make sense 
of the complexity. Each dimension is not a feature of a tool, but one 
aspect of relations in an ecology, which revolves around achieving a task, 
a language learning task. Each dimension cannot be neatly divided 
between ‘pedagogy’ or ‘technology’ but instead the dimensions are over-
lapping hybrids of human/material designs.

In this way, Latour and others have introduced the concept of hybrid-
ity. Why hybridity? In the field of science and technology studies (STS), 
social and technological aspects of the world are merged in what is called 
‘actor-networks’ (Latour, 2005). Applying this hybrid way of thinking to 
education could mean creating the concept of ‘socio-technical pedago-
gies’. Hybridity combines the device and its potential actions with the 
potential actions that a classroom space and a network of learners inter-
acting can produce. That sounds very much like ‘blended learning’, 
enough to pause and consider its application.

 An Ecological Paradigm of Technology

In the previous sections, both tool-centric views and normalization views 
of technologies were categorized as focusing on technology as a device, not 
a process. The question asked by a tool-centric teacher or researcher often 
is, ‘what tool does the learner need?’ followed by ‘how can this tool assist 
learning?’ The problem with this approach is that it allows the capabilities 
of the device to determine how learning should happen. It also presumes 
the tool’s capabilities are fixed, inalterable by the teacher or learner. Asking 
the question in reverse puts pedagogy first: ‘What learning task does the 
learner need?’ This question can be followed by: ‘What process and system 
of technologies can a teacher configure to meet those needs?’ Furthermore, 
most smart devices offer multiple tools with multiple apps and multiple 
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settings to help achieve a task, thus, ‘How do learners configure the tools 
and other dimensions of the process?’ becomes a focal question. Thus, I 
define a learning ecology as a web of socio- technical pedagogic technolo-
gies configured to achieve a learning task.

Returning to the original question of whether ‘ecology’ can be a unify-
ing metaphor for learning, there is a growing body of research pointing 
in that direction. Recent interpretations of socio-cultural theory to lan-
guage learning involve ecological-semiotic perspectives on L2 learning 
(van Lier, 2002, 2011; Tudor, 2003). Likewise, Kramsch (2002b), van 
Lier (2004), and Lafford (2009) advocate open-ended approaches to lan-
guage learning based on ecological metaphors. In her introduction, 
Kramsch (2002b) proposes ecological metaphors are needed to replace 
mechanistic ones. She contrasts language acquisition, which defines suc-
cessful language learning as producing target forms of the language, with 
language socialization that seeks successful communication within the 
norms of a particular community. They focus on broad and deep contexts 
that expand communication far beyond symbolic representations of lan-
guage. By expanding a linguistic perspective to a semiotic one—the study 
of signs and sign-making in the environment—it is easier to describe the 
complexity of blended learning situations. I have also argued that the 
study of material semiotics or ‘actor-network theory’ (Law, 2004; Latour, 
2005) is useful for describing technology within these complex systems 
because it ignores the primacy of human consciousness, treating material 
objects and technological processes with equality to human agents, as 
well as resisting the temptation to separate them. In second language 
learning, researchers describe how both paper and digital materials create 
a ‘classroom ecology’ (Guerrettaz & Johnston, 2013) or ‘classroom-as- 
ecosystem’ (Morgan & Martin, 2014).

 Summary of Foundations of Blended 
Language Learning

This section of this book attempts to define the foundations of blended 
language learning. Chap. 1 reviewed the theoretical evolution of blended 
language learning and Chap. 2 introduced a multidimensional view of 
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technologies. Here in this chapter, I examined three prominent metaphors 
of second language learning and recommended that all three are useful for 
guiding the blending of technologies. Finally, I proposed an ecological view 
of blended language learning as a core conceptual foundation to replace 
tool-centric views that have typified research on computer- assisted language 
learning over the past 20 years. By taking this post-modern view of blended 
learning environments, teachers will be able to focus more on flexible design 
of teaching and activities that fit student needs, rather than feeling com-
pelled to master the latest, ever- changing electronic devices.
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4
Designs for Blended Language Learning

In their extensive survey of CALL, Levy and Stockwell (2006) wrote that 
design is “the tangible means by which theory and research findings are 
made explicit and put into practice” (p.  39) that both underpins and 
guides the various stages of learning. Pedagogical design, as Beetham and 
Sharpe (2007) describe, involves a four-step process that includes investi-
gation, application, representation, and iteration. In initial stage of inves-
tigation, designers seek to understand the intended learners and their 
needs, and make sense of a range of theories and principles that are rele-
vant to the focal area. Application involves putting the principles into 
practice, and, following that, deciding which of the possible models that 
are being used best meet learner needs. Iterative processes involve making 
revisions on a regular, cyclical basis to improve design elements. The 
importance of iteration, the continual, systematic improvement of 
designs, means that teachers are at the heart of the design process (Graves, 
1996), a view strongly affirmed by Laurillard (2012):

Teachers are the engine of innovation—designing, testing, sharing their best 
pedagogic ideas. (p. 32)
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Yet, by adopting this principle of local, teacher-driven design, ques-
tions begin to be raised about the usefulness of globally published cur-
riculum and materials for local teaching contexts (Tomlinson, 2008; 
Hadley, 2014). This chapter examines these questions and asks, ‘what is 
good design?’

 What Is Design?

Teachers’ experience in designing, however, has shown that theories 
may not be sufficiently explicit to follow a logical, and neatly struc-
tured, four- part cycle (Farmer & Gruba, 2006). Learning design may 
be created on- the- fly and technologies configured ‘just-in-time’ 
(Mackenzie, 2002) and task design with authentic purpose is contextu-
ally driven (Warschauer, 2000). As teachers, in our experiences with 
blended environments, we may initiate a design with the aim of trying 
to improve a set of materials that already exist, that is, an historical 
legacy. Thus we start, in a sense, with another iteration. We begin other 
designs by finding new application or think of new blended tasks that 
we think may spark our students’ imagination, and so we bring it to 
our classrooms and apply it to a modified task. At other times, we 
acknowledge institutional concerns and try to better coordinate our 
own subjects with others in the department.

Language curriculum and task designers have long understood the 
need to recognize differences between intended plans and actual learner 
uses of activities (Samuda & Bygate, 2008), particularly in light of emerg-
ing socio-cultural theories (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Designs with tech-
nologies, too, vary greatly from what the original intentions of their use, 
and are continually ‘redesigned’ within a network of active relationships 
(Yutdhana, 2005). As mentioned earlier, Cutrim Schmid (2006) found 
that even high-cost devices such as interactive whiteboards were used in 
far different ways than the lab-based designers intended. As Levy and 
Stockwell (2006, p. 29) advise, taking a ‘middle path’ between fixed and 
open-ended designs allows educators to meet curricular goals yet be able 
to take advantage of learning opportunities that might well arise in the 
course of teaching.

 D. Hinkelman



 87

Ironically, however, although blended approaches embrace flexibility 
and recognize indeterminacy, the integration of new technologies makes 
the processes of design ever more critical for a number of reasons: new 
technologies may be expensive and require justification; they make teach-
ing practices more conscious and visible; and both quality assurance and 
professionalization of teaching heightens the emphasis on formal plan-
ning (Beetham & Sharpe, 2007, p. 7).

Although the challenge of integrating face-to-face teaching with new 
technologies in the classroom has been a constant concern for decades, 
Neumeier (2005) argues that an ever-increasing hybridity requires greater 
attention to new approaches to design. Echoing Bax (2003), Neumeier 
suggests that theorists do not see blended environments as a set of bina-
ries that contrast, for example, ‘traditional’ teaching with ‘innovative’ 
teaching. Rather he cautions against pushing an advocacy that sees 
hybridization as ‘the right’ or ‘the best’ way to teach languages so 
that established approaches are diminished. Yet as teachers attempt lesson 
change and leadership embarks on curriculum change, some guidelines 
and decisions have to be made. The first decision is whether to encourage 
bottom-up change or top-down innovation.

 Bottom-Up or Top-Down Design?

The temptation always facing administrators is to use a top-down, cen-
tralized process to create blended learning designs based on hardware 
purchases. Administrators with tool-centric thinking often see electronic 
devices as an educational panacea. Overspending on hardware subse-
quently burdens schools with underused and unsustainable investments 
(Cuban, 2001). Even bottom-up initiatives may fail to be continued 
because ‘lone wolf ’ innovators are over-absorbed with the ‘novelty effects’ 
of electronic devices (Hubbard, 2005). Abandonment and underuse of 
hardware in education is often unexamined, leading to issues with logis-
tics, syllabus integration, teacher training, ongoing development, and 
technical support (Chambers & Bax, 2006).

However, in contrast to top-down blending of new and old tech-
nologies, actual classroom blending is primarily an effort of trial and 
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error by teachers with frequent adjustments, failures, and configura-
tions. This just-in-time process of design has been called ‘bricolage’, a 
French term for ‘on-the-fly tinkering’ or ‘making do with what is on 
hand’ (Hinkelman & Gruba, 2012). Teachers are more familiar with 
face-to-face technologies, and may reject or ignore top-down initiatives 
that favor introduction of new hardware. By favoring electronic devices 
over ‘soft’ technologies, designs may be taken over by a tool-centric bias 
that fetishizes expensive, high-tech interventions (Feenberg, 2002). 
Simplistic integration of electronic devices assumes change is additive, 
that education can be improved by adding a particular tool. However, 
Postman (1993) asserts that technology is neither additive, nor subtrac-
tive, but rather ‘ecological’ in that a single minor change, changes the 
whole system. Thus institutions and programs, with their historically 
developed practices and cultures, cannot introduce change without 
principled consideration. In this way, Levy and Stockwell (2006) ques-
tion pre-packaged courseware and recommend conducting small-scale 
evaluations or action research studies to investigate change. They rec-
ommend expanding the teacher’s role to include design and materials 
development. These principles suggest that universal teaching materials 
created by expert designers and released to global markets, may not be 
appropriate to achieve an incremental, ecological form of blended 
learning designs.

 An Ecological, Iterative, Multi-stakeholder Model 
of Design

As Jones (2007) points out, design processes are not linear and their out-
comes are not deterministic. That is, no matter how much we may want 
to ensure that our guidelines and directions are followed by our students, 
students shape their own learning in ways that may indeed only be loosely 
related to our tasks, their learning communities or the educational envi-
ronment built around them. This is an ecology of learning with learning 
groups and individual learners interacting with teachers, tasks, materials, 
institutions, technologies, research findings, and global standards. In 
many cases, technologies were redesigned through local practice rather 
than mass-market engineering. For example, Cutrim Schmid (2006) 
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noticed that actual classroom use of electronic whiteboards was highly 
dependent on personal and institutional teaching practices, or the ecolo-
gies of use, and not on the intentions of the hardware product 
designers.

In many cases, the power in the ecology of design rests not in powerful 
administrators or publishers but in local teams of teachers (Hinkelman & 
Gruba, 2012). The process is cyclical and continual, not a single, initial 
stage like the release of a product. Whereas in a linear world, global pub-
lishers release a course book to serve as a curriculum or global device 
makers release a new tablet for sale, the process of ecological design begins 
from the opposite direction. Teachers design bottom-up from the class-
room and that is where they configure networks of tools and artifacts. 
This mode of design ‘democratizes innovation’ and does not assume a 
final end state or encapsulated, proprietary inventions (von Hippel, 
2005). The worldview and ontology of a blended language learning envi-
ronment or ‘ecology’ suggests a variety of possible hybrids—traditional/
modern, sensual/intuitive, technical/social, and online/face-to-face. The 
act of blending has the potential to disrupt these dual categories, and 
signify the hybrid nature of combining technological and human agents 
in the learning process (Fenwick & Edwards, 2010). This view holds a 
relational philosophy that focuses powers of co-creation of human and 
materials, rather than views of technological determinism or social deter-
minism that Warschauer (1998) warns to avoid in designing language 
learning environments.

 Blended Environments as Hybrid, Human/
Technological Networks

In addition, the concept of ‘environment’ should not be viewed as two 
separate entities: ‘people in classrooms’ plus ‘a computer network’. 
Environment should be viewed as combined, hybrid networks—human, 
social networks intermingling with virtual, technological networks. A 
classroom without computers is also a network—a network of desks, chairs, 
groupings of students, printed artifacts, and teacher roles, plus social net-
works among students. Online, the network is more obvious, with web 
interfaces, group spaces, browsing areas, and moderators. Thus a ‘blended 
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learning environment’ means the combination of physical, human net-
works with virtual, online networks in a community or course of learning. 
In summary, the process definition of ‘blending technologies’ or the design 
of blended environments for second language learning can be stated as:

the continuous process of co-creating, configuring, and facilitating a commu-
nity environment for second language learning with a strategic, local ecology of 
face-to-face and online technologies.

This is necessarily a complex definition because the nature of the 
hybrid, social/technical phenomena is more complex than simply design-
ing a hardware device. Tatnall and Gilding (1999) warn against method-
ologies that “filter out complexity” (p. 959) and oversimplified definitions 
that trivialize the learning situation. The short definition of blended tech-
nologies, ‘combining online and face-to-face instruction’, may be useful 
as a convenient, quick to understand description. However, a richer defi-
nition integrates elements of power/responsibility, process, product, and 
philosophy. This is summarized in the Table 4.1, which contrasts the defi-

Table 4.1 Qualities of single-venue learning design and blended learning ecology 
design

Single-venue learning 
design Blended learning ecology design

Power Specialist-centered Locally created

Process Design as an initial 
stage

Design as a continual process

Product Encapsulated inventions Network configurations

Emphasis Electronic devices 
applied to pedagogy

Mixed face-to-face and online 
pedagogic processes

Worldview Techno-determinist and 
social determinist

Relativist (humanist/realist)

Ontology Separate categories 
(human vs. material)

Hybrid categories (human/material)

Definition 
of design

The use of electronic 
tools to enhance or 
assist the language 
learning process

The continuous process of co-creating, 
configuring, and facilitating a 
community environment for second 
language learning by a strategic, local 
ecology of face-to-face and online 
technologies
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nition and assumptions of this blended paradigm with paradigms associ-
ated with a single learning venue (all face-to-face or all online).

 Two Ways of Change: Design and Innovation

Ecologies are always changing, but it is not clear whether change is an 
inevitable product of powerful forces in society or an institution, or can 
this change be planned or designed. In this section, both positions are 
considered—change is both top-down where the teacher and learner are 
powerless, and change is also bottom-up, where the teacher and learner 
can initiate the design of learning environment that fits their goals.

The process of change in education can be both incremental (evolu-
tion) and disruptive (revolution). Christianson et  al. (2013) contrast 
these two modes of change as ‘sustaining innovation’ and ‘disruptive 
innovation’. Sustaining innovation refers to incremental change that is 
influenced more by the individual teacher and the institutional teaching 
culture. However, disruptive innovation is influenced by global economic 
and technical developments (e.g. downloading via internet vs. disk distri-
bution of software and content) and national policies or institutional 
reforms (e.g. iPad carts available in classrooms). For teachers, the differ-
ence between the two processes is that with incremental change, ‘I act’, 
while with disruptive change, ‘I react’. This implies that we, as teachers, 
can be victims who are powerless to external innovations. However, it is 
not that simple, meaning how we react is full of choices and multiple 
options for the bricoleur designer. Furthermore, change is a loaded term 
because it implies transformation as a given and as a positive thing, what 
Rogers (2003) calls a ‘pro-innovation bias’. The negative aspects of change 
are often ignored, unexamined, or dismissed by pro-change educators.

In order to make sense of what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ change, I will combine 
the incremental change concept (Christianson et al., 2013) of sustaining 
innovation with Laurillard’s (2012) similar concept of ‘teaching as a 
design science’. I call this ‘design’ because it is incremental change that is 
more of an internal decision by participants such as teachers and admin-
istrators. In contrast, there is also disruptive change that is influenced 
more by external forces such as teaching trends, new features of software, 
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lower cost devices or services, and competitive initiatives. This kind of 
disruptive change, I will refer to as ‘innovation’. One example I will use 
in the field of education to illustrate, top-down, cutting-edge models of 
innovation is the Creative Classroom Model (Johnson et  al., 2014), 
which can be applied to blended learning ecologies. An example of bot-
tom- up, incremental change is the bricolage model described later in this 
chapter. Figure 4.1 shows this relationship of the concepts of design and 
innovation.

However, this bottom-up/top-down model does not fully capture the 
improvisational nature of a learning ecology as it actually occurs in uni-
versity classrooms. Laurillard (2012, p. 8) states,

The learning technology innovation that has taken place to date in HE has been 
done by individual academic teachers and leaders, rather than through a coher-
ent national or institutional strategy. These education professionals had the 
vision, and gave the time to innovate, develop, test and share what they have 
done. However, the successful innovations remain patchy and localized, not 
systemic and sustainable. (p. 8)

This comment indicates that one of the core reasons for change occur-
ring is highly local and dependent on individual teacher initiative. The 
weakness in this mode of change is inconsistency. Change that is purely 
left to individuals becomes idiosyncratic and will fail to institutionalize. 
And therefore, is unsustainable. A combination of incremental evolution 
and disruptive revolution is needed.
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Fig. 4.1 Ecological change in educational environments
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 Educational Change as Incremental Design

Is ‘teaching’ best considered an art or a science? Laurillard (2012) suggests 
teaching is not one or the other, but both art and science. She states, 
“teaching is not rocket science: it is much, much harder than that. Rocket 
science is about moving atoms from a to b; teaching is about moving 
minds” (p. 5). To combine art and science, she proposes a framework of 
‘design science’ to apply to the field of educational technology. This 
framework includes four principles that are useful to guide incremental 
change at the local level.

 1. Teaching as continuous improvement
 2. Teaching as principled design
 3. Teaching as sharing, adopting, adapting
 4. Teaching as formal description of configurations

Based on Laurillard’s (2012) principles, blended language learning can 
be considered a design science with continuous improvement. Continuous 
improvement would seem to be a natural and reasonable strategy for any 
designer, however, most design is not conducted that way (Tomlinson, 
2012, 2013), instead incorporating a publish-and-release model of course 
books which only provides occasional improvement by means of new 
editions by distant authors. Generally speaking, the design of a foreign 
language curriculum is often embedded within the textbooks published 
by mass-market corporations. A course book may incorporate task-based 
learning activities, for example, in a systematic progression of topics for 
learning a language at a specific skill level or for a specific audience’s back-
ground. Unfortunately, the classroom teacher has little role in this global 
publishing model of design, and cannot choose tasks more relevant to the 
local situation. Teachers are unable to directly influence the design of 
commercial textbooks and thus are forced to supplement lessons as they 
adapt the materials to their learners. Next, a second principle of blended 
learning as a design science is ‘principled design’. This is where strategies 
such as task-based learning and teaching or presentation/practice/pro-
duction (Chap. 5) are employed. These principles are often assumed but 
need to be stated and applied transparently. The third principle of blended 
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learning as a design science is sharing, adopting, and adapting. This is 
more than attending conferences and sharing work, but includes a sys-
tematic way for materials to be continually shared and improved by 
cohorts of teachers within and across institutions. This requires an eco-
nomic decision to share ownership of the materials. Sharing is extremely 
complicated beyond the most localized teaching team. The fourth prin-
ciple of blended learning as a design science is formal description of con-
figurations. This is more of an analytical framework to help explain how 
and why an approach is working and how it is different from other design 
choices. These four principles are justification for moving from the 
publish- and-release model of design to a bricoleur mode of design.

 Bricoleur Mode of Design

The bricoleur mode of designing a learning environment has teachers, 
not publishers, configuring the actions, timings, groupings, texts, and 
tools of lesson. The French word ‘bricoleur’ can be translated as ‘handy-
man’ or ‘tinkerer’. A person who designs on-the-fly is doing bricolage. 
The pedagogic sense of the word was introduced by Turkle and Papert 
(1992) which grew out of an earlier use by Levi-Strauss (1962). This idea 
shows the contrast between two fundamentally different ways of 
approaching a problem. The ‘engineer’ way involves making careful plans 
and writing everything down in full detail ahead of time, or ‘publish and 
release’. The ‘bricoleur’ way is more of an organic process of iterative 
design and refinement. While each approach can be useful, the advantage 
of software or learning materials designed with a bricolage process is that 
the teachers create practical lessons and start producing useful results 
immediately. Even in the software engineering field, this approach is 
gaining acceptance, being called ‘rapid prototyping’ and ‘agile design’ 
(Radcliffe & McNeill, 2012).

If a technology requires lengthy training before satisfying results can be 
produced, most teachers will not use it unless forced to do so. For exam-
ple, an open source LMS with quick WYSWYG editing for course setup 
is one kind of software that is well-designed for bricolage. A naive (or 
even technophobic) instructor can start doing useful things immediately. 
Seeing a quick positive result is a powerful motivating factor and conse-
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quently, mistakes can be fixed or adjusted by the teachers themselves. 
Where technically possible, development of course authoring tools that 
support this work style of bricolage are needed rather than depending on 
experts to carefully program and engineer a blended learning experience. 
This implies that technologies are not ‘integrated’ into a curriculum as 
unalterable tools or materials but are ‘configured’ and ‘redesigned’ on- 
the- fly by agile teachers.

Documenting the design of materials or syllabuses ‘after the fact’ can 
be done to capture this kind of curriculum. Similar to the process sylla-
bus described by Breen (1987), in a bricolage style of design, software 
tools ‘capture’ a model/scenario after or while the learning has taken 
place. In addition, a manual editor could then add the face-to-face aspects 
to the model. Currently, some open source LMSs, have a basic process 
like this happening already, which can capture a fixed state of a course at 
one point in time. That is useful for exchanging open course content, but 
researchers will want to know more, such as the changing patterns of a 
learning design over time, a picture that shows bricolage in action.

 Applying the Principles of Design

In blended language learning environments, principles of bottom-up, 
incremental design can be applied to the ongoing design of programs. As 
an individual teacher or a collaborative curriculum team becomes the 
designer, this supplants the model of the expert who publishes and 
releases new technologies or new curriculum for consumption. In the 
bricoleur model, production and consumption are mixed, as the pro-
ducer of curriculum works directly with the consumer (learners) narrows 
the connection and rapidly adapting the model in the process of actually 
using it.

 Educational Change as Disruptive Innovation

While Laurillard focuses on design science as a framework for developing 
new patterns of blended learning, other researchers describe ‘innovation’ 
as a framework for interpreting change in educational environments. 
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Rogers’ (2003) diffusion model of innovation is the most widely known 
and researched framework, which includes the five-stage early adopter to 
laggard model. This model assumes human initiative (will, passion, and 
politics) determines whether innovations are adopted and less concerned 
with the attributes or affordances of the technological aspect of the 
change. Similarly, models of innovation which advocate a democratiza-
tion of technology (von Hippel, 2005) view organizational policies to 
enhance or hinder innovation. For these reasons, I label that view of 
innovation as a ‘social determinist’ view. At the other end of the spec-
trum, the technological determinist school is represented by promoters of 
the latest technologies and those who critique those technologies. All of 
these perspectives view change as disruptive revolution or disruptive eco-
systems, to emphasize the outside, external, destabilizing factor of change, 
a different form of change than internally generated, incremental change.

Disruptive innovation is useful for teachers to explore because not all 
change is controllable through bricolage. Social change brings techno-
logical change that is often unpredictable. Nonetheless, there is no short-
age of predictions for the future of education and education technology. 
One of the more authoritative speculations comes from EDUCAUSE 
and the New Media Consortium, which produced the Horizon Report 
(Johnson et al., 2014) published as a Creative Commons document. This 
report predicts major influential changes in education. This report is 
compiled by 50 key figures from higher education, industry, and govern-
ment, who summarized their views on: (1) key trends, (2) significant 
challenges, and (3) important developments in technology for higher 
education. Although the focus was on tertiary education, much may also 
apply to other levels of formal education. In this section, I apply these 
views to trends, challenges, and developments to second language learn-
ing. The nine points of the Horizon Report 2014 are summarized in 
Table 4.2.

The following sections apply these concepts to second language learn-
ing and evaluate their appropriateness in making a roadmap of disruptive 
innovations that affect the step-by-step evolution of design. The report 
separates trends in technology change into fast, mid-range, and long- 
range trends. The immediate trends currently driving change involve the 
growth of social media and the integration of online, hybrid, and collab-
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orative learning, which sounds similar to blended learning. The mid-term 
trends include data-driven learning and assessment and a shift to students 
as creators. Long-term trends involve agile approaches to change and the 
evolution of online learning. The report also separates trends in technol-
ogy change into fast, mid-range, and long-range challenges, such as the 
level of digital fluency by teachers and learners. Finally, the report sepa-
rates trends in technology according to important developments such as 
flipped learning or gamification. I choose these six to highlight as most 
applicable to second language learning.

 Disruptive Innovation 1: Social Media 
and Gamification

The first of these, concerning social media (Facebook, Twitter, Wordpress, 
YouTube, etc.) implies that learning will connect to communities beyond 
the cohorts of the classroom, spreading into personal connections outside 
the graded, enrolled classmate roles. The online equivalent to the brick- 
and- mortar walled classroom is the LMS ‘course’, with its strict password- 
protected entrance guarded by rules about who is officially enrolled (and 
paid) or not. Social media is the largest use of the Internet and 100% of 
universities surveyed use it in some way (Johnson et al., 2014). Learning 
in a blended classroom will have informal aspects as students share their 

Table 4.2 Education as innovation—disruptive trends, challenges, developments 
(based on the Horizon Report: Johnson et al., 2014)

Trends Challenges Developments

Short-
term

Ubiquity of social media
Integration of online, 

hybrid, collaborative 
learning

Low digital fluency of 
faculty

Few rewards for 
teaching

Flipped 
classroom

Learning 
analytics

Mid- 
term

Data-driven learning and 
assessment

Shift to students as 
creators

Competition from new 
models of education

Scaling teaching 
innovations

Games and 
gamification

3D printing

Long-
term

Agile approaches to 
change

Evolution of online 
learning

Expanding access
Keeping education 

relevant

Quantified self
Virtual assistants
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projects in wide, personal communities like they do with other aspects of 
their lives. As social media involves communicating in words, sounds, 
and images, language learning is an intrinsic part of the process. Tasks 
that involve students’ own personal communities may become more 
prevalent. An example might be when a teacher assigns students to survey 
their friends or friends-of-friends on a specific issue of discussion. 
Students report the comments and scores from their own communities.

 Disruptive Innovation 2: Flipped Classroom

Second, in online, hybrid, and collaborative learning, schools are includ-
ing real-time interactive polling during lectures. There is greater ability to 
incorporate multiple, individualized learning paths in online learning. 
Initiatives such as the Peer-Led Team Learning (PLTL) are a ‘technology’ 
for enhancing collaboration in online and in-class environments. Second 
language learning has a long history of cooperative approaches promoted 
as cooperative learning (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). A revival of the 
insights learned from this approach will be needed as online flipped 
learning at home gives more time to team and group discussions in the 
classroom. When students in monolingual classrooms engage in tasks, 
they often slip into their first language for negotiation and discussion. 
Online discussion, however, can force use of L2 far easier.

 Disruptive Innovation 3: Learner Analytics

A third trend is data-driven learning and assessment. The Horizon Report 
suggests competency mapping, learning pathways for grading, and ‘big 
data’ of learner outcomes as the main developments for near-term disrup-
tive change. Analytics of learner behavior is more possible as more of the 
learning is recorded. One example of this is getting useful data from an 
oral communication class, which until recently, has had unrecorded, 
ephemeral activities happening and passing by, with little chance for eval-
uation. With video recording, audio recording, and text recording (i.e. 
typing) the learner output can be checked and assessed in asynchronously. 
Trends and assessment of what actually was learned is more possible. A 
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student speech or role-play can be analyzed and rubric scores mined for 
information. The percentage of students having good eye contact in their 
speeches is a question that can be answered more easily with data-driven 
approach to learning.

 Disruptive Innovation 4: Visible Learning

A fourth trend is project-based learning. While the Horizon Report uses 
3D printing as an example of a mid-range disruptive innovation, that 
development is primarily applicable to the physical sciences, medical sci-
ence, engineering, and architecture. For language learning, a three- 
dimensional usage of language is not really relevant. However, the process 
of making one’s learning more visible is indeed an emerging trend. With 
the advent of recording language use with audio and visual tools, learners 
can ‘print’,  publish and demonstrate their learning. The recent visible 
learning movement is all about this kind of project-based learning where 
learners make the speeches, essays, and role-plays into real artifacts that 
can be repeatedly accessed and re-experienced.

 Disruptive Innovation 5: Quantified Self

A fifth trend is the quantified self, which includes long-term develop-
ment of rich portfolios indicating the accomplishments and evidence of 
learning that a learner can demonstrate. Self-quantifying tools now focus 
on health and lifestyle, but could be expanded to all aspects of learning.

 Disruptive Innovation 6: Virtual Assistants

Finally, a sixth trend is virtual assistants, a long-term innovation that 
projects mobile devices providing multiple dimensions of support to 
learners, based on their needs. What we see now as dictionary apps and 
translation tools, will be expanded to team apps that support learners as 
they do projects and other language learning tasks. The Horizon Report 
projects that the ‘quantified self-movement’ will expand into all aspects of 
learning and monitoring personal data.
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 Creative Classroom Research Model

Another example of an ecological framework for understanding innova-
tion in blended learning environments is the ‘Creative Classroom 
Research Model’, also presented in the Horizon Report (Johnson et al., 
2014, p. 4). In this model, educational research and innovation are not 
separate efforts but a combined action led by educators. Later in Chap. 7, 
I will explore how research approaches can be connected to innovation 
through collaborative action research teams. At this point, it is interesting 
to look comprehensively at the whole ecology of a classroom. As shown 
in Fig. 4.2, the elements of the Creative Classroom Research Model are 

Innovative 
pedagogical 

practices

Content & 
Curricula

Assessment

Learning 
Practices

Teaching 
practices

Organization

Leadership & 
Values

Connectedness

Infrastructure

Fig. 4.2 Creative Classroom Research Model (adapted from Johnson et al., 2014, 
p. 4)
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like a total environment, an ecosystem where the ICT devices and infra-
structure is only a small fraction of the total environment.

Most importantly, technologies are not separated into their own cate-
gories in this framework, but infused within every aspect. Table 4.3 shows 
details of each category (1–28) of the Creative Classroom Research 
Model. For example, Formative Assessment (number 6) may have intri-
cate feedback systems built into an LMS-based flipped lessons, or Social 
Networks (number 25) may include socializing tools and online friend- 
networks to achieve tasks in language learning.

Table 4.3 Creative Classroom Research Model—28 Innovative Practices (based on 
the Horizon Report: Johnson et al., 2014)

Main elements Element details

Content and Curricula  1. Emotional intelligence
 2. Cross- and trans-disciplinary
 3. Open educational resources
 4. Meaningful activities

Assessment  5. Engaging assessment formats
 6. Formative assessment
 7. Recognition of informal & non-formal learning

Learning Practices  8. Learning by exploring
 9. Learning by creating
10. Learning by playing
11. Self-regulated learning
12. Personalized learning
13. Peer-to-peer collaboration

Teaching Practices 14. Soft skills
15. Individual strengths
16. Multiple learning styles
17. Multiple modes of thinking

Organization 18. Innovating services
19. Innovative timetables
20. Monitoring quality

Leadership and Values 21. Social inclusion and equity
22. Social entrepreneurship
23. Innovation management

Connectedness 24. Learning events
25. Social networks
26. Networking with the real world

Infrastructure 27. Physical space
28. ICT infrastructure
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 Levels of Design: Micro, Meso, Macro

To help guide design efforts, Jones (2007) writes, it is useful for a designer 
to think of an educational program as a three-part structure that operates 
on a micro, meso, and macro level. At the micro level, a designer is con-
cerned with specific learners in a particular classroom, for example, and 
is charged with creating a subject syllabus, lesson plan, or learning activ-
ity. Meso-level considerations take in local or institutional guidelines that 
are likely to further shape and contextualize decisions. An institution’s 
graduate attributes, learning outcomes, and degree requirements might 
influence meso-level designs. At the macro level, designers think about 
international, national, state, or organizational curricular guidelines or 
standards that may influence the overall direction, or fundamental under-
pinnings, of a design project. The following section, while committed to 
a bottom-up, teacher-centered design process, argues that the develop-
ment of blended language learning can benefit from a three-tiered struc-
ture—involving micro, meso, and macro considerations.

 Micro-level Design Considerations

At the micro level, design considerations involve tasks, lesson plans, and 
syllabuses that encompass a term of study. ‘Task’ forms the core that 
directs the design process. Thomas and Reinders (2010) collected research 
studies on how tasks and technology affect each other in language learn-
ing design. In many studies, I noticed that tasks were divided into face- 
to- face tasks and online tasks, however, in other studies teachers were 
designing ‘blended tasks’ that combined both online and face-to-face 
actions, alternating within several times to achieve a task. Teacher- 
researchers at one university using blended learning rooms noticed this 
phenomenon and called it ‘synchronous blending’ (Mackenzie et  al., 
2011) to differentiate from the more flipped-style of blending that occurs 
when classroom time is face-to-face and homework time is online (asyn-
chronous blending). Table 4.4 gives micro-level design aims and ques-
tions for tasks, lessons, and syllabus. This is followed by more detailed 
discussion on these three considerations.

 D. Hinkelman



 103

 Task Design

Tasks are the building blocks for lessons. This applies to all language 
learning lessons, including those that are blended. Much has been written 
about task design, and instructional activities, throughout a range of sec-
ond language research, teaching and learning contexts (see, e.g. Ellis, 
2003; Nunan, 2004; Samuda & Bygate, 2008; van den Branden, 2006; 
Willis & Willis, 2007). Task design has also been a focus for Internet- 
based environments (Corbel et  al., 2002; Skehan, 2003; Ganem- 
Gutierrez, 2003; Thomas & Reinders, 2010). A recent proposed working 
definition of a second language pedagogical task provides a springboard 
for discussion of the role of task in blended learning:

A task is a holistic activity which engages language use in order to achieve some 
non-linguistic outcome while meeting a linguistic challenge, with the overall 
aim of promoting language learning, through process or product or both. 
(Samuda & Bygate, 2008, p. 69)

In reading this definition, the central concepts of ‘engagement, achieve-
ment, challenge, and promotion’ stand out with attention to both process 
(technologies) and product (language use, skills and knowledge) as part 

Table 4.4 Micro-level design considerations

Area of 
consideration Aim Questions

Task design To create learning 
activities to shape and 
populate each lesson 
plan

How will learners use a target 
language and what tasks will 
achieve those aims? What 
actions and groups are needed?

Daily lesson plans To develop a coherent 
and defensible plan 
for each integral 
period of instruction

What do I do in the next class? 
How do I sequence tasks and 
activities in a coherent blended 
lesson? Do I blend synchronously 
or asynchronously?

Subject 
guidelines/
syllabus 
development

To inform students and 
other stakeholders 
about the progression 
of learning activities 
and goals.

What is the overall schedule and 
goals, and what is the role of 
technology in these? How does 
the use of technology in one 
lesson lead to its use in another?
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of effective task design. Promoting language use is central, and working 
with differing blends of language partners, technologies, and other con-
figurations allows for much flexibility. With such an array of choice, on 
what basis can we make principled choices that lead to effective blended 
language learning? To align pedagogical decisions with current second 
language learning theories in ways that are appropriate to blended task 
design, the ‘language teaching methodological principles’ set out by 
Doughty and Long (2003) can be used. Their ten principles are embed-
ded in four categories: activities, input, learning processes, and learners.

For activities, Doughty and Long promote ‘learning by doing’ in a 
design that sees tasks, not texts, as the focal point of a task-based curricu-
lum. With a variety of options in technologies, the blended classroom is 
potentially ripe for opportunities to ‘do something’ that includes reading 
from handout to working with a partner on creating web-based materials, 
and then listening to a podcast before working on the development of an 
oral presentation. Seen this way, task designs need to be multiskilled and 
multilayered and have a strong structure in ways that encourage student 
confidence in these complex environments. Texts are not prominently 
presented as the lesson aim, but embedded as a part of the technology, 
and support the task aim.

Second, Doughty and Long advocate ‘rich’ input. A core consideration 
of blended language learning is that multimodal input from varied 
sources, both online and classroom-based, can lead students to elaborate, 
negotiate, and interact with the complexities of meaning. The key here is 
to make tasks that incorporate sources that are not too simple, and not 
solely ‘authentic’, so as to promote purposeful interactions and reduce 
learner frustrations.

Learning processes, according to Doughty and Long, first encompass 
the encouragement of inductive learning that can be achieved through 
implicit instruction. They suggest that teachers need to highlight a ‘focus 
on form’ and to provide ‘negative feedback’ in ways that cause students to 
attend to correct forms as they produce language. In our experience with 
blended language learning lesson plans, this attention to instruction and 
focus on form plays a continuing, but not primary role. Explicit instruc-
tion can be reinforced in the process of the task, by introducing quizzes 
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and games that inductively practice the forms and vocabulary needed for 
that level of student to achieve the task aim.

Respecting how the learners may be developing their own internal 
mapping of the syllabus is required too, and perhaps best achieved by 
intervening at selected points to correct misunderstandings. Finally, 
designs need to be created to encourage cooperative and collaborative 
learning that can promote learners to both negotiate meanings  
and modify their interactions to stay on track with the learning 
community.

The final category of task design highlights learners. Specifically, 
Doughty and Long stress the need to individualize instruction. For the 
blended classroom, upholding this principle means taking into account 
the differing needs of students including variations in learning styles and 
abilities. Meeting this in task design does not necessarily require an indi-
vidual learning path for each student, but rather enough variance in the 
blended learning modes (Oliver & Trigwell, 2005) so that each student is 
allowed sufficient time to learn within their preferred learning styles.

How can all these various elements of task design work in practice? 
Work by Gonzalez-Lloret (2003) demonstrates the integration of the lan-
guage teaching methodology principles into a series of language learning 
tasks that lay the basis for an extended foreign language subject. In spe-
cific cases (Corbel & Gruba, 2004; Kay et al., 2007), instructors struggle 
to construct effective blended and online tasks in the absence of extensive 
experience or design templates. To prevent difficulties, we suggest, it is 
useful to construct a ‘task design checklist’ based on either Doughty and 
Long (2003) or, with a more ‘environmental’ view, on the work of Egbert 
et al. (2007) as a way to ensure more sustainable and consistent design 
practices. An evaluation framework for language learning tasks can be 
established with reference to Jamieson et al. (2004).

In a blended approach, the selection of tasks and technologies in design 
processes can be initiated through a ‘task-based learning cycle’ (Willis, 
1996, 2004; Willis & Willis, 2007). In these cycles, a progression may 
start with narrative input (or students’ productive input), such as a text 
or video, in the pre-task stage, and may include interaction to elicit stu-
dent experience. This is followed by adaptation, communication, and 

 Designs for Blended Language Learning 



106 

production in the ‘Task’ stage. A post-task stage adds analysis or reflec-
tion on the task and further practice of the task. These three cycles can be 
mapped in line with the Laurillard (2002) framework concerning the 
action dimensions of technologies:

• Pre-task: Narration and Interaction (Introduction to Task)
• Task: Adaptation (Doing), Communication (Planning), Production 

(Reporting)
• Post-task: Communication (Analysis), Adaptation (Practice).

Learners on the same activity may have different understandings of 
what to do, or that an outcome may differ from what was originally 
planned. Jones (2007) notes that being aware of the activity and its ‘inde-
terminate space’ is more important than the design because “tasks are 
what designers set, they are prescriptions for the work the students are 
expected to do, activity is what people actually do” (p. 173). Knowing 
this, teachers often make contingency plans in anticipation that ‘risk’ 
may appear in our classroom.

While the TBLT task design model is useful for blending technologies 
in classrooms, it lacks an ecological framework for describing how tech-
nologies are related to the task. Tool-focused models from computer- 
assisted language learning have begun to use TBLT as a framework for 
CALL (Thomas & Reinders, 2010; González-Lloret & Ortega, 2014). 
However, these models are often device-centric. A ‘blended’ task design 
model would not favor or separate the use of computers, but instead use 
both networked sites and face-to-face activities combined in a classroom 
ecosystem (Hinkelman, 2005). Chapter 5 will expand on the concept of 
blended task design and relate it to TBLT research.

 Lesson Planning

Informed by the essentials of blended task design, we now turn our atten-
tion to individual lesson plans. A lesson often means a one-to-two-week 
task or set of tasks with a common educational aim. Perhaps the first 
decision element is to consider the current aims, tasks, technologies, and 
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assessment practices for the subject: that is, a ‘community of innovation’ 
must take stock of existing practices, approaches, and resources that are 
available for the move toward blended approaches (Table 4.5).

 Subject Guidelines

When taking stock in a shift in teaching approach, initial assessments of 
the possibility may center on how much the subject is established in 
terms of teaching staff, enrolments, or coordinators. At many universi-

Table 4.5 Design considerations in blended lesson plan development

Design factor Sub-factor Description

Aims for learning Program How will learners use a target language and 
what tasks will achieve those aims?

Syllabus Identify the skills, knowledge, and personal 
qualities that the syllabus aims to develop 
through the completion of the lesson

Blended task/
technology 
dimensions

Actions Seek to vary narrative, interactive, adaptive, 
communicative, and productive pedagogies; 
decide the roles of the participants, 
particularly the teachers’

Groupings Clarify how sub-tasks are completed by 
individuals, within a pair, a small group, or a 
team

Spaces Select location for activities to be conducted
Timings Sequence the task, and when/how students join 

(synchronous/asynchronous)
Texts Nominate the key resources for learning 

(videos, images, written text, oral texts)
Tools Configure the devices, software and furniture 

with the physical and online spaces where the 
action occurs

Assessment for 
learning

Links To link assessment to the overall syllabus; 
identify modules of learning that students 
have previously completed

Format Specify how and through which mode the 
assessment is to be submitted by the students

Criteria Announce the rubric that will be used to 
evaluate the submission

Evaluator Nominate who will be responsible for 
assessment—students themselves, a peer, an 
instructor, or a combination of these
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ties, colleagues tend to ‘own’ subjects through a tacit recognition of the 
histories and efforts in developing them. Workload pressures mitigate 
against radical changes: designs, and redesigns, and evaluations require 
time and effort. Hence, teachers learn to make changes that are incre-
mental and strive to sustain our long-term efforts.

 Meso-level Design Considerations

At the meso level of design, teachers must attempt to make alignments of 
classroom practices with the policies of course and institution. At this 
level, teachers must make efforts to implement design elements that take 
into account the specifics of a single subject with the concerns of diverse 
colleagues. To clarify, course is defined in this context as a series of sub-
jects that form a major and, eventually, lead to a degree. Here we are 
concerned with the relationship, for example, between the focus of study 
at a beginning level and that of an intermediate level, and how each of 
these levels establishes a solid basis for advanced studies. Ideally, the 
development of student language resources takes place in a structured 
way once the objectives of a subject align with the others throughout the 
same course of study. Meso-level considerations touch on overall institu-
tional policies and graduate attributes, faculty or departmental guidelines 
and a course structure (Table 4.6).

 Graduate Attributes

At the institutional level, an awareness of ‘graduate attributes’ (or, in 
some institutions, ‘graduate outcomes’) can help to inform design deci-
sions (Sumsion & Goodfellow, 2004). How does a blended approach, for 
example, foster the development of skills that graduates are expected to 
be able to show by the time they graduate? Many educational institutions 
have published statements of graduate attributes as a way to signal the 
expected outcomes of a completed course of study (Barrie, 2006). Such 
statements are likely to be generic and applicable to discipline areas across 
the entire curriculum; they can include ideas about critical thinking, 
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technology use, and global citizenship (Fallows & Stevens, 2000). 
Designers of blended approaches, therefore, can make links between 
graduate attributes and curriculum decisions and thus, perhaps, better 
demonstrate ways in which language learning is integral to an overall 
well-rounded education.

To illustrate, the University of Melbourne publishes a list of graduate 
attributes under five main categories: academically excellent; knowledge-
able across disciplines; leaders in communities; attuned to cultural diver-
sity; active global citizens. Here are some of the attributes that teachers 
have used to contextualize blended approaches at this university:

• be adept at learning in a range of ways, including through information 
and communication technologies

• have a set of flexible and transferable skills for different types of 
employment

Table 4.6 Meso-level design considerations of institutional goals

Area of 
consideration Aim Questions

Graduate 
attributes

To create learning 
activities to shape and 
populate each lesson 
plan

What does a degree from the 
institution, with attention on 
blended language learning, 
signify to employers and other 
stakeholders?

Departmental 
goals

To develop a coherent and 
defensible plan for each 
integral period of 
instruction

To what extent does each 
member of the department 
need to be involved in the 
curriculum change?

Curriculum 
structure

To align each of the 
subjects in a course or 
curriculum within a 
major area of study

In what ways does the use of 
technology in one subject, or 
several subjects, contribute to 
the completion of the language 
major?

Risk 
management

To avoid expensive 
mistakes in time and 
funding

What investment in time and 
money are required for the 
change? What is the potential 
fallout if an intervention fails?

Ethical vision To focus on students’ 
education and learning 
above commercial or 
school considerations

What vision of the institution 
will lead change in a productive 
direction?
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• have excellent interpersonal and decision-making skills, including an 
awareness of personal strengths and limitations

• have an understanding of the social and cultural diversity in the 
community

• have a broad global understanding, with a high regard for human 
rights, equity, and ethics.

Source: Attributes of the Melbourne graduate (http://www.unimelb.edu.
au/about/attributes.html)

 Departmental Goals and Curriculum Structure

In conjunction with establishing links to larger institutional goals, 
members of a program may want to consider the degree of expected 
involvement in the curriculum change. Some academic staff may have 
deeply embedded teaching practices and be resistant (and even hos-
tile) to any planned changes (Lewis & Atzert, 2000; Debski & Gruba, 
1998). A range of factors can impinge on the success of a planned 
blended approach that include, for example, expectations of technol-
ogy proficiency as well as inequities in technology-related cultural 
capital (Oxford & Jung, 2007). Many work in institutions with an 
established curriculum and benefit from having a relatively stable 
workforce. What, then, is the accepted degree of integration across 
the entire program of study? What are the personal and professional 
benefits and incentives for participating in curriculum change? How 
long is the change expected to take, and what are the key performance 
indicators? Discussion in these areas needs to take place with col-
leagues in the early stages of curriculum design.

Aligning the integration of technologies up and down an entire course 
of study is yet another consideration. In a four-year degree structure, for 
example, what occurs in the first year must lead to learning outcomes in 
terms and years that follow. Ideally, we see learners gaining proficiency in 
information technologies in tandem with their language skills, moving 
from an individual-centered mastery to an increasingly social one. What 
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technologies, for example, best suit the progression of listening profi-
ciency from phoneme identification to an ability to participate in online, 
interactive video-chat seminars?

 Risk Management

At their core, effective design processes involve innumerable selections 
and justifications. Before embarking on a major project, project manag-
ers can develop an underpinning philosophy to help frame and articulate 
choices. Part of sustaining design processes involves fostering a climate 
that encourages stakeholders to share ideas in a spirit of mutual give and 
take. At the start of design processes, too, it is worth considering risk 
management strategies. A failure to consider design principles may result 
in wasted effort and mistakes (Table 4.7).

But what is risk? Simply defined, risk is the potential for danger, harm, 
or loss; more formally, risk is “the product of the likelihood of an event 
and the exposure or loss if the event occurs” (Lientz & Larssen, 2006, 
p. 10). To best manage risk, Lientz and Larssen suggest paying attention 
to issues that may arise throughout the processes of development in a 
proactive manner. For example, an ‘issue tracking’ system can ensure that 
incidents and concerns are addressed by a concerned manager. As exam-
ples, Table 4.8 lists possible issues or risks that may arise from the start of 
a blended learning program.

Table 4.7 Potential mistakes in selecting technologies

Considerations Potential missteps in the selection of technologies

Purpose Technologies with the pedagogic actions they create are 
selected without a sound theoretical foundation

Appropriateness Chosen tools (particularly hardware) are highly attractive, 
but costly, and its difficulty in use discourages uptake

Multimodal The singular focus on a single media, mode of presentation, 
or pedagogic action becomes repetitive and dampens 
uptake, use, and learner satisfaction

Sustainable Concerns for evaluation and maintenance of the adopted 
technologies, as well as ongoing professional development, 
are not embedded in the overall curriculum
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 Ethical Vision

Thinking about the ethical dimensions of design choices may help to 
guide decision-making processes. A number of issues arise when tech-
nologies are used across a wide variety of human endeavors (Tavani, 
2007), including those concerned with educational practices. Ethical 
decisions for teachers may often depend on the vision set forth in the 
institution (Nordkvelle & Olson, 2005). If a vision, for example, relies 
on a principled blending of cognitive and social constructivist approaches 
(Felix, 2005), or a project-oriented and negotiated curriculum (Debski, 
2006), or one that highlights mobility or immersive environments 

Table 4.8 Possible issues, causes, and potential management tactics

Issue Possible causes Management tactics

Working alone Colleagues do not understand 
blending: ‘fear and awe’ of 
technology; no incentives to 
change curriculum

Fostering a ‘community 
of innovation’ through 
the promise of mutual 
benefit

Lack of experience 
with teaching 
technologies

Few opportunities to try 
‘something new’ in the 
curriculum

Incremental innovations, 
perhaps starting with 
low-stakes series of 
lessons or assessments

Little senior 
management or 
policy support

Senior managers do not 
understand principles of 
blending, or the need to 
change the curriculum

Consultations and 
explanations; research- 
driven and action 
research practices

Few human or 
technological 
resources

Funding streams unavailable Application for external 
funding; shift in hiring 
procedures

Haphazard 
materials 
production

Templates not set; no 
standardization of 
procedures; copyright and 
ownership issues not clarified

Creation of standard 
procedures, including 
repositories, for 
materials production

Program ends 
after a short 
time

Little perceived value for the 
program; lack of support; 
burnout

Adjustment in workloads; 
wider consultations 
with colleagues; 
incremental changes

Student resistance Perceived not to be valuable for 
language learning; overly 
focused on a high-stakes test; 
bored, or already familiar 
with digital tools and sites

Student surveys; 
increased integration of 
student voices in the 
curriculum, including 
self-directed projects
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(Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; Sykes et al., 2008), then what are the 
implications of these views? Does the integration of such technologies 
‘add value’, and if so what value does it add specifically? Levy (2007) 
reminds us that commercial imperatives, driven by competition between 
education institutions, may be a prime factor in the adoption of educa-
tional technologies. The impact of competing demands will shape an 
overall ‘vision’ for the curriculum; knowing this, it is best to create sound 
ethical foundations.

 Macro-level Design Considerations

Although international/national guidelines, state funding/ evaluation 
policies, and high-stakes language testing standards may seem distant 
from everyday teaching concerns, it is important to recognize their pos-
sible influence in the design of blended university language programs 
(Table 4.9).

 International and National Standards

From the start, guidelines and standards can serve as an initial and neces-
sary step in efforts to explain and justify the primary reasons for blending 
technologies in university language programs. Standards speak to the 
wider community—especially those outside of the field of second lan-
guage learning—about the need to allocate resources that support educa-
tional innovation. They also assist teachers to underpin design work with 
sound principles and current thinking in the field, particularly in the 
construction of assessments (Rea-Dickins, 2008).

For language teachers, the well-known ‘Common European Framework 
of References (CEFR) for Languages’ (Council of Europe, 2001) adopts an 
‘action-oriented’ approach to language learning. Briefly, the CEFR lists a 
series of ‘can do’ statements in six different proficiency levels. Learners are 
seen as social agents who are motivated by a need to accomplish range of 
linguistic and non-linguistic tasks in particular real-life settings. In the CEFR, 
there is recognition that language performance varies across the four inter-
twined domains of personal, public, occupational, and educational use. The 
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Framework sets out six levels of  competence to describe variance in profi-
ciency, perhaps somewhat simplistically (Keddle, 2004; Weir, 2005). Aligned 
with CEFR, the United Kingdom has developed the UK Occupational 
Language Standards (2010). In this scheme, both the receptive (listening and 
reading) and productive (writing and speaking) units are sub-divided into 
elements that describe one- way communication and two-way, or group, 
interaction. Each unit considers what is needed to demonstrate competence 
in a language, statements that describe the range of contexts of language use, 
and definitions of the knowledge and skills needed for competent perfor-
mance. Although neither the CEFR nor UK Standards specifically mention 
computers or digital technologies, they do make a strong link between for-
mal learning and work-related skills and see language situated within social 
activities. As such, perhaps, advocates of blended approaches can make use of 
them to tie technology-mediated classroom activities with new media, or 
multimodal, literacies (Knobel & Lankshear, 2007).

Table 4.9 Macro-level design considerations

Area of 
consideration Aims Questions

International or 
national 
standards and 
guidelines

To align local curriculum 
designs with larger 
agendas; to foster 
dialogue with external 
stakeholders

How does adoption of 
blended technologies 
relate to published 
standards of second 
language learning?

Regional 
associations, 
accrediting body 
curricular policies

To gain increased 
acceptance for curricular 
change projects; to meet 
standards required by 
mandated program 
evaluation procedures

How do we maintain 
transparency and 
accountability when we 
initiate a blended 
learning approach?

Professional 
development 
benchmarks

To prepare students to 
achieve top results on 
high-stakes language tests

To achieve professional 
certification as teachers

How does blending 
technologies lead to a 
demonstrable gain in 
language proficiency?

Disruptive 
innovations

To accept pressures to adopt 
external, top-down 
changes happening in 
society

What social and economic 
changes or device 
introductions need to be 
included in foreign 
language program 
design?
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 Regional and Association Policies

Many other regions of the world and individual countries have developed 
foreign language standards. For nations involved in the Asian Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, for example, there is an attempt 
to pull together a range of standards aligned with national language poli-
cies to provide a basis for a language curriculum and assessment develop-
ment. In a sense, the large-scale efforts of such international organizations 
can be seen as a way to promote foreign language education to constitu-
ent member governments. Technologies are put in a positive light, espe-
cially because of their potential to link and engage learners. One concern 
about technology, however, has to do with issues of accessibility among 
students in resource poor countries. Certainly, issues of technology and 
social inclusion (Warschauer, 2003) must figure in our calculus of how to 
adopt blended approaches.

In the United States, a coalition of professional language learning orga-
nizations developed the ‘Standards for Foreign Language Education’ 
(ACTFL, 1996). The standards are commonly known as the ‘5Cs’, an 
acronym that stands for ‘Communication, Cultures, Connections, 
Comparisons and Communities’. These standards consist of broad 
descriptors that include these two, for example:

Standard 2.2: Students demonstrate an understanding of the relation-
ship between the practices and perspectives of the culture 
studied

Standard 5.1: Students use the language both within and beyond the school 
setting

Other large professional language teaching organizations, such as the 
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), have 
established guidelines for language instruction. Of particular interest to 
blended approaches, members of TESOL have drafted a ‘Technology 
Standards Framework’ (Healey et  al., 2009) that sets out baseline 
 expectations for both learners and instructors with regard to technolo-
gies. These technology standards aim to promote “pedagogically solid 
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ways of integrating and using technologies in all language classrooms” 
(p. 1). Here is a brief summary of the draft goals intended for teachers:

Goal 1: To acquire and maintain foundational skills and knowledge 
in technology for professional purposes;

Goal 2: To integrate pedagogical knowledge and skills with technol-
ogy to enhance language teaching and learning;

Goal 3: To apply technology in record-keeping, feedback, and 
assessment;

Goal 4: To use technology to improve communication, collaboration, 
and efficiency.

 Professional Development Benchmarks

The designers of the TESOL standards (Healey et  al., 2009) explicitly 
recognize the need to promote professional development. As such, they 
intend the framework to be used incrementally as a way to encourage 
educators and students to work with technologies in classrooms, online, 
or in a blend of the two environments in ways that are interrelated to 
support both sides of the learning equation. In addition, CALL special-
ists have long sought to encourage technology-proficient instructors 
(Hubbard & Levy, 2006), and teacher trainers such as Davies (2009) 
provide a ‘can do’ checklist that can help language teachers assess their 
own technological abilities.

 Summary

The aim of this chapter was to discuss the design of blended approaches 
to learning in a second language context. For us, at three levels—micro, 
meso, macro—it is perhaps best to separate and clarify the competing 
demands that influence the range of decisions that are at play. At the 
micro level, individual teachers are concerned with students, and daily 
lesson plans. At the meso level, attention is focused on institutional con-
siderations both at the level of senior administration and programming 
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management. At the macro level, global, national, or regional standards 
must be respected and put into light of technologies used. Pedagogical 
design involves making a series of decisions within an institution that 
result in the establishment of guidelines and products that may, or may 
not, eventually be enacted by the learners as initially planned. Design is a 
social, and often political, activity that has an awareness of several levels 
of stakeholder. Despite the best efforts to set out all aspects of a learning 
program, even with ‘situated’ tasks, students interpret directions in their 
own ways.

The philosophy, or perspective of design in this chapter shows a shift 
from modernist views, as typified by tool-centric paradigms of technol-
ogy, and post-modernist views, as idealized by a blended learning para-
digm of technology. The CALL paradigm has focused on the normalization 
of computers and sees the end-goal as improvement of learning through 
device integration. The blended paradigm is less simplistic and focuses on 
complex micro/meso/macro ecologies of technologies, curriculum, and 
goals. Table 4.10 summarizes this shift from normalization to configura-
tion, integration, and alignment in blended language learning goals.

From this view, teachers, administrators and developers can structure 
design processes according to macro, meso, and micro considerations. At 
each level, elements such as intended audience, pace of change, and 
intentionality change. At the micro level, the concern for classroom tasks 
is paramount. Task design, selection of technology, and learner readiness 

Table 4.10 Micro, meso, and macro levels of design

Level of design Goal of design in blended language learning

Micro level Configuration of tasks and technologies
  bricolage: incremental improvement
  task-based learning cycle: aims, dimensions, assessments
  lesson design and subject guidelines

Meso level Integration of curriculum and learning metaphors
  ecologies of language learning: creative classroom
  graduate attributes, dept. goals, curriculum structure
  risk management and an ethical vision

Macro level Alignment to global change and targets
  International and national standards
  Regional and association policies
  Professional development benchmarks
  Disruptive innovations: short/mid/long term
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can be designed by teaching teams, who are held responsible for describ-
ing the outcomes, reflections, and future directions they intend. At the 
meso level, design considerations may be fostered and discussed by ‘com-
munities of innovation’ within institutions. Issues of sustainability and 
risk can be negotiated and then focused on institutional or degree policies 
and practices. At the macro level, alignment with global language skills/
task proficiency such as CEFR, underscores the role of technologies in 
language learning. In addition, the promise of distributed, collaborative 
authoring groups signals a future of constant change and improvement. 
Finally, international conferences and journals seed new ideas and cri-
tique practices across institutional and national boundaries. The next two 
chapters consider strategies of blended lesson design as well as assessment 
in blended language learning.
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5
Strategies for Blended Language 

Learning

If blended language learning is and has been an ongoing reality rather 
than a new method, a new approach, or a new technique, then do teach-
ers need to change? Are there any new strategies to employ as they design 
a language classroom for their school? This chapter looks beyond trends, 
to examine practical strategies that are likely to be long-term, sustainable 
approaches to employ in our classrooms. These strategies, as Neumeier 
(2005) suggests, are not ‘best practice’ but aimed so that the total envi-
ronment is a working ecology suited for the local situation.

The most important aim of a blended learning design is to find the most effec-
tive and efficient combination of learning modes for the individual learning 
subjects, contexts, and objectives. The focus is not to choose “the right” or “the 
best,” “the innovative” as opposed to “the traditional”; but to create a learning 
environment that works as a whole. (Neumeier, 2005, pp. 164–65)

I would argue that creating ‘a learning environment that works as a 
whole’ is a principled, pragmatic art to define a local solution rather than 
a systematic, measurable science to define a universal ‘best practice’. 
Likewise, this chapter does not attempt to define best practice but instead 



126 

examines key strategies in designing blended language learning environ-
ments that are likely to make the process ‘work’.

Along with chapters on design and assessment, this three-chapter sec-
tion attempts to clarify influential approaches that teachers can choose 
when designing a blended language learning lesson or program. Chapter 
4 gave attention to the design philosophy of bricolage, the design ele-
ments of micro, meso, and macro levels of blended environments and 
advocates a simultaneous bottom-up and top-down design process. In 
this chapter, three primary strategies are proposed: (1) task-based learn-
ing, (2) flipped classrooms, and (3) gamification. These are specified 
within a multi-metaphor framework of learning that prioritizes peda-
gogic design before device design. Chapter 6 follows with principles and 
options for formative assessment in blended language learning. Overall, 
the design process aligns purposes and principles, selects roles and for-
mats, expands the varieties of technology in blended learning, and insti-
tutionalizes the process of iterative, teacher-driven design in second 
language learning programs.

 Moving from Tool-Centric to Aim/Assessment- 
Driven Design

The main advantage of pedagogic strategies for blended language learn-
ing design is to move from tool-centric models to aim/assessment-centric 
models. Tools such as tablets or interactive whiteboards are designed by 
commercial firms who have company-driven aims embedded in their 
product. Commercial device planning aims to create a generic tool for a 
variety of purposes. This process is not necessarily concerned with the 
particular tasks that a second language classroom is trying to achieve. In 
the design of an electronic tablet, for example, the engineers were not 
concerned with the aims of language learning as a whole, but of a wider 
set of aims, as a universal tool for individuals. If we ask, ‘how can a tablet 
assist my class?’, this question removes the aims and assessment at the 
center of the lesson planning process. A device-centric process of design 
looks at a particular tool, such as an electronic tablet, an interactive 
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whiteboard, or mobile phone, and asks how these devices can aid the 
educational process. There are several problems with this approach. First, 
the aim of the lesson is no longer the starting point of the design. It is 
subsumed into the features and capabilities of the device. Second, devices 
are intellectual property and have competing formats among corporate 
makers. These firms may choose formats and settings based on greater 
benefit to the company and less regard to learning needs. The intellectual 
property holder unilaterally decides what can be configured by teachers 
rather than allowing teachers to determine what can be configured. Third, 
devices can be expensive and at the sometimes wasteful, as they may be 
outmoded rapidly. Teachers, however, can overcome these obstacles by 
choosing a strategy that puts aims and assessments at the forefront of the 
pedagogic process.

From this chapter, teachers will be able to choose an overarching strat-
egy that directs which activity to do first, which one to follow, and how 
to complete a cycle of goal-oriented activities. The emphasis is on making 
sense of practical results that work in face-to-face classrooms and how to 
apply blended technologies in these scenarios. This section attempts to 
connect the concepts and metaphors of second language learning theory 
with new strategies such as flipped learning and gamification along with 
time-tested practice based on task-based learning and teaching (TBLT) 
theory.

 PPP: A Dominant Strategy for Curriculum 
Design

The dominant form of lesson design for language learning is presenta-
tion, practice, and production, also known as ‘PPP’ (Lewis 1996). In 
relation to the development of teaching materials, Tomlinson (2011) 
defines PPP as:

an approach to teaching language items which follows a sequence of presenta-
tion of the item, practice of the item and then production of the item. This is 
the approach still currently followed by most commercially produced course-
books. (p. xv)

 Strategies for Blended Language Learning 
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This pattern of education is familiar to educators because it has been 
commonly taught for more than a century. The PPP model is easy to 
implement in an institution because a curriculum planner can purchase a 
textbook and divide up the lessons according to the chapters in the book. 
The curriculum planner labels sections of content to which teachers pres-
ent texts on each section. Students are expected to read the text or hear 
the lecture as ‘input’, practice the language pattern, and then produce it 
in a product such as an essay, role-play, or presentation, or other form of 
‘output’. Reviewing the persistently appealing PPP approach, Frost 
(2016) summarizes its key points and lists problems:

• Present: The teacher (or textbook) selects the language focus point of 
the language and presents the rules, forms, and examples in a clear 
summary. Yet students may not apply the target structure in real-world 
situations, and attempt to memorize the points for exams.

• Practice: The students follow the presentation stage by doing controlled 
exercises, chorally or individually on worksheets. They may overuse it 
unnaturally in inappropriate situations.

• Production: In the free practice stage, students make a role-play, essay, 
or other product to use the target. However, they may not use the 
target language, instead recycling past-learned structures of language.

This pattern can be easily duplicated online or in a blended or flipped 
pattern so that teacher presentations are recorded, delivered online, and 
immediately followed by practice exercises, quizzes, and other computer- 
based activities. The veneer of an attractive, online package, however, 
masks the weaknesses of PPP, which include pre-selection, a focus first on 
form, and learner dependence. What this pattern ignores is that humans 
learn by interaction, by problem-posing, problem-solving, and by achiev-
ing goals that go beyond classroom grades (Willis & Willis, 2007). 
Second language learning involves doing communication in real-world 
tasks. Task-based learning advocates have particularly criticized PPP, even 
calling it a ‘neanderthal teaching practice’ (Long, 1988, p. 136). Criticism 
of task-based approaches (Swan, 2005) and recent critiques of PPP, how-
ever, point to a revival of presentation, practice, and production 
(Anderson, 2016), as teachers seek to sequence language targets rather 
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than communication skills. Emerging standards such as CEFR, nonethe-
less, are based upon ‘can do’ skills and functions that a task-based strategy 
is more attuned to.

Thus, blended language learning is not inherently TBLT. It could pro-
vide massive tutoring banks of videos, quizzes, and other PPP content as 
a reversion to classic teaching patterns. Therefore, no teacher should 
assume that blended language learning will automatically institute more 
effective or more motivating lessons. In fact, it can give the illusion of 
consistency and alignment of teaching with aims that are backed up with 
immense amounts of assessment data. Instead, blended language learning 
must adopt and integrate a learning strategy that is real-world oriented 
and intrinsically motivating to learners.

 TBLT: A Core Strategy for Curriculum Design

In contrast to presentation/practice/production (PPP), a task-based 
language teaching approach (TBLT) is more attuned to real-world use 
of language, and thus is more motivating to students who sense the 
usefulness of achieving a task compared to practicing a language form. 
Task- based learning is a broadly accepted model of foreign and second 
language education and has been advocated as an extension of commu-
nicative language learning approaches both theoretically (Ellis, 2003; 
Long, 2015) and practically (Willis & Willis, 2007). The concept of 
task will be dealt with from a pedagogical perspective as opposed to a 
research perspective, an important distinction discussed by Bygate et al. 
(2001).

Task-based learning has also been applied to computer-assisted lan-
guage learning (Hampel, 2006; Thomas & Reinders, 2010; Gonzalez- 
Lloret & Ortega, 2014) as CALL researchers seek to create online tasks 
for learners to achieve. However, by separating classroom tasks and CALL 
tasks, researchers are unable to bridge the reality of ‘blended’ tasks that 
have become the norm in blended learning environments. This section 
will trace the meaning of TBLT, outline advantages to TBLT-based lesson 
design, define blended tasks, and formulate a model that combines tech-
nologies within a task. This strategy prescribes that teachers design a task 
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first, then configure technologies, rather than beginning with technology 
selection and allowing those technologies to define the task.

 What Is a Communicative Task? What Is Not?

Researchers are fairly consistent in describing a ‘task’ as a real-world activ-
ity with a goal and outcome. Long (2015), however, warns that the use of 
the word ‘task’ in both classroom research and commercial textbook 
materials has been ‘diluted’ with abstract pedagogic definitions and 
deceptively named structural syllabuses which are more task-supported 
than true task-based. Table 5.1 lists examples of more commonly accepted 
definitions of task, based on summaries by Willis and Willis (2007, p. 12) 
and Long (2015, pp. 108–110).

In each of these definitions, there are no technologies mentioned. 
Generally, a task-based approach is considered independent of particular 
tools and configuration of activity. It is more related to the meaning and 
outcome of the activities. Presumably, in the TBLT context, it is irrele-
vant whether the activity is done face- to- face or online as long as the task 
is focused on meaning, has an outcome, and is judged on that outcome, 
as in the six questions asked by Willis and Willis (2007). Technologies are 
selected and configured according to availability of tools, the experience 
of the teacher, and the needs of the program (Cutrim Schmid & Whyte, 
2012). Technologies are not the task, but the generic processes/activities 
that support tasks. Therefore, it is unnecessary to conceptually separate 
face-to-face and online tasks, but instead focus on how and why blending 
occurs in order to empower the task.

 Types of Tasks: Pedagogic Categories 
for Differentiating Levels and Qualities of Tasks

Long (2015) divides tasks types according to language levels from: true 
and false beginner, intermediate, and advanced. Willis and Willis (2007) 
list seven types of tasks that help teachers understand the variety of 
designs and stages that tasks can be built on. They suggest this can be 
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used as a ‘task generator’ to transform a topic syllabus into a task-based 
syllabus by using three to four different types in a sequence.

• Listing: brainstorming, fact-finding
• Ordering and sorting: sequencing, ranking, classifying
• Matching: connect word and phrases to pictures, sounds
• Comparing: finding differences and similarities
• Problem-solving: puzzles, logic problems, prediction

Table 5.1 Definitions of task in second language learning theory

Author Definitions and descriptions of ‘task’

Long (1985) Task means “the hundred and one things people do in everyday 
life, at work, at play, and in between” (p. 89)

Nunan 
(1989)

“A piece of classroom work which involves learners 
comprehending, manipulating, or interacting in the target 
language while their attention is primarily focused on meaning 
rather than form” (p. 10)

Willis (1996) “[A]ctivities where the target language is used by the learner for 
communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome”

Bachman 
and 
Palmer 
(1996)

“[A]n activity that involves individuals in using language for the 
purpose of achieving a particular goal or outcome in a 
particular situation”

Skehan 
(1998)

“[A]n activity in which meaning is primary, learners are not given 
other people’s meanings to regurgitate, there is some sort of 
relationship to comparable real world activities, task 
completion has some sort of priority, [and] the assessment of 
the task is in terms of outcome”

Willis and 
Willis 
(2007)

Questions to determine whether an activity is ‘task-like’.
  • “Does the activity engage learners’ interest?”
  • “Is there a primary focus on meaning?”
  • “Is there an outcome?”
  • “Is success judged in terms of outcome?”
  • “Is completion a priority?”
  • “Does the activity relate to real world activities?” (p. 13).

Long (2015) Target tasks are “what our students need, or will need to do in 
the L2” (p. 109). Pedagogic tasks or classroom tasks may be 
versions of those target tasks, or may be part of a grammatical 
syllabus in disguise, which can be better called a task-supported 
approach. “Pedagogic tasks in TBLT are more tangible, simpler 
versions of target tasks and are defined that way, not in 
language-learning terms” (p. 110).
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• Sharing personal experiences: story-telling, anecdotes, reminiscences
• Projects and creative tasks

Long (2015, pp. 241–245) lists ten pedagogic task types, based on the 
structure of interaction, which may also inform teacher decisions in 
designing a task-based curriculum:

• One-way tasks
• Two-way tasks (reciprocal tasks)
• Open tasks
• Closed tasks
• Convergent tasks
• Divergent tasks
• Complex tasks
• Planned tasks
• Familiar tasks
• Mixed proficiency tasks

Teachers can use both the TBLT definition and these types of tasks in 
blending technologies. The TBLT framework gives a principled guide to 
selecting task types and designing the overall task. The goal and assump-
tion of this strategy is that blending technologies may then lead to 
improved task performance, particularly by recording task performance 
and assessing or recycling the task in further, integrated activities. 
Documenting and reflecting on these results is a rich area for future class-
room research.

 Goal of Blending Technologies: To Improve 
the Learning Experience

Teachers intuitively add new technologies or configure old and new tech-
nologies to improve the learning experience. For example, a new digital 
technology may improve time-on-task or give better task feedback. 
Thomas and Cutrim Schmid (2010) collected a variety of descriptive 
research studies on the use of interactive whiteboards in second language 
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teaching. This type of research has been useful in explaining how interac-
tive whiteboards were used in various situations. However, there has been 
little research on how blending online and face-to-face technologies can 
improve time-on-task and feedback on tasks or a progression of task 
steps. This can be a target for classroom research and would inform inter-
ventions via collaborative action research teams. Two possible themes for 
future research in how blending technologies improve the learning expe-
rience could focus on:

• intensifying engagement: how to help learners avoid getting lost, losing 
interest, and reverting back to their first language. Technologies that 
lead to greater use of the target language would be advantageous.

• objectifying accomplishments: speaking tasks are less visible, so record-
ing those tasks and building formative assessment activities onto those 
recordings may objectify the accomplishment.

In order to investigate these themes, it is necessary to create a 
framework that combines and integrates task-based learning theory 
with blended learning theory. In Chap. 3, the concept of blended 
learning was based on a model of multidimensional categories of tech-
nologies, which leads to a generic analysis of blended learning envi-
ronments. This framework allows us to view complex environments 
ecologically, but it does not, however, provide an answer to the ques-
tion of how to design environments, particularly how teachers design 
foreign language lessons. This section combines the ‘dimensions of 
technology’ model in the context of task-based language teaching 
(TBLT).

 Defining a Blended Task

Teachers and researchers often separate tasks into two categories: (1) face- 
to- face classroom-based tasks and (2) online tasks. For example, Leaver 
and Willis (2004) divide their book on task-based instruction into ten 
chapters on classroom-based tasks and three chapters on online tasks. 
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Thomas and Reinders (2010) focus on online or digital ‘technology- 
mediated’ tasks. However, for teachers working in blended learning envi-
ronments, this separation is not so useful. Tasks in a blended environment 
tend not be separated, but a combination of both online and face-to-face 
activities, utilizing blended technologies. A ‘blended task’ thus requires a 
mix of several online and face-to-face steps to achieve the outcome. In 
earlier studies, I defined a blended task as tasks that “include sub-tasks 
that move back and forth between online and face-to-face venues” 
(Hinkelman, 2005, p. 29) and more recently as, “A blended task is a pro-
cedure that requires both face-to-face steps and online steps for comple-
tion” (Hinkelman, 2009, p. 38). This phenomenon of ‘blended task’ has 
also been documented in by Yeh (2007) who describes blending tech-
nologies in research writing, speech training, and teacher training. In 
addition, Motteram and Sharma (2009) give vignettes of blended task 
descriptions for listening, presentation-making, and writing. As class-
rooms incorporate a variety of mobile and wired devices, blended tasks 
with multiple, tightly mixed online/face-to-face activities may become 
the norm in the language learning process.

Teachers build blended tasks in several patterns. Besides switching 
back and forth between online and face-to-face modes in class, they often 
separate modes according to homework time and in-class time. Motteram 
and Sharma (2009) delineate three of these patterns in blended learning 
courses:

• Dual track: a teacher-led part of the course in parallel to a self-study 
part

• Integrated: consolidation work given as pre-/post-activities between 
face-to-face classes

• Embedded: always-on Internet with tools accessing the web at any 
time

The embedded version of blended learning has also been called ‘syn-
chronous blending’ by Mackenzie et al. (2011). This is where students 
use one-to-one notebooks computers throughout a face-to-face class-
room period. Investigating EFL programs in Japan, Hinkelman and 
Gruba (2012), describe examples of ‘integrated’ patterns, rather than 
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dual track or embedded. Most online portions of my own lessons serve 
as consolidation, review, or follow-up publication of the classroom por-
tions of the task. Also I often do ‘embedded’ blending by projecting both 
the class LMS and other Internet sites onto one or more screens. When 
these are constantly available, it is easy for a teacher to refer to learning 
 activities across venues and remind learners of continued follow-up work 
on tasks.

As mobile devices proliferate in the coming years, it is likely that 
embedded blending will grow and allow rapid switching between paper, 
visual/facial, and screen interfaces. This phenomenon as it occurs in class-
rooms might be called a ‘blended technology’. A blended technology is 
when the face-to-face dimensions merge with the online dimensions such 
that it is no longer possible to distinguish between the two. It is neither 
face-to-face nor online, but a combination. In this example, projecting 
learner data from an LMS site onto a large screen in a face-to-face class-
room is a ‘blended technology’. This is a true hybrid, and illustrates the 
eventual evolution of embedded technologies within a blended task.

Earlier, in the chapter on technologies, Laurillard’s (2002) types of 
educational media forms or ‘actions’ were applied in a framework of 
blended technology dimensions. These descriptions of blended lesson 
designs integrate both face-to-face classroom technologies along with 
online and other electronic tools—without favoring one over the other.

 Comparing and Separating Tasks and Technologies

If a technology is categorized pedagogically, it risks confusion with the 
concept of ‘task’. Task and technology are indeed similar terms because 
both are based on a process. In fact, van den Branden (2006) acknowl-
edges the confusion that “almost anything related to educational activity 
can be called a task” (p. 3). To bring clarity, he defines task as both (1) a 
language learning goal and (2) an educational activity. The key to the first 
definition is the ‘objective’ and the key to the second is ‘meaningful inter-
action’. Similarly, Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010) position a language 
use ‘task’ as an activity involving learners using language for achieving a 
particular situational goal. Willis and Willis (2007) expand the meaning 
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to include ‘engagement’ as well, defining a necessary task element as its 
ability to engage the interest of the learners. While ‘activity’ is a part of 
‘technology’, a language learning goal is not intrinsic, as a technology is a 
generic pedagogic process.

The goal of task may differ between teacher and learner, and between 
learners. Learners working on the same activity may have different under-
standings of what to do, or produce an outcome that may differ from 
what was originally planned. Jones (2007) notes that being aware of the 
actual activity and its ‘indeterminate space’ is more important than the 
design because “tasks are what designers set, they are prescriptions for the 
work the students are expected to do, activity is what people actually do” 
(p. 173).

Thus, the difference between a task and technology may be summa-
rized straightforwardly as follows: a pedagogic technology has a generic 
design that can be used in many different kinds of tasks. It may have a 
generic pedagogic goal but it has no communicative goal. A task, however, 
has a communicative goal or problem embedded in it (Willis, 1996) and 
an assessable outcome (Skehan, 1998). Skehan also states that a task com-
pletion is a priority and that assessment is related to that completion.

From these definitions, a task is different from a technology because it 
includes learning aims, content (L2 use), and evaluation. As shown in the 
earlier classroom examples, a task may employ several technologies (activ-
ities) in completing its goal. A particular technology may have affordances 
that lend itself to achieving certain goals over another technology, but it 
will have no second language learning goal in its description. In short, a 
task is the ‘content’ and ‘aims’ of a second language lesson while a tech-
nology is a generic process used to achieve various content goals. A task 
includes multiple technologies/generic activities to achieve its goal. To 
simplify this graphically, imagine the equation: ‘goals plus technologies 
plus assessment equals task’.

To capture this relationship in a second language learning context, it is 
important to add the TBLT concepts of communicative/meaningfulness, 
target language use, and outcome-based assessment (Long, 2015).

Goals + Technologies  +  Assessments  =  Task
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The communicative goals drive the task and have an engaging, com-
pelling interest for students. The goals can be stated in at least three ways: 
(1) instructional aims, (2) acquisition aims, and (3) socialization aims. 
The pedagogic technologies are the generic processes or activities of the 
task and are stated in terms of pedagogic actions, groupings, timings, 
texts, and tool. Meaningful target language use is presumed throughout 
the task, though appropriate use of L1 may be applied according to 
learner factors of level and degree of needed challenge. Assessment, then, 
is related to the task aims and based on outcomes of the task, essentially 
asking the questions: ‘Did you do it?’, ‘How much did you do?’, and 
‘How well did you do it?’ These three additional elements (goals, L2 use, 
and assessment) are what differentiate a ‘task’ from a ‘technology’. In this 
model, task-based learning and teaching would require all four ‘elements’ 
to construct a task.

 Selecting Technologies for a Task

The selection of tasks and technologies in the design process can be initi-
ated through a ‘task-based learning cycle’ (Willis, 1996, 2004; Willis & 
Willis, 2007; Ellis, 2010). In these cycles, a progression may start with 
narrative input (or students’ productive input), such as a text or video, in 
the ‘pre-task’ stage, and may include interaction to elicit student experi-
ence and activate schema. In the ‘during-task’ stage, this is followed by 
other pedagogic actions such as adaption, communication, and produc-
tion. A ‘post-task’ stage adds analysis or reflection on the task and further 
practice of the task. These three parts of a TBLT cycle can be mapped in 
line with Laurillard’s pedagogic action dimensions of technologies:

• Pre-task: Narration and Interaction (Introduction to Task)
• During-task: Adaption (Doing), Communication (Planning), 

Production (Reporting)
• Post-task: Communication (Analysis), Adaptation (Practice)

Communicative  +   Pedagogic   +   L2   +   Outcome-based   =   Language Learning
Goals         Technologies    Use        Assessment                   Task 
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Ellis (2006) analyzes task performance options in the during-task 
phase and lists three points that can be configured by teachers: (1) time 
pressure, (2) access to input data, and (3) surprise elements. Blending 
technologies may further expand these task performance options by add-
ing options of recording for asynchronous review and reflection.

 Analysis of the Task/Technology Relationship: Cases of EFL 
Classes in Japan

In 2005–2007, this framework of blending technologies was applied to 
tasks in the contexts of two classes in Japanese universities (Hinkelman & 
Gruba, 2012). A writing task and a presentation task were selected from 
classroom observation data in order to illustrate how both face-to-face 
and online technologies are designed and configured in use. Each case 
includes a task description (elements) and an analysis of the blended con-
figurations of technologies (dimensions). The task is a higher order design 
that places technologies as lower order steps in the context of a sequence 
of technologies with the task.

To directly compare the concepts of task and technology in these two 
class observations, in the next table, I took the four core elements of 
‘task’ and illustrated them with data from the two class observations. I 
divided the ‘goal’ element into four sub-categories: (1) engagement/
compelling interest, (2) instructional goals, (3) acquisition goals, and 
(4) socialization goals to illustrate how multiple metaphors can be 
applied in this framework. An instructional goal refers to language con-
tent aims (second language instruction or ‘SLI’). An acquisition goal 
refers to strategy or skill aims (second language acquisition or ‘SLA’). A 
socialization goal refers to project or community goals (second lan-
guage socialization or ‘SLS’). In Minami University, the overall objec-
tive in Michel’s class (Class04) was writing an argumentative essay on a 
social issue while in Kita University, Hinkelman’s (Class05) overall 
objective was giving an informative presentation. Table  5.2 displays 
how task elements were demonstrated in blended tasks in two univer-
sity EFL learning classes.
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Table 5.2 Classroom observation data categorized by task elements

Task elements

Social Issues Task
Minami U. Michel class 
(Class04)
Task analysis

Japanese Anime Task
Kita U. Hinkelman class 
(Class05)
Task analysis

Communicative 
goal: engagement/
compelling 
interest

Social issues: Students 
discuss and write about 
controversial social topics 
that they have personal 
experience with

Japanese anime: Students 
present an anime theme 
of personal interest. 
Visual media is an 
attractive shift from 
text-media

Communicative 
goal: instructional 
aims (SLI)

Structured, grammatical 
composition of 
paragraphs that follow 
rules of standard written 
language

Captioning images with 
simple sentences or 
adjectives that describe 
personal values

Communicative 
goal: skill and 
strategy 
acquisition aims 
(SLA)

Develop study skills to find 
their own errors, and 
show improvement over 
several drafts

Ability to select relevant, 
attractive images and 
words appropriate for an 
audience

Communicative 
goal: socialization 
in community aims 
(SLS)

Build a convincing 
argument. Exchange 
provocative essays for 
comment and discussion. 
Vote on issues and report 
classmates’ views

Construct a poster that will 
be taken to a Thai 
primary school that 
evokes interest in 
Japanese pop culture

Pedagogic 
technologies

Process writing, discussion 
making

Poster making, 
presentation giving, 
student conferencing

Meaningful use of 
target language

Students write and argue 
their views in target 
language discussion

Students write slides or 
image captions in target 
language, and present on 
personal media favorites

Completion and 
assessment based 
on outcome

600-word essay posted in 
the LMS with teacher 
comments and scores as 
assessment

100-word poster with 
graphics posted on the 
classroom wall, 
assessment rubric with 
audience ratings
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This table shows task elements in two classroom situations and how 
task and technology can be separated. The two tasks demonstrate engag-
ing interest, have a communicative objective, use the target language 
meaningfully, and assess based on successful completion of the task. 
Technologies are not listed in goals or assessments, but as the ‘process’ 
element of the task. The technologies used in a task are generic, in the 
sense that they are not native to that task but can be configured to many 
types of tasks. Therefore, there should be no confusion between ‘task’ and 
the wide view of ‘technology’. As for the term, ‘activity’, it is possible to 
use it interchangeably with ‘technology’ in this wide view.

 Sequencing: Multiple Technologies Within a Task

The next question concerns sequencing within a task. When multiple 
technologies are used in a task, how are the technologies sequenced or 
ordered? From classroom observation data of an EFL-blended oral 
communication lesson at Kita University, I selected a single task to 
illustrate the sequential and hierarchical relations of language learning 
technologies to a language learning task. Referring to the two tech-
nologies described earlier, carouselling and video assessment technolo-
gies, I expand the analysis to display all six prominent technologies as 
they are sequenced during a three-session, five-hour (in-class time) 
task. Other minor technologies can be identified in the course of the 
task or project, but the major ones employed by the Kita University 
teaching team included: (T1) online quizzing, (T2) projected lecture/
demonstration by a past student, (T3) timed pair carouselling, (T4) 
whole-class performances, (T5) ‘watch-again’ video assessments, and 
(T6) tracking of participation and quality. Table 5.3 shows the major 
dimensions of each of the technologies and their sequence within the 
overall task.

Figure 5.1 illustrates this table visually with a large arrow symboliz-
ing the overall task (an EFL speech project) and the relationship of 
technologies within the overall task—some in sequence, some in paral-
lel, supporting and assessing outcomes of the learning steps and the 
whole task itself.
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Notice in the analysis, that digital tools were not privileged or isolated. 
The design of the technology was more a factor of groupings, timings, 
texts, and actions than a factor of a new device. Also, notice that the design 
of each technology was often blended. There was no clear separation 
between a ‘face-to-face’ technology and an ‘online’ technology. The second 
technology, multi-media lecturing (T2), was more ‘face-to-face’ but also 
included online posting of notes on the LMS. The third technology, speech 
performance, was also primarily face-to-face but also included an online 
aspect when the video was recorded during the live performance and posted 
for review. The quizzes were administered online, but were also accompa-
nied by face-to-face demonstrations, explanations, and coaching in class.

 Strategies in Designing Tasks

One strategy in applying the blended technology framework may be to 
diversify the pedagogic actions in a technology and task. For example, if 
use of narrative technologies (e.g. lecturing) is predominant, teachers can 
design a greater variety of interactive, adaptive, communicative, and pro-
ductive actions. Another goal may be to diversify the modalities used in 
texts, so that a text-driven pedagogy is combined with audio, images, and 
video, or that an online-dominant task is balanced with face-to-face 
interactions. In the EFL speech task, productive and interactive technol-
ogies reduced the amount of class time using narrative actions. Previously, 
students would listen to teachers lecture and demonstrate a good speech 
and then receive a grade on a single chance to perform. The carouselling 
technology allowed multiple performances, and the recorded video tech-
nology with rubrics spread the assessment role from teacher alone to 
include peers and self-checking. Thus, within a task, the technologies 
were varied by diversifying the actions and texts within its dimensions. 
This strategy is supported by variation theory, which Oliver and Trigwell 
(2005) argue as the most useful theoretical justification for the use of 
blended approaches in all fields of education.

The next two major sections of this chapter highlight how the task- 
based language teaching strategy can be extended within two educational 
strategies that have appeared very recently, flipped classroom and 
gamification.
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 Flipped Teaching Strategies

The ‘flipped’ or ‘inverted’ teaching approach is one type of blended learn-
ing that moves presentations or narrative-type activities from the class-
room to online activities, especially accompanied with video. It is not 
only a change in the mode and sequence of delivery, but also emphasizes 
greater interaction the classroom, especially by replacing lecture methods 
with learner-centered discussion methods (Correa, 2015). Emphasis on 
interaction and discussion has been a long-featured aspect of 
 communicative language teaching, so in many ways, language teachers 
have already incorporated aspects of the ‘flipped classroom’ in current 
practice. However, using video texts as pre-class homework is new, 
and may be a significant change in the ecology that will impact the learn-
ing process.

The term ‘flipped instruction’ was popularized by Bergmann and Sams 
(2012) who took the ‘flipped’ term used by Baker (2000) and the ‘inverted 
classroom’ term used by Lage et al. (2000) and advocated its spread in 
science, technology and mathematics (STEM). This flipped teaching 
strategy has since been further adapted to learning English as a first lan-
guage (Cockrum 2014; Bergmann & Sams, 2016) and English as a sec-
ond language (Brinks Lockwood, 2014). In order to see how flipped 
approaches have changed classroom strategies, this section examines ways 
that a learning ecology changes when a flipped approach is adopted.

 1. Lectures Are Inverted from Classroom Activities 
to Pre-class Homework Activities

The first change in the pedagogical ecology is a change in sequence. 
Initially, Bergmann and Sams (2012) proposed video recording a lecture 
and putting it online to replace a lecture in class. This was to save time 
and allow increased communication in class. By inverting the sequence, 
the ecology changes as roles of teachers change to become more consul-
tory when working face-to-face with students. The narrative role, of 
directing students and presenting teacher-selected content is removed 
and placed online. However, in a TBLT perspective, this runs the risk of 
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a PPP-style presentation of content first. Therefore, online, asynchronous 
technologies need to be used so that pre-task activities are exploratory 
and schema-awakening in role, rather than a form-focused lecture.

 2. Interactive/Communicative Activities Increase 
During Classroom Time

One of the characteristics noted by Correa (2015) is that students in 
flipped classrooms are asked to bring questions to class. This immediately 
adds a learner-centered focus to classroom activities, which are then 
directed by student initiative and curiosity. Projects and performance can 
be the focus of synchronous, face-to-face time.

 3. Texts Change from Single Media to Multimedia

By switching from written text alone to video text or written/video com-
bined texts, the learning materials and media are being changed in the 
flipped classroom. Chun et al. (2016) define multimedia as “the ability to 
combine text, graphics/visuals, audio, and video altogether in the same 
instructional program, application, or Web site” (p. 72). Further, it is also 
the learner’s ability to interpret and use the new media, in what is called 
new media literacy (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). Video and other mul-
timedia more closely simulates the ‘real’ world, provides a tangible con-
text around language use, and adds audio and visual sensory input 
(Gruba, 2006, 2014).

 4. Synchronous and Asynchronous Activities Are 
Remixed in Course Design

Teachers notice that in using blended learning rooms at their university 
EFL program, synchronous and asynchronous activities are often mixed 
during class time, leading to a ‘synchronous blending’ phenomenon. One 
early assumption of blended learning had been that online activities were 
primarily asynchronous and classroom activities were primarily synchro-
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nous. However, Mackenzie et al. (2011) instead found that teachers were 
sometimes using asynchronous activities in class (e.g. using notebook 
computers to post a comment on a forum) and doing synchronous activi-
ties out of class (e.g. chats and team project work).

To summarize, the flipped approach appears to be a simple pattern at 
first glance—online video homework and interactive classroom work. 
However, looking deeper into the whole learning ecology, there are four 
fundamental changes as follows:

 1. Lectures are inverted from classroom activities to pre-class homework 
activities

 2. Interactive/communicative activities increase during classroom time 
(the type of action is changed, decreasing one-way narrative, lecture- 
style activities)

 3. Texts change from single media to multimedia
 4. Synchronous and asynchronous activities are remixed in course design

 Case Analysis of Flipped Teaching in Language 
Learning

In this case of a flipped teaching lesson, intermediate level EFL students 
were challenged with a task to present on a country they wanted to visit. 
Each student prepared 10–15 slides describing why they wanted to go 
there and what they wanted to experience. In the pre-task phase, there are 
two technologies. Technology 1 (T1) is an online video with recorded pre-
sentation by the teacher on a country he wants to visit, followed by some 
quiz questions about the task, not about the form of the presentation. This 
happens outside of class, as a flipped lesson to prepare students for the task. 
Another pre-task technology, timed pair carouselling (T2), has students do 
a brief presentation standing in lines where they rotate partners after every 
two minutes. This initial presentation (T2) is the task, but without prepa-
ration, so it is full of errors and pauses as student compose words on-the-
fly. Then students research and prepare slides (in and out of class) for the 
main  performance (T3) before the whole group in the classroom. The 
teacher records each presentation and uploads the video onto an LMS for 

 D. Hinkelman



 147

post-task self- and peer-assessment (T4). Online quizzing and other focus-
on-form activities (T5)  help reinforce better grammar and appropriate 
phrases, and pronunciation to finish the task cycle. Table 5.4 summarizes 
these steps and analyzes the technologies by dimensions.

This task is called a ‘flipped’ lesson because the explanation and dem-
onstration of the task is done not in class, but out-of-class on recorded 
video that students view online. This allows for more interactive and 
communicative activities in class with teacher face-to-face. There is also 
high variance in the texts, tools, and groupings used in the task, one of 
the principles of multimodality.

Flipped teaching is a form of blended language learning because it 
makes preparation for the lesson a homework activity rather than a 
teacher-led activity. Whether an online video or a book reading is used is 
not so important as the sequencing of technologies in the task. By put-
ting the first ‘P’ of the PPP mode of lesson planning, onto an online 
platform, we change the pattern of learning and build some learner 
autonomy. Rather than refer to any of these pedagogic approach as ‘tra-
ditional’ (because there no common variation in so-called traditional 
teaching), these are all types of teaching. Table 5.4 tells us that the eco-
logical change in pedagogy of a flipped approach has to do with not with 
electronic device integration (device-aided), but with a content and activ-
ity sequencing change.

 Gamification and Social Media Strategies

Social media and the gaming culture of contemporary youth provide 
opportunities to redesign education through competitive and cooperative 
incentives that build a learning community. Gamification is not the same 
as ‘gaming’ and is not the same as adding more games to a learning pro-
cess. Johnson et al. (2013) give a definition of gamification in educational 
environments in this way:

Gamification aims to incorporate elements of games, such as levels and badges 
(but also via quests and other strategies) into non-game activities. In gamified 
curricula, students can accumulate points or other rewards by accepting different 
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challenges, and often have more freedom in choosing what kind of assignments 
they undertake to earn them. Badging or ranking systems serve to recognize 
student achievements, and the transparency of student progress inspires competi-
tion that can drive more interest in the material among students. (p. 5)

Gamification, or “using game elements in non-game contexts to moti-
vate and persuade” (Healey, 2013, p. 1), is also an emerging pedagogical 
design for ELT programs. Based on insights from interactive video gam-
ing, gamification is promoted by teachers in classroom settings who are 
seeking to increase motivation, participation, and intense engagement, 
also known as flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990). It is one answer to the 
question of how ELT can remain compelling enough to hold the atten-
tion of a generation of learners experienced with gaming and social media 
incentives for participation. With a class website in a learning manage-
ment system, the blended classroom adds more ways to connect online 
gamification with in-class activity. These gamification principles encour-
age greater, more intense participation. This may lead to the creation of 
classroom community and an environment of success and pleasure in 
learning. Gamification is a familiar approach to learning both to teachers, 
who are used to awarding points, prizes, and trophies, and to students, 
who are proficient in gaming and find motivation in those gaming 
mechanisms.

 Is Gamification a Technology? Is It a Task?

Gamification is not a single technology or a task, but rather is a strategy 
of blending and integrating gaming techniques for learner motivation 
and engagement (Gruba et al., 2016). Nonetheless, a specific gamifica-
tion process and tool such a badging system can be called a ‘technology’. 
A badging system plays a role of formative assessment in the classroom 
because it defines goals to be achieved during a course or during a career 
in a community. In formal learning, it is part of a task (just one of the 
technologies) but not the whole ‘task’, which includes meaningful goals, 
appropriate technologies, and assessable, transparent outcomes.
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Embedded within gamification are incentives and assumptions about 
learning styles and preferences. For example, some learners are motivated 
in competitive environments while others are motivated more in 
 cooperative environments (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). End-goal accom-
plishments empower competitive learners compared to those who prefer 
enjoying the process of learning. Therefore, teachers may expect only 
some learners to be encouraged or excited by leaderboards. Leaderboards 
count the actions or accomplishments and put them into a form of a 
number, then rank the learners by these amounts—an energizing reward 
for competitive learners. However, learners that prefer cooperative inter-
action may need different kinds of gamification to encourage their learn-
ing achievement.

Gamification can also track participation. When learning is viewed as 
a learning community, each member of the community participates in 
the classroom community. With gamification, the amount of participa-
tion as well as the quality of participation can be counted and made vis-
ible to all members of the community. This is not necessarily for grading, 
but for acknowledging effort and accomplishments. It is a form of praise 
for participating in a valued activity in the community. In one of my 
classes, for example, I give 30% of the grade for participation. Reading 
books, keeping a journal, posting a forum reply, collecting photos for a 
presentation are forms of participation that a gamification strategy can 
build an encouraging classroom culture. To consider some simple kinds 
of gamified feedback to language learners, these options support a task 
rather than being a task itself:

 a. Progress bar: as students progress through a series of quizzes, a colored 
bar indicates

 b. Badges: awarding a book cover for each book read in an extensive 
reading program

 c. Leaderboard: Counts of how many forum postings or words produced 
are shown for each member of the class

 d. Levels: Levels are another type of leaderboard—but rather than indi-
viduals ranked, learners are awarded a higher level to show they have 
reached an accomplishment.
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In these ways, gamification acts as a strategy to achieve tasks, give feed-
back, and encourage participation.

 Gamification Principles

The patterns of gamification can be applied to second language teaching 
for face-to-face and online activities in a blended language learning envi-
ronment. Healey (2013) has applied these concepts to the ELT field 
based on concepts of game mechanics. Some gamification principles she 
lists include: cascading information, loss aversion, behavior momentum, 
epic meaning, discovery/exploration, quests/challenges, and virality. 
Cascading information means giving and using information slowly step- 
by- step so that students have to put together the pieces to achieve a major 
project. Assembling a series of units that collect personal information/
interests into a poster or slideshow presentation is one kind of project 
that a semester worth of activities can slowly be collected and built up. 
Loss aversion means publicizing penalties for non-participation, or loss of 
points for failure to achieve deadlines on time—a familiar grading tactic 
used constantly by teachers. Behavior momentum is the classroom rou-
tines that continue to generate enjoyment while moving toward syllabus 
goals. Quick online competitive quizzes like ‘Kahoot’ that recycle lesson 
knowledge with mobile smartphones sending student choices to a big 
classroom screen are an example of this principle. Epic meaning means 
giving a greater purpose to the lessons at hand, such as out-of-class field 
trips, essay competitions, or other projects that connect a sense of ‘saving 
the world’ with outside audiences. Discovery/exploration is the principle 
of surprise. When a student learns a surprising pastime of a partner or a 
strange historical fact, it makes the journey more engaging. Then, quests/
challenges are the inevitable obstacles that block achieving a student’s 
goals. Often teamwork can help students find the information gap that 
unlocks the language learning task at hand. Finally, virility is the design 
principle where a gaming/learning environment works better with the 
more people who are added to the group. A poster session gets more 
exciting when 20 people are presenting simultaneously than when just 
five are doing so.
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 Gamification Elements

Gamification elements or gaming mechanics are the specific gaming fea-
tures added to a curriculum. Gaming mechanics have always been used, 
perhaps for centuries, by teachers simply by giving a grade (A~F), an 
award, a points system, or a certificate to students as a reward for successful 
behavior or results. Gamification, and specifically gaming mechanics, 
therefore, expands this narrow range of grades and awards with richer 
social and participation-building features. Within a blended learning envi-
ronment, the mechanics can be applied inside a single class with awards 
and recognition and then intensified with larger projects  in the larger 
whole-school online community. What is improved by online gamifica-
tion compared with gamification in a teacher’s gradebook is the visibility, 
transparency, specificity, variety, and rapidity of feedback to the learner.

The assumption here is that rapid feedback that is appropriate, specific 
feedback to foster learner behavior change will lead to greater engagement 
in the learning community (classroom) and greater motivation and com-
munication ability. These elements or mechanics can include ranking (lead-
erboards), points (for all forms of participation), countdown (limited time 
for completion), levels (according to achievement level of difficulty), goal-
setting (negotiated goals for a specific class or individual), ownership (giving 
powers of selection and responsibility to learners), publication (distribution 
of projects for viewing beyond the classroom), freebies (physical prizes for 
accomplishments), badges, reward schedules, and bonuses. Table 5.5 shows 
some examples of gaming mechanics applied to blended language learning 
environments based on Healey (2013) and Figueroa (2015).

 Applying Gamification to Second Language Learning

As shown by the elements of gamification in Table 5.5, gamification is 
not applying language learning games (see, e.g. Cornillie et al., 2012), 
but is about borrowing gaming elements to make classroom tasks more 
gamelike. Zourou and Lamy (2013) were second language learning 
researchers who applied gamification to foreign language teaching of 
French. They identified five gaming mechanisms, listed in Table  5.6, 
including scoring systems, badges, challenges, rating systems and leader-
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boards. The first mechanism, scoring systems, are points systems that are 
awarded by the teacher directly or indirectly by teacher settings in an 
online point-awarding system. Learners can also award points in coopera-
tive learning activities by assessing peers participation. Badges are often 
awarded automatically or manually and displayed on the LMS or class 
website when notable achievements have been reached. Challenges, rat-
ing systems, and leaderboards were also analyzed as game mechanics to 
discern critical issues for further investigation. Learning outcomes from 

Table 5.5 Gamification features applied to blended learning

Element type Description in a blended learning context

Ranking High achievers are ranked in lists and the ‘Best 10’ or some 
other list of achievements is shown on a bulletin board or 
website

Points Students can accumulate points for participation in various 
learning tasks or community tasks. Points are tallied by 
teachers or displayed on a class website

Countdown Time limits are established for accomplishing a task with a 
countdown timer

Levels A progression of increasingly difficult tasks that must be 
achieved in a required sequence

Goal-setting Learners are asked to set goals for themselves in terms of 
participation tasks, quiz scores, or exercises. Databases keep 
track and display progress

Ownership Giving responsibility for a learner to manage a mini-project that 
is identified with that person creates loyalty and desire to 
protect the project. Authors of essays are publicly named

Publication Authors of essays are publicly named
Freebies Setting a goal of group participation to get something free. If 

five members answer a survey, all members of the class receive 
a bonus

Badges The rank or level of a learner is given by a badge. Badges may 
also be awarded to accomplishments or progress. Badges tend 
be displayed on a website wherever a learner’s name appears

Reward 
schedules

Three kinds of reward schedules can be designed: (1) fixed 
interval (reward delivered after a fixed amount of time), (2) 
variable interval (reward delivered within a certain period of 
time), and (3) ratio (rewards delivered after a specific number 
of actions)

Bonuses A bonus is a reward for completing a task. There may be 
required bonuses and optional bonuses. Additional bonuses 
can be given when multiple or combined tasks are achieved

Adapted from Healey (2013), Figueroa (2015)
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gamification, however, was not examined and is an area for future 
research. Table  5.6 illustrates these mechanics with examples from an 
extensive reading program in a Japanese university.

 How Does Gamification Expand Beyond Classroom 
and LMS?

It is conceivable that the strategy of gamification can be applied to all aspects 
of participation or meaningful second language learning tasks. Students 
who read books out of class or watch video in L2 can be awarded points for 
their activity. In this way, video channels and social groupware can be con-

Table 5.6 Gaming mechanisms for second language learning 

Gaming 
mechanism Description

Examples from an extensive 
reading program

Scoring 
systems

Learners accumulate points 
for participation

Learners receive points for each 
word read after passing a quiz 
to verify that they have read 
the book

Badges Learners receive icon awards 
that they display with their 
online presence

A badge is awarded after 
passing a milestone on the 
path to achieving the course 
goals (e.g. one badge awarded 
per 5000 words read)

Challenges Learners are given individual 
and team goals. Goals may 
be differentiated by levels

In extensive reading, a goal of 
30,000 words read in a 
semester is the ‘A-level’ goal. 
50,000 words is an A+ 
challenge.

Rating 
systems

The quality of learner 
production, the quality of 
self-reflection, and the 
quality of teacher feedback 
receives a rating.

– rating of learner input
– rating of learner feedback
– rating of tutor feedback
– rating of intra-native 

feedback

Rubrics for each task or project, 
or performance are clearly laid 
out, taught and learners use 
them as well as teachers in self, 
peer, and teacher assessments. 
Feedback on the feedback is 
also rated by a thumbs up/
down click or by comments

Leaderboards High achievers are ranked in 
lists

Top readers and top writers are 
listed with their word counts
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nected to LMSs. These exist outside both the physical and virtual classrooms 
but can be a vital part of language learning when the social media is using 
the second language as a means to build community. In these communities, 
students used English to communicate about hometowns, lifestyle, events, 
and personal goals. The reality of speaking or writing to a near-peer in a 
second language was found to be highly engaging. This follows the principle 
of connectionism that encourages the vital role of external sites in conjunc-
tion with formal courses that have entrance criteria and protected LMSs.

 Summary of Strategies

This chapter summarizes three strategies for blending technologies in sec-
ond language classrooms. The main overall strategy recommended for 
principled blended language learning is task-based language teaching. 
Through tasks, learners communicate in meaningful, assessable activities 
that are goal-directed and connect them to a learning community. A sec-
ond strategy is the flipped classroom approach. This strategy works best if 
combined with task-based learning so that the ‘flipped’ or asynchronous 
portions of a lesson play particular roles such as (a) pre-task activation of 
schema and (b) focus-on-form training in vocabulary, grammar, pronun-
ciation, and other task-related content. In this strategy, grammar and 
other content is taught just-in-time to accomplish tasks rather than 
 systematically in a structural-based syllabus. Finally, a third strategy of 
blended language learning is gamification which applies gaming mecha-
nisms such points systems, awards, challenges, rating, and ranking for 
extrinsic motivation in the classroom tasks. By integrating these three 
blended strategies, teachers, administrators, and developers can reinforce 
a second language learning program with the considerations of purpose, 
appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability.
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6
Assessments for Blended  

Language Learning

Formative assessment or ‘assessment for learning’ is increasingly becom-
ing the focus of assessment in education (Wiliam, 2009; Gardner, 2012). 
One aspect of formative assessment is feedback, which Wiggins (2012a) 
claims is more important than ‘teaching’:

It’s not teaching that causes learning, after all—as painful as it might be for us 
educators to realize. Learning is caused by learners attempting to do something 
and getting feedback on the attempt. So learners need endless feedback more 
than they need endless teaching. (p. 1)

In second language learning, Purpura (2016) surveys the field of assess-
ment, noting comprehensive change in assessment design as technologies 
are blended:

L2 educators and testing experts have also capitalized on new communication 
and digital technologies (e.g., Skype, digital video clips) and analytic procedures 
(e.g., automated scoring, corpus analyses) for inclusion into the assessment sys-
tem, thereby impacting design, development, delivery, scoring, and validation. 
(p. 191)
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Purpura (2016) further notes that the theory and design of assessments 
is changing as socio-cultural skills gain in importance and learners are 
required to ‘engage affectively’ with content and projects.

This chapter examines principles and types of assessment in blended 
environments. Along with earlier chapters, this section attempts to define 
strategic approaches of blended language learning. In Chap. 4, the design 
elements of a blended program are described with attention to micro, 
meso, and macro levels of design. Solid foundations can be built if a 
simultaneous bottom-up and top-down design process is facilitated 
intentionally. In Chap. 5, three primary strategies, flipped classrooms, 
gamification, and task-based learning were recommended and specified 
within a multi-metaphor framework of learning. In this chapter, design 
principles and options for formative assessment in blended language 
learning are introduced. The design process includes aligning purposes 
and principles, selecting roles and formats for assessment, expanding the 
varieties of technology in assessment, and institutionalizing the process of 
assessment in programs. With a priority on formative assessment, this 
chapter focuses very little on administrative or proficiency assessments, 
but begins and ends with the learner’s involvement with assessment and 
achieving language learning goals.

From this chapter, teachers will be able to focus more on flexible design 
of assessments that fit student needs. The emphasis is on designing practi-
cally doable assessments that align with global standards, while harness-
ing online workflows that cut administrative time rather than burdening 
teachers with excessive paperwork. This section concludes by summariz-
ing a redefinition of assessment for second language learning based on 
blended learning perspectives and task-based language teaching (TBLT) 
theory.

 Defining Assessment for Blended Learning

Assessment in computer-assisted language learning (CALL) focuses more 
on how computers do testing and giving timely, automatic feedback 
(Chapelle & Douglas, 2006). Face-to-face assessments, however, tend to 
be paper-based, with teachers hand-marking written essays or  speaking 
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tests and giving more personalized but less timely responses. Slow response 
is less a problem in high-stakes testing, and no direct response to the 
learner is often the norm. However, blended language learning assessment 
is not one single delivery mode, but rather a principled selection and 
combination of printed, online, and live action interfaces that enhance 
students’ formative learning in the assessment process.

Although there are many definitions of assessment, Hill (2009) sees 
it as:

Any reflection by teachers (and/or learners) on the qualities of a learner’s (or 
group of learners’) work and the use of that information by teachers (and/or 
learners) for teaching, learning, reporting, management or socialization pur-
poses. (Hill, 2009, p. 47)

In Hill’s work, terms such as ‘reflection’ and ‘qualities’ point to activi-
ties and criteria that are needed to justify the use of information in a 
variety of ways. Classroom-based assessments have high-stakes conse-
quences (Purpura, 2010; Rea-Dickins, 2004; Shohamy et al., 2008).

How can we employ such a rich body of work in tertiary assessment in 
blended approaches to language learning? To try to answer this question 
in this chapter, the first section sets out some of the key concepts of 
assessment. Then later sections discuss ways technology can be blended 
throughout the assessment process, from construction to reporting to 
development. From there, institutional or program approaches to assess-
ment are reviewed though an action research study and future innova-
tions in assessment are considered.

Because assessment is such a large and complex area, however, the 
boundaries of this field need to be clarified before proceeding. First, terms 
such as ‘evaluation’ and ‘testing’ and ‘assessment’ hold a variety of mean-
ings within tertiary contexts. To clarify, ‘evaluation’ is defined as part of a 
larger effort to ascertain the quality and alignment of an entire educa-
tional program (Lynch, 1996). Likewise, the area of ‘language testing’ is 
only briefly considered because, in general, it has a much stronger focus 
on the development and use of language proficiency measurement in 
instruments such as the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) 
and International English Language Testing System (IELTS), and the 
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implications of test use and definition of language constructs. Recent 
books covering language testing (Bachman & Palmer, 2010; Douglas, 
2010; Fulcher, 2010) begin to consider complex learning environments, 
including Chapelle and Douglas (2006) who have specifically focused on 
computer-based assessment. However, in this chapter, the focus of assess-
ment will be less about either proficiency testing or program quality, but 
more about achievement of syllabus aims and the results of single subjects 
and skills. This emphasis on formative assessment is a philosophy and 
purpose called ‘assessment for learning’ (Gardner, 2012).

So how can we employ such a rich body of work in tertiary assessment in 
blended approaches to our field of language learning? To try to answer this 
question in this chapter, the first goal is to set out some of the key concepts 
of assessment: learning metaphors, purposes, elements, formats, frequency, 
participants and roles. Then discuss ways technology can be blended 
throughout the assessment process, from construction to reporting to devel-
opment. From there, the final sections review an action research study, con-
sider assessment in school-wide  programs and conclude with a brief 
summary of how assessment works in blended learning environments.

 Metaphors of Learning in Assessment

For more than a century, language learning was seen solely as a systematic 
instruction of grammar and vocabulary (Bloomfield, 1933), which led to 
assessments predominantly using closed-ended multiple-choice ques-
tions that identify discrete knowledge of language points. Measurement 
of vocabulary knowledge and grammar structure mastery was the pur-
pose of an assessment. Good pedagogy corrected errors. However, as the 
focus on second language ‘instruction’ transformed into a metaphor of 
acquisition (Ellis, 2015; Long, 1991) and performance (McNamara, 
1996), assessment moved checking knowledge to evaluating strategies 
and skills. Proficiency tests were then introduced to evaluate speaking 
and listening skills as well as reading and writing. While this acquisition 
view of learning is still popular and relevant, another powerful metaphor 
of language learning based on socio-cultural theories argued that much of 
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language learning occurs through interaction in a purpose-oriented social 
community that has collaborative goals (Kramsch, 2002). In this view, a 
successful learner rises through a progression of roles where each new role 
requires greater and more complex uses of the target language. One key 
assumption is that assessments are based on standards of success agreed 
upon in the community. Local criteria, set out in the form of an instru-
ment devised by the community, must be negotiated to fit the needs of 
intended language use (Myers, 2002). To better illustrate the ways in 
which assessments can be with the goals of language socialization, let me 
summarize various views of language learning based on the metaphors of 
instruction and acquisition (Table 6.1).

 Considerations of Blended Learning in Assessment

As blended, and multimodal, assessments become more widespread, 
what counts as ‘success’ in language learning is sure to be increasingly 
contested. In language programs, multiple approaches to assessment 

Table 6.1 Dominant metaphors of language learning and their relation to 
assessment

Dominant 
pedagogical 
metaphor

Language learning 
as ‘instruction’
(Bloomfield)

Language learning 
as ‘acquisition’
(Ellis, Long)

Language learning 
as ‘socialization’
(Kramsch)

1.  Assessment 
goals

Accuracy and 
fluency

Skills and strategies Performance and 
interaction

2.  Pedagogic 
success

Native-like 
production

Global proficiencies Local 
accomplishments

3.  Method of 
assessment

Error correction 
(mastery of 
grammar and 
components of 
the language)

Proficiency 
appraisal 
(individual 
strategies of using 
language)

Performance 
outcomes (task 
achievement 
within a language 
community)

4.  Focal units 
of 
assessment

Products (words 
memorized, 
essays handed in)

Processes, 
competencies, 
strategies

Norms, projects, 
artifacts

5.  Assessment 
examples

Drills, closed- 
answer questions

Self-scoring surveys, 
journal writing

Multistage projects, 
multimodal 
activities
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must be integrated across the course in varying subjects and year levels. 
Mapping the considerations of blended language learning according to 
the characteristics of assessment may help to guide the development pro-
cess (Table 6.2).

Once pedagogical views are grounded and aligned with considerations 
for blended learning, instructors using technologies can then seek to clar-
ify what particular skills (or, more specifically, language constructs) are to 
be examined (McNamara, 2007). In studies involving digital video, for 
example, Wagner (2008) has questioned what traditional ‘audio-only’ 
definitions of listening may mean when dual-coded media (i.e. audio and 
video) are used as a mode of presentation in the creation of assessment 
items. Miyazoe and Anderson (2010) found that learning outcomes var-
ied when students wrote online in a forum, blog, or wiki as writing styles 
varied in line with the differing media; Blake et al. (2008), too, found 
that variations in measurement of oral proficiency may have been caused 
by the use of different technologies. To date, researchers understand that 
the use of tools such as digital video influences a learner’s understanding 
of language, and thus their assessment results, but investigators have yet 
to pinpoint which elements of the videotext (e.g. color, context, pace of 
edits) may cause variation (Wagner, 2008).

Table 6.2 Mapping blended learning considerations to assessment

Consideration Assessment characteristics Related references

1. Purpose The assessment tasks are clear and 
aligned with subject/course 
pedagogical foundations and 
expected learning outcomes

Bachman and 
Palmer (2010), 
Douglas (2010)

2. Appropriateness Learner fit, particularly in regards to 
language proficiency and technical 
abilities; task difficulty matches the 
points awarded

Chapelle and 
Douglas (2006)

3. Multimodality Assessment designs include two or 
more modes of presentation; 
completion of the task allows for 
performance across skill areas

Jamieson (2005), 
Jewitt and Kress 
(2003), Thorne and 
Reinhardt (2008)

4. Sustainability Promotes lifelong learning and 
learners’ abilities to gauge their 
own level of success; assessment 
tasks can be replicated and scaled 
in other subjects

Boud (2007)
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Technologies also influence the perception of learner language profi-
ciency. Consider the assessment of a contribution to a wiki. Factors such 
as willingness to collaborate, fluency, grammatical accuracy, and task 
completion may be taken into account. In addition to such factors, how-
ever, the assessor of language may find it difficult to separate a learner’s 
computer literacy skills (typing, navigating screens, formatting) from an 
ability to work collaboratively and then from an ability to produce a 
coherent piece of writing in a foreign language. Blended assessments need 
to incorporate multimodal technologies to encourage lifelong learning 
and align with pedagogical views but must be designed in such a way that 
they maintain a focus on their potential to promote key learning goals 
(Brown et al., 2010). Once made, instructors may want to complete the 
assessment themselves to gauge how well the assessment performs before 
delivering it to a class.

 Assessment Purposes

There are at least three major purposes for assessment: assessment for 
qualifications, assessment for administration, and assessment for learn-
ing. This section examines how these purposes affect the design of the 
assessment and why ‘assessment for learning’ is the most appropriate 
purpose to consider for blending technologies in second language 
classrooms.

 Assessment for Qualifications

For many learners and institutions, the aim of assessment is to test indi-
vidual proficiency through high-stakes test formats such as IELTS, 
TOEFL, and TOEIC. The necessity to globally verify an individual’s lan-
guage ability requires costs for authentication. These tests are high stakes 
in that they may be required as a license for job qualifications or even as 
a requirement for graduation. For this purpose, learning from the testing 
process is a secondary concern in comparison to ensuring reliability and 
security in the testing process. The student is not expected to learn from 
doing the test. Also, these global or institutional proficiency tests are not 
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particularly related to content and activities being studied in the school 
curriculum, and thus focus less on local accomplishments (a goal from a 
socio-cultural perspective) and more on global language proficiency of 
four classic skills: reading, writing, listening, and speaking (a goal from 
an instructional or acquisitional perspective). These tests are ‘norm- 
referenced’ to measure or rank students on an external scale. In place of a 
learning focus, the focus is on reliability and consistency of scoring so 
there is no question of variance among local testing venues. Authentication 
of the learner’s identity is critical, so the certification can be trusted to 
belong to the individual who is scored. In rare cases, national proficiency 
testing agencies, such as the Eiken test and the Center test in Japan, 
immediately publicize both the questions and correct answers of the 
exam and even allow test-takers to take the exam booklets home with 
them. In this way, this policy somewhat considers ‘assessment for learn-
ing’ as an important purpose of the assessment.

 Assessment for Administration

When the purpose of assessment is for administration, it is mainly 
intended to produce grades, which then earns credits, and leads to even-
tual graduation, what is often called summative assessment (Bachman & 
Palmer, 2010). These purposes are appropriate for evaluating individual 
performance in a program and also to provide a fair way to compare indi-
vidual performances within a program. Administrators can then justify 
the quality of the education based on summative tests, which show stan-
dards attained and skills achieved according to specified criteria. The 
problem with an overemphasis on summative assessment is that it leaves 
no room for improvement, and because improvement is not expected, 
there is little or no feedback. Dufour (2004) investigated institutional 
assessment practices and determined that some institutions were relying 
solely on summative assessments that ask, “Which students learned what 
was intended and which students did not?” Whereas teachers should use 
frequent formative assessments to investigate the questions, “Are students 
learning what they need to learn?” and “Who needs additional time and 
support to learn?” (p.  8). In addition, Dufour (2004, p.  9) noted the 
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importance of assessing three stages of curriculum: intended curriculum 
(syllabus), implemented curriculum (actual lesson plans/reports), and 
attained curriculum (outcomes).

Blending technologies solely to manage grades or to capture data for 
learning analytics may be an important aim of university or secondary 
school administration; however, it does not necessarily provide for learn-
ing. Instead, blending technologies needs to create systems more in line 
with the aim of formative assessments.

 Assessment for Learning

Assessment for learning is another term for formative assessment (Gardner, 
2012). The purpose of formative assessment is improvement through the 
assessment process, rather than determining an end state, a global com-
parison mark, or a final grade. In line with the classroom-based view of 
this book, the central focus of this chapter is on assessment for learning 
rather than assessment for grading or assessment for administration. 
Assessment for learning embraces “the process of seeking and interpreting 
evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learn-
ers are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there” 
(Assessment Reform Group, 2002, p. 2). That is, this approach concen-
trates on formative processes, rather than summative assessments that 
provide a final judgment devoid of feedback processes (Newton, 2007).

In reviewing assessment trends in TESOL, Davison and Leung (2009) 
use the term, ‘teacher-based assessment’, or TBA, to refer to assessment 
for learning. They criticize a prevalence of “outdated, psychometric 
assumptions” (p.  393) associated with large-scale testing (i.e. TOEFL, 
IELTS) as a predominant assessment strategy. By moving assessment 
design into the hands of teachers, assessment for learning can be more 
aligned with local syllabus aims and the classroom (Rea-Dickins, 2008). 
In formative assessment, the assessment must match the aims and activi-
ties of the course. Assessment for qualification, in contrast, is devoid of 
concern for matching a local aim, as it seeks global benchmarks to com-
pare all learners in all situations, often disregarding local needs. Recently, 
Turner and Purpura (2015) propose a multidimensional approach to 
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 formative assessment, which they call ‘learning-oriented assessment’. 
They illustrate (1) contextual, (2) elicitation, (3) proficiency, (4) socio- 
cognitive, (5) affective, (6) interactional, and (7) instructional dimen-
sions, which intertwine assessment with learning and instruction.

In addition, this complexity is heightened as blended learning 
allows greater flexibility of learning pathways. By adding online com-
ponents and tasks to a learning scenario, learners have multiple path-
ways to the course. Learners need assessment as-they-go, which has 
led Horn and Staker (2012) to claim that formative assessment is 
‘foundational’ to blended learning. Furthermore, Wiliam (2009) in 
his survey of 3000 studies on learning improvement interventions 
found that assessment for learning (formative assessment) as a profes-
sional development program can be up to 20 times more cost-effective 
as other interventions such as reducing the number of students in 
each class.

In summary, the purposes of qualifications and administration, 
although important, are not the focus of blended learning assessments. In 
contrast, ‘assessment for learning’ or formative assessment is prioritized 
to allow learner improvement and responsiveness. The differences 
between these three purposes are briefly summarized in Table 6.3.

Table 6.3 Purposes of blended language learning assessment

Assessment 
purposes Descriptive terms Relation to blended technologies

1.  Assessment for 
qualifications

High-stakes 
testing

  –  international 
testing scores

Qualification bureaus use online 
assessment to reduce costs, lessen 
human error, and analyze the 
proficiency against a global norm

2.  Assessment for 
administration

Summative 
assessment

  –  end-of-term 
grades

Teachers use online assessments to save 
time marking. Administrators use 
online assessment for consistency in 
giving grades

3.  Assessment for 
learning

Formative 
assessment

  –  feedback
  –  practice 

quizzes
  –  participation 

tracking

Learners us online assessments to learn 
what to improve, and try again. 
Teachers use online assessment to 
track progress. Administrators use 
online assessments to monitor quality 
of the learning process
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 Assessment Principles

Against an awareness to develop an understanding of key concepts in 
assessment, Palmer (2002) has discussed four key elements or principles 
of assessment based on alignment, authenticity, reliability, and practical-
ity. Table 6.4 compares these elements with classic testing terminology 
(Nunan & Bailey, 2009) and lists questions that teachers, administrators, 
and program evaluators may ask to assess the quality of the design.

The following sections briefly discuss each of these principles and 
define the values or priorities taken in the process of blending technolo-
gies in second language classrooms. In addition, these assessment values 
are discussed in relation to the four primary considerations: purposeful-
ness, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability.

 Clear Aims and Objectives

Multiple influences shape the decisions we make as we set about design-
ing assessment procedures and tasks. At the macro level, international 

Table 6.4 Questions related to assessment design elements

Assessment 
design elements

Testing 
terminology

Questions for evaluating the quality of the 
design

1.  Clear aims 
and objectives

Construct 
validity

How well does the assessment align with 
course objective/subject goals/graduate 
attributes? Is it tangible and transparent?

2.  Authenticity 
and value

Program 
validity

How well does the assessment link to activities 
beyond the classroom? How well does the 
assessment encourage sustainable lifelong 
learning?

3.  Fairness and 
objectivity

Reliability Have the materials, tasks, and activities in the 
assessment been covered in class? Have the 
students been able to practice and learn the 
material? Does the assessment contain any 
biases?

4.  Efficiency and 
practicality

Practicality Is the assessment scalable? Can it be produced 
and administered in a timely fashion? How 
long will the assessment take, and is it a 
reasonable demand in the context of the 
expected student workload for the course?
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and national guidelines and accrediting agencies can set expected stan-
dards. At the meso level, institutional policies and senior colleagues 
inform the complex choices that teachers make along the way. Because of 
these varying influences and complexity of assessment, clear aims and 
objective are crucial at the micro level where course design and assess-
ment design is made.

To clarify terms, ‘aims’ describe the overall goals of a program or 
course; ‘objectives’ set out the individual stages that learners must achieve 
to reach these goals. As an example, consider a syllabus where a curricu-
lum designer writes that one aim for students is to participate in an inter-
national exchange community. In a blended syllabus, this aim may be 
partially fulfilled by stating that the objective for students is to interact in 
a social network site for that community. In formal situations, such as 
developing an entire language program that includes a number of courses, 
objectives can be written in a four-part structure:

 1. description of the specific task,
 2. a schedule for completion,
 3. identification of the required resources and
 4. establishment of the expected standard of completion.

This process is sometimes called alignment with what has been taught 
in the course itself, or ‘construct validity’ (Nunan & Bailey, 2009). Clear 
aims and objectives also contribute to the principle of transparency, which 
allows learners to know the purpose of the test and its limitations.

 Authenticity and Value

Although the term ‘authentic’ is often debated in our field (Mishan, 
2005), we use it here to indicate a need for students to see that assess-
ment tasks in the blended classroom are linked, and transferable, to the 
development of skills in activities beyond the classroom. Indeed, advo-
cates of multiliteracies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006) argue that skills 
learned in the world need to be increasingly recognized and valued 
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within the classroom; conversely, skills learned in the classroom must 
also be transferable to other situations (Lotherington, 2007).

One goal of education, and particularly assessment, is to foster prac-
tices that lead to lifelong learning. As a result of interactions in a blended 
learning environment, the student who has participated in social network 
sites in his or her own language can transfer that experience to the devel-
opment of a second language ability. Further, the student can help others 
to learn how to use social network sites and provide advice on creating 
profiles and postings. If it is authentic, or linked and transferable to the 
life beyond the institution, students are likely to see the work they do for 
assessment as relevant and thus hold more educational potential in the 
learning process.

A shorter term goal is the ‘value’ or validity of the assessment to achieve 
the goals of the institutional program. In a university program, assess-
ments of each course need to be connected and aligned toward the overall 
aim of the program, thus giving ‘program validity’ (Nunan & Bailey, 
2009).

 Fairness and Objectivity

The fair and objective treatment of student work is a cornerstone of ethi-
cal assessment. Sometimes, though, such treatment is difficult to achieve 
in practice. Criteria within an institution may not have been  systematically 
developed, updated, or made available. Teaching colleagues, faced with 
assessment tasks from the same group of students, may nonetheless 
understand and apply criteria in different ways. Students may interpret 
the same task in different ways and produce very different outcomes, 
some with seemingly minimal work and others working too much. These 
and other factors can contribute to a perception that ethical assessment is 
lacking.

It is likely that an institution will have a published set of educational 
standards that explain to students and other stakeholders what their 
grades mean. Our job as teachers, however, is to turn these standards into 
rubrics that can provide valuable guidance for the development, and 
grading, of student work. Sharing rubrics with our students permits them 
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to have the tools to self-assess. For our colleagues and other stakeholders, 
they provide a transparent point of discussion on which to debate aspects 
of assessment. What is important, and what is more valued than other 
parts? By using rubrics on a regular basis, whether in paper or in digital 
form, teachers can also create a record of decisions that can be used in 
cases of dispute about a mark.

 Efficiency and Practicality

Second language teachers may design a syllabus that spreads several 
assessment tasks out across a term. That is, rather than have one term 
paper worth the entirety of the final mark, teachers may assign a number 
of tasks that have 5%, 10%, or up to 30% of the total marks for the term. 
Increasingly pressed for time, however, and faced with a rising workload, 
a top concern in the development of a blended learning assessment 
scheme must be to maintain efficiency and practicality. Having too much 
to do, with too many variations, in a single term can be overwhelming for 
teachers, students, and administrators.

Efficiency can be promoted by making consistent use of a rubric: 
explaining the task well to students, perhaps even by recording a podcast, 
and giving examples of the work to be done. Students who have a clear 
idea of what is required are less likely to make mistakes as they complete 
a task. Plus, having a recorded explanation prevents giving different 
 versions of the same task at different times, or by different members of 
the teaching team. If developing a single subject, limit the number of 
variations. If developing an entire course that contains a number of sub-
jects, it is best to highlight some modes at particular levels, then make use 
of other combinations different levels.

Practicality often rests on having student material at a central location, 
in order and on deadline. Marking tasks are one thing, but chasing bits 
of paper at various times of the semester can make the assessment process 
burdensome. A repository on a computer that ‘time stamps’ when materi-
als are uploaded, and puts them in order either alphabetically or by time 
of submission and by task, is one way to be practical. For paper-based 
projects, having students use a standard size notebook that is collected 
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regularly is best practice for observations of classroom interactions and 
oral presentations

These four principles may also be classified as construct validity, pro-
gram validity, reliability, and practicality. With these principles, a practi-
cal design for formative assessment can be made. An effective design 
considers how to ‘embed’ practice and feedback along with the graded 
assessments in a course design that is clear, valuable, repeatable, and 
efficient.

 Embedded Formative Assessment

Formative assessment is not only placed at the center of blended learning 
approaches, but is also strategically accelerated by what Wiliam (2011) 
calls the practice of ‘embedded assessment’. When formative assessment 
is embedded throughout a whole lesson, the design includes practice, 
feedback, and formal assessments in rapid succession and within every 
activity, not just summative tests. In blended learning, the options for 
feedback and assessment are dramatically expanded when asynchronous 
activities, automated feedback activities, and recorded activities are added 
to a face-to-face learning design. Likewise, an online-only program would 
benefit from expanded assessments by blending additional live perfor-
mances and face-to-face practice activities. The following sections describe 
the differences between principled sequencing of practice, feedback, 
graded, and evaluation activities.

 Practice Activities

Practice activities are where students are allowed to try a language learning 
activity without being graded or if they are being graded, they are allowed 
to retry and achieve a higher grade. In a task-based learning framework, a 
learner may practice either the whole task or sub-skills of the task in a con-
trolled manner. Often the third stage in task-based learning sequence is 
called ‘focus on form’ (Long, 2015), which may include grammatical form 
practice and new vocabulary practice. Online, this can be implemented 
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with quizzes, forums, timed chat conversations, lecture video watching, 
and other online exercises. In classrooms, this can happen with jigsaw 
activities, individual worksheets, and the parallel line partner switching 
technology (also called carouselling) Practice activities may have automated 
or manual scores that are recorded or tracked as a ‘participation grade’. This 
practice phase differs from later graded assessments in that students are 
allowed to retry the activity several or an unlimited number of times until 
they have reached habitual competence. Gamification tools may serve to 
motivate and socialize students to do practice activities on a regular basis. 
The progress bar block below is a LMS add-on module that tracks student 
progress on a range of practice quizzes. Color-coding serves to indicate 
completion with 80% accuracy and the ten adjacent boxes reminds stu-
dents of the end-goal in the learning plan; in Fig. 6.1, ten quizzes with one 
box per quiz are illustrated. Green-colored boxes show successful comple-
tion of one quiz with a score over 80%. Red shows an overdue or low-
scored quiz. Blue shows quizzes yet to be completed and not overdue.

 Feedback Activities

Wiggins (2012b) defines feedback as “information about how we are 
doing in our effort to reach a goal” (p. 10). According to Wiggins, it is not 
simply praise after the fact, advice for improvement, or an abstract evalu-
ation. Feedback is goal-referenced, tangible, actionable, user- friendly, 
timely, ongoing, and consistent. It is information that is specifically tar-

Fig. 6.1 Progress bar for feedback and gamification
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geted to help the next attempt to complete the task. Wiggins (2012b) 
claims that “less teaching plus more feedback is the key to achieving greater 
learning” (p. 10). In blended learning, feedback can be given automated 
(online), manually (on paper), or directly face-to-face (in class). 
Consistency in feedback can be enhanced by gamification features, which 
include badges, awards, points, leaderboards, and progress bars. An 
advanced LMS will have these features built into the activities done 
online, and constant positive feedback can be given to students automati-
cally without teacher intervention after the initial setup. The intent of 
feedback is formative change, so the feedback must be actionable. It 
should be specific enough that in re-doing an activity, the student knows 
how to change and improve her actions. When quizzes are used for prac-
tice (not testing), then feedback can be used to assist students in achiev-
ing their goal. If the goal, for example, is an 80% level of accuracy in a 
quiz, and student are allowed to take the quiz multiple times, the feed-
back on a failed attempt will contain information such as hints or points 
wrong that the student must use to get better. Feedback should give infor-
mation about why all possible wrong answers are wrong. Rubric scores 
should include not only a score with a descriptive meaning but also a 
comment at the end. By following the comment, the student will be able 
to achieve a full 100% on the next attempt. See Figure 6.2, later in this 
chapter, for an example of this. The fifth criteria in the rubric is ‘Visuals: 
Bar or Line Graph’. A student sees the score (8 out of 10) and the com-
ment (“Bigger number...”) as feedback. That comment is actionable and 
shows how the student can get a full 10 point score on the next attempt.

 Graded Activities

Although practice and feedback are part of the assessment process, many 
may not be recorded for grading purposes, except when recorded for par-
ticipation scores. Assessments that are graded activities are used to deter-
mine a student’s grade and eventually whether they receive credit for the 
course. While practice activities allow retrying, the settings of a graded 
assessment activity may be limited to one try and often prevent referring 
to dictionaries, browsers, or other reference works. In a semester-long or 
quarter-long course, there may be 5–10 of these graded assessment 

 Assessments for Blended Language Learning 



178 

 activities. Some examples of graded activities are timed quizzes, review 
tests, essays, and reports. Tools for managing test banks, study assistants, 
self- assessment, and games for practice include Respondus and other 
commercial or open source options. Graded activities may also produce 
learning products that are accumulated in online portfolios, which is 
related to studies on adaptive comparative judgment (Pollitt, 2012).

 Evaluation Activities

Evaluation activities are often meta-questions focused either on improv-
ing the course, assessing the teacher’s performance, or on the overall 
learning process to encourage independent learning. Compared to prac-
tice, feedback, and graded activities there is less emphasis on improving 
an individual’s learning or development of skills. Evaluation forms may 
be anonymous and provide formative benefits by causing students to 
reflect on their learning and the process itself. An evaluation activity can 
be done in the student’s first language in a monolingual environment to 
elicit more detailed critiques; however, to offer another means to put a 
target language into use, teachers or programs may set the evaluation 
questions in the second language and worded at a level that fits the aver-
age learner in the class.

 Construction of Blended Assessments

The use of digital technology to construct language assessments raises a 
large number of issues. In the area of language testing, researchers have 
expressed concern, for example, over the shifting nature of construct defi-
nition (McNamara, 2007) and candidate familiarity with technologies, 
security, and online task design (Chapelle & Douglas, 2006; Dooey, 
2008). The development of the Internet-based TOEFL has provided rich 
opportunity to examine many of these concerns (Alderson, 2009), and, 
indeed, the development of computer-based diagnostic tests will con-
tinue to expand (Ockey, 2009). Nonetheless, for students fluent in new 
technologies, simple paper and pencil tests may now be seen as anti-
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quated and irrelevant (Douglas and Hegelheimer, 2007; Thorne & 
Reinhardt, 2008). As new literacies theorists have long argued, one impli-
cation of the increased use of digital media is that educators need to be 
better able to assess the activities of language students whose daily com-
municative practices involve working with a variety of sophisticated tech-
nologies (Brown et al. 2010; Jewitt & Kress, 2003).

This section explores the construction of blended assessments, includ-
ing options for (1) the choice and role of participants, (2) the modes and 
media for delivery, (3) balancing task performance versus knowledge 
application, (4) transparent marking with rubric design, (5) use of L1 or 
L2 in the process, (6) ratios of self, peer, and teacher weightings in mark-
ing, (7) student development of criteria, (8) annotations and feedback in 
essay marking, and (9) tools for constructing assessment.

 Assessment Participants and Roles

In designing assessments, deciding the roles of who will participate in the 
assessment and then managing the grading process used to be simple. 
Teachers would plan and administer the assessment and then mark the 
students’ submissions. However, recently self- and peer assessment are 
being added to teacher marking to deepen learning and encourage per-
sonal investment in skill development. Furthermore, some teachers 
engage students in designing the assessment rubric itself (Stiggins, 2008). 
So increasingly students are no longer merely subjects of the assessment 
but active creators in a more transparent process.

This proliferation and variation of roles has been suggested by socio- 
cultural theories (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014) and second language social-
ization theory (Kramsch, 2002). Assessment design may add to or 
enhance the learning process by involving more participants in the plan-
ning and management. Until blended learning introduced video record-
ing of performances, it was difficult for L2 learners to have sufficient time 
to judge their own work through self-assessment. With recorded episodes 
of spoken activities, a learner can review the recording multiple times and 
more accurately assess specific criteria such as number and types of ges-
tures used in a presentation. Peers can also assess asynchronously and a 
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class as a whole can assess synchronously as a learner does a live task in the 
classroom. Then a cumulative mass of quantitative and qualitative feed-
back can help a learner improve and redo the task at a higher level. Finally, 
recorded performances allow a second or third teacher to assess or re- 
assess a task, thus giving greater reliability to the scoring and an opportu-
nity for teachers to share their own values of what is good or poor 
performance.

 Modes of Delivery

Once developed and constructed, assessments need to be delivered to the 
students. Choices in the mode of presentation, or medium, can greatly 
influence the design of blended assessments (Siemens, 2003). This sec-
tion discusses three possible choices: paper, face-to-face, and computer 
based.

 Paper Assessments

The classic test is a printed test on paper, administered in supervised class-
room and handed back to the teacher during a limited time period. 
Projects can be submitted as essays, reports, scrapbooks, posters, and 
realia as well. Paper, as a technology for delivery of assessments, meets 
many of the factors inherent in effective blended learning: it is configu-
rable, portable, stable, and appropriate for use in many learning situa-
tions. Paper can be used as a basis for individual or collaborative 
assessments, and those assessments can be fixed response or presented in 
form of short answers, essays, or as graphics. Paired with listening presen-
tations or other activities such as map tasks, assessments on paper can be 
seen as multimodal. Paper comes in standard sizes and is relatively easy to 
distribute. Other than a pencil or pen, no special technologies are required 
for interaction, and with proper invigilation, paper can be delivered in a 
secure system. From an instructor’s viewpoints, paper is relatively easy to 
return to students for feedback, to access in an orderly fashion, or to 
archive for record keeping. Finally, through the use of a computer scan-
ner, paper can be transferred from a physical medium into a digital file.

 D. Hinkelman



 181

 Face-to-Face Assessments

Face-to-face delivery of assessments, such as those used in the presenta-
tion of oral reports or dialogues, are also well suited to many blended 
learning programs. They fit many characteristics of authenticity (Bachman 
& Palmer, 2010), are multimodal, and can be conducted as a series or as 
single events throughout the semester. Live presentations are synchro-
nous and thus require both the assessed and assessors to be in the same 
location. They allow, potentially, for the entire class to see the perfor-
mance or they can be delivered only to the assessors. No digital technolo-
gies are required though some language programs may decide that the 
oral assessment be recorded for purposes of self-assessment, peer assess-
ment, or teacher assessment.

 Online Assessments

Computer-based assessments (and others that include smart phones) 
require hardware and software. They can be stand-alone—as if done on a 
workstation—or conducted through a web-based application. One cen-
tral concern in the delivery of computer-based assessments is the possibil-
ity of a student’s computer literacy skills interrupting the assessment of 
language proficiency. That is, if a student has trouble with either the 
hardware (as in poor typing skills) or software (as with screen navigation) 
then such deficient computer skills may potentially have a negative effect 
on an outcome.

Most learning management systems (LMS) that are available to uni-
versity educators include facilities for the development of assessment 
tasks. Open source and commercial assessment authoring features and 
plugins are built into the LMS to help create assessments in which images, 
audio, and video can be embedded. Links to materials can be created, 
too, and the question sets can be randomized. For security, browsers can 
be locked down and IP addresses limited with specialized LMS settings 
that prevent access to services on students’ computers. These settings can 
be used to disable various functions that may otherwise compromise the 
integrity of an assessment.
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Ideally, blended assessments would be delivered through the combina-
tion of two, or more, modes of presentation and consist of a number of 
discrete stages. Initial instructions for a writing assessment, for example, 
could be delivered within the subject syllabus. The purpose, stages, and 
deadlines could be fully articulated. Within one stage, students could be 
directed to access the Internet to gather information or to work on a col-
laborative task within a designated time frame. In a second stage, they 
could be asked to deliver a preliminary report in a formal presentation to 
the class as a whole. For final assessment, students could be asked to write 
a paper and upload to a central site for further marking.

 Assessment Formats

A central part of assessment design is selecting what should be assessed 
and matching it to an assessment format. Teachers may select to assess 
either a learner’s application of knowledge and/or performance of lan-
guage skills in a task or project. Some assessment formats are better suited 
for knowledge acquisition and some better for task performance assess-
ment. In online learning, closed-ended questions are more convenient for 
giving automated feedback and scoring. Thus, knowledge is often tested 
through closed-ended questions created in a question bank and selected 
for a particular test. The format is often called a ‘question type’ in both 
online and paper-based assessments. Typical formats include question/
activity types such as information gap, multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, 
true-false, matching, and many others. One commercial authoring sys-
tem, Respondus (2016), currently has 15 question types. Another open 
source LMS, Moodle (2016), has a rubric designer for advanced grading 
of assignments, plus 16 standard question types and 55 user-contributed 
question types from various subject areas within its quiz module. Table 6.5 
compares a number of these common question types for language learn-
ing and suggests suitable applications for each.

The weakness of the closed-ended question types is their inability to 
assess collaboration, negotiation, and other communication strategies 
within paired and group conditions. Performances of skills require open- 
ended assessments that involve complex rubrics—covered in the next sec-
tion of this chapter.
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Table 6.5 Common question types in assessment authoring systems for blended 
language learning

Question type Image Applications for language learning

1.  Multiple 
choice

The most common closed-ended 
question type—especially for 
assessing knowledge. Can be 
single answer or multiple answers. 
LMS quiz modules can shuffle 
questions and/or shuffle answers 
as well

2.  True/false Rather than selecting options, 
students assess the whole 
statement for correctness. Can be 
used for checking common 
patterns and knowledge that 
students may assume are right or 
wrong

3.  Cloze Also called ‘missing words’ or ‘gap 
fill’ exercises that require filling in 
a blank within a sentence. 
Commonly used with embedded 
recordings to check listening 
comprehension

4.  Text 
matching

Matching question types test 
relationships and offer a large 
variety of possible combinations. 
Distractors can be added for 
greater levels of difficulty

5.  Image 
matching

Words and phrases can be dropped 
onto an image, like a picture 
dictionary or a role-play dialogue. 
Drag-and-drop offers a more 
enticing interface for touch screen 
mobile devices

6.  Audio/video 
matching

Can combine multiple questions 
with multiple answers. Audio and 
video recordings can be matched 
with text

7.  Ordering: 
vertical and 
horizontal

Vertical ordering: Useful for 
constructing dialogues from 
out-of-order sequences. Horizontal 
ordering: Useful for constructing 
sentences and arranging proper 
grammar. Either can be combined 
with an audio/video recording, 
thus adding interactivity

(continued)
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 Transparency of Marking Through Rubrics

Similar to the delivery of blended assessments, the marking (or, grad-
ing) of assessments can be done either online and offline, individually 
or in groups, or through a multistage process. The key point about 
marking is to be transparent, accurate, and consistent to ensure reli-
able results. Reliability, or the ability to produce the same results over 
time despite variations in raters or tasks, can be fostered through dis-
cussions with colleagues who mark the same assessments. In the dis-
cussions, points of disagreement can be raised and ironed out. Ideally, 
colleagues would agree with each other eight or more times out of ten 
assessments to produce an interrater reliability of 0.80 and above 
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010). The consistent use of criteria among col-
leagues can also help to bolster consistency, and thus reliability, of the 
results. A search using terms such as ‘speaking criteria’ or ‘listening 
assessment’ will produce a number of results that can provide a basis 
on which to develop criteria that are appropriate to local academic 
standards.

Table 6.5 (continued)

Question type Image Applications for language learning

8.  Short answer An open-ended question type 
requiring text input of words, 
phrases or other short answers. 
Better assessment of knowledge 
but difficult to generate accurate 
automatic feedback

9.  Essay An open-ended question type 
requiring text input of paragraph-
length writing. Better assessment 
of knowledge but difficult to 
generate automatic feedback, 
other than word count/key word 
recognition

10.  Video 
performance

Recording of video and audio 
performances by learners. Requires 
rubric-based, asynchronous 
assessment

Source: Images from a Moodle 3.0 website—question type selection menu

 D. Hinkelman



 185

One way to guide interpretation is through the construction and use 
of rubrics that can serve as guides for assessing student work with specific 
expectations at categorical levels of performance. Rubrics are a set of 
scales of specific evaluation criteria to judge student performance. Stevens 
and Levi (2005) have developed a four-part process for developing a set 
of criteria, or as they call them, rubrics. First, Stevens and Levi advise 
teachers to reflect on the particular assignment and overall aim of the 
course. Think carefully about the purpose of the task, they suggest, and 
what the highest expectations of performance might be. Then, begin list-
ing specific learning objectives and sketch out the highest expectations in 
more depth. Finally, prepare a rating form that lists the objectives and, 
underneath each objective, the highest level of expectation for completed 
performance.

In the third stage of rubric development, Stevens and Levi (2005) sug-
gest that teachers meet to group and label expectations. The development 
of a rubric to assess writing on a wiki, for example, may include aspects 
of collaboration, writing ability, and quality of contribution. Once per-
formance descriptors are written, these can be labeled more accurately. 
Eventually, the themes will become the dimensions of the rubric. In the 
final stage of constructing a rubric, the groups and labels can be applied 
to a grid. Finally, it may be necessary to refine some of the wording to be 
better understood by students.

Set out as a table, a rubric both identifies and signals the relative 
importance of the key elements that are required to complete a task suc-
cessfully. Rubrics can be designed to fit a variety of tasks and assignments, 
including those in which the use of technology is a major component. In 
essence, a rubric is a transparent and public document that ranks what we 
value in our teaching. Rubrics help us integrate the standards of language 
learning into our everyday teaching practices.

Well-made rubrics are structured, detailed, accurate, and easy to fol-
low. To get an idea, it is best to first conduct a search to find the many 
rubrics that are readily available for use. There are two types of assessment 
schemes: analytic or holistic. In an analytic rubric, a student’s perfor-
mance is evaluated by looking at the discrete factors that make up a par-
ticular area; in a holistic scheme, decisions are made on the basis of an 
overall evaluation of the performance. Holistic rubrics may be a single 
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statement of top performance criteria. Analytic rubrics are divided into 
several levels, or dimensions, along a graded scale. For self- and peer- 
assessments, analytic rubrics that are specific, identifiable, and countable 
are easier for students to be trained in.

In many language subjects, a specific grade for ‘participation’ may be 
awarded. In a blended environment, participation can happen both 
online and offline. Thus, the teacher is faced with a dilemma—should 
there be two different sets of criteria for participation, or should the cri-
teria capture many of the same attributes but contain one category for 
‘face-to-face’ and another for online modes of interaction? A blended 
approach could attempt to set out criteria based on agreed characteristics 
and standard principles, as shown in an example that we developed with 
our students in one of our graduate subjects (Table 6.6).

Such a rubric can be used for both online and offline participation, 
and stresses the importance of learner interaction throughout the entire 
program. Importantly, too, the rubric served as a way to clarify what is 
meant by ‘participation’ that was so often left ill-defined.

High-quality rubrics are made for students as well as teachers and are a 
transparent part of the course along with all forms of assessment. When 
rubrics are generic and vague, they provide little benefit to learning and 
are just as subjective as percentage and letter grades. Ideally, rubrics should 
be as specific as possible and teachable to learners so that they are imme-
diately meaningful to the task at hand. They need to be descriptive rather 

Table 6.6 Rubric for assessing participation in a blended approach

Assessment 
criteria

Level 1: 
Excellent

Level 2: 
Competent

Level 3: 
Developing

Level 4: 
Unsatisfactory

1.  Quality of 
response

Critical and 
aware; 
insightful 
opinions

Understands 
issues at 
hand; 
informed 
contribution

Aware of issues; 
basic 
understanding

Little 
demonstration 
of 
understanding

2.  Interaction Leads the 
discussion

Respectful 
and 
appropriate

Uneven style of 
communication

Sporadic and 
tangential 
contributions

3.  Frequency Has attended 
all sessions

Has attended 
most 
sessions

Has attended 
some sessions

Has rarely if 
ever attended 
sessions
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than prescriptive (not a list of instructions). Rubrics are useful to students 
if they have an opportunity to use the specific comments for improve-
ment as they redo the task and can raise their scores on the weak scales. 
Practice of tasks needs to be open, with successive challenges that limit the 
time or limit the amount of support a student has while doing the task.

 Choice of Language in Rubric Design

The question of language is another contentious point in the design of 
rubrics for second language learning. Should L1 or L2 be used for stu-
dent self- and peer assessment? Furthermore, should teacher rubrics be 
the same as student rubrics? Obviously, if students can understand, inter-
pret, and apply L2 rubrics in their own assessments, it gives a double 
usage of the target language and should be encouraged. However, L1 in 
some cases can support lower level students and give them opportunity to 
engage more quickly in the assessment. In Hinkelman (2014), I reported 
that an action research team doing presentation classes found that EFL 
majors with a 400 average level of TOEIC were able to use complex 
rubrics and make comments to classmates completely in L2. An example 
of a complex rubric used in that course for a final presentation project is 
shown in Fig. 6.2, including comments by the teacher. There are 14 scales 
in the rubric, with each scale having various weightings. This online 
rubric was created in the Moodle 3.0 rubric designer in the advanced 
grading feature, and was used on tablet computers and smartphones by 
both teachers and students.

 Ratios of Self, Peer, and Teacher Assessments

A learning management system with rubrics can easily apportion and 
compile a weighted mix of self, peer, and teacher assessments. In order to 
give some degree of assessment power to students, yet avoid abuse of that 
power, a teacher can make settings of weightings within a full score of 
100%. An example of one student’s combined self/peer/teacher assess-
ment of a five-minute slide presentation in English is shown in Fig. 6.3. 
Note that self-assessment scores are shown color-coded in red, peer scores 
in blue, and teacher scores in green. The total is a large, black number to 
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the right and represents a combined scoring ratio of 10% self, 10% peer, 
and 80% teacher. Percentages are configurable in this assessment open 
source LMS module.

This open source rubric assessment module for managing video- 
recorded performances was developed by an action research teaching 
team and contributed freely to the teaching community (Hinkelman 
2014).

Fig. 6.3 Report of combined self/peer/teacher assessment scores and comments
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 Student Development of Criteria

Blended programs, ideally, involve students at many levels of learning 
and this includes assessment. Students can help to develop rubrics in the 
development of assessment instruments. They can also be involved in 
their own self-assessment. Both processes can help the students become 
more aware of issues of performance, and that awareness can lead them 
to better self-regulate active and engaged learning.

The creation of assessment criteria, such as rubrics, can occur in sev-
eral ways. At one end of a continuum, an instructor can maintain all 
control over all aspects of the development process; at the other end, 
students can start with a blank document and be given free rein to 
write their own criteria. Somewhere in the middle, decisions regarding 
assessment can be shared. At times, processes favor the teacher and at 
other times the students. To what extent should the students take 
responsibility for development, and how much should the instructor 
be involved? This is an important question for action research studies 
to focus on.

To help develop rubrics, students must first be taught some of the key 
concepts of assessment. For example, words like ‘standard’, ‘criteria’, and 
‘rubric’ may be unfamiliar in second language equivalents. Start off with 
questions that they can help to answer, such as: What makes a good for-
eign language student? What makes a good teacher? Give them some 
templates to fill out (either on paper, or, for example, through a wiki or 
other means of creating an online collaborative document), collate their 
contributions, and draw out the main themes. Bring these themes back 
to the students for another round of refinement, with an aim to use it in 
a trial situation for the first time.

To use the student-created rubric, select a low-stakes task that involves 
the assessment of others. Have the students use their own rubric. During 
this, take notes on what can be improved. From experience, it is the 
description of the attributes that are placed within dimensions and that 
go across levels that need to be tightened and made more distinct.

Another form of rubric can be a joint teacher/student designed set 
of criteria. The teacher can provide the criteria and students decide on 
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the weighting of each criterion. The process of thinking through the 
weighting or importance of each criterion or ‘check point’ ensures 
students understand what aspects of their performance are important. 
Figure 6.4 shows such a teacher/student-negotiated rubric for a short 
speech in an EFL oral communication class. It is used for peer evalu-
ation as well.

Fig. 6.4 A student/teacher-developed rubric for a speech class
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In the example shown in Fig. 6.4, the rubric itself uses a target lan-
guage (L2), so it was important for the word level to be very simple. By 
using the L2 rubric, students were socialized into a target language learn-
ing community, and developed their proficiency as they evaluated each 
other. The evaluation process itself became a language learning task.

After the speech is completed the student who gave the speech collects 
the papers, tabulates the scores, and writes a self-evaluation report on his 
or her strengths and weaknesses. The teacher then takes the peer scores, 
the self-assessment report, and the teacher score and merges them accord-
ing to a formula, which again, the class may decide together. This final 
score can be entered into the learning management system as an ‘offline 
assignment’ which is copied to a grade book. This is an example of blend-
ing a paper assessment tool (for transparency) with an online tool (for 
management).

Word-processing tasks can also be integrated into the rubric develop-
ment process in three other ways. One is to set out a table, either partially 
filled out or completely blank, within a word-processing document and 
have students write out attributes and dimensions. Another way is to cre-
ate an online collaborative document, for example, a wiki, and again have 
students create and edit material until a set of acceptable criteria is writ-
ten. Finally, a range of online tools (Rubistar, Rubric Builder, iRubric) 
can be found by use of the search terms such as ‘rubric construction’, 
‘rubric builder’, ‘rubric generator’; they are purpose-built to assist the 
criteria development process.

After a student has completed an assessment, the rubric can be used 
in combination with automated or semi-automated technology to 
mark and report assessment and thus increase sustainability of the 
process by saving time (Hounsell, 2007). Savin-Baden (2010), for 
example, recorded digital audio (mp3) files as part of the student 
assessment process. Supported by rubrics, assessors marked student 
work by recording their comments on computers and returning them 
immediately from a desktop. From experience, there are three reasons 
to assess this way: (1) to provide a richer, more personable set of com-
ments to students, (2) to save time as speaking is quicker than typing 
for teachers, and (3) to be able to archive all comments on a single 
server. To reduce costs, open source software (e.g. Audacity, Moodle 
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plugins such as PoodLL) can be used on computers and simple micro-
phones. Large file size of a recording can become a hindrance to por-
tability as it may stretch the limits of a network capacity or even some 
memory storage devices; to keep files small, feedback can be recorded 
in mono, not stereo, and compressed before being sent to students. 
Student and collegial reaction to the use of recorded comments was 
positive (Savin-Baden, 2010).

After marking, results must be reported to the students. Despite the 
many benefits of paper, as a technology it is has a range of drawbacks. 
Chiefly, any results on paper are difficult to further process or analyze. If 
an assessment is done on paper, for example, results must be transposed 
by hand to another summary document (either on paper or perhaps in a 
spreadsheet or an online database) to see the spread of marks. However, 
the tangibility and semiotic power of paper means a printout of an online 
assessment results may be more convenient and clearer to students. It 
may create greater attention to needed behavior change in the language 
task.

 Annotations and Essay Assessments

Many LMS facilities, common at universities, now contain embedded 
systems for writing assessment. As a first step, word-processing software 
can eliminate burdens on teachers if students use the spell-checking func-
tions available to them, which also provide rudimentary grammar- 
checking advice. However, teacher feedback on written essays and reports 
may require more sophisticated commenting on structure, content, and 
usage such as rubrics, which go beyond simple tools in quizzes such as 
multiple-choice and fixed response items. To mark essays and papers that 
are submitted online, assessors can use a standard set of annotations to 
mark up a pdf file, or attach individual spoken or text comments to cus-
tomize feedback that is part of assessment for learning. A good LMS will 
assist teachers in automating the workflow so student work can be 
returned quickly with either text or audio annotations, and grades 
assigned, within the single integrated system for the submission, feed-
back, recording of grades and keeping archives. Promising new open 
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source plugins for auto-grading essays (Bateson, 2017) offer blending of 
immediate feedback (word count, grammar check, spelling check, key 
word utilization) along with delayed rubric assessment by a teacher or 
peer that can override an automatic score.

 Assessment in Programs

Members of the Assessment Reform Group write that innovative assess-
ments “have been notoriously difficult to sustain” (Gardner et al., 2008, 
p. 1). Grounded first by a sound understanding of principles and stan-
dards, they argue, the creation of sustained changes in assessment warrant 
or require ‘evidence for effectiveness’ to be presented in order to con-
tinue. In tertiary contexts, published refereed research is seen as respected 
evidence that can, for example, provide a basis for program-wide 
 decisions, inform the alignment of pedagogical goals with assessments, 
and help to improve assessment practices.

 Action Research in Assessment

To illustrate, it may help to review an action research project that inves-
tigated the use of new, or online, technologies in language assessment 
(Gruba et al., 2009). In the first stage of the project, colleagues partici-
pated in a brainstorming session to think of several issues to do with new 
technologies and assessment. Working across three Australian tertiary 
institutions, the team then contacted a dozen European and ESL lan-
guages instructors and program administers to participate. The majority 
of the participants in the study were women who had doctorates and 
several years of researching and teaching experience.

Semi-structured interviews, designed to gather data when the con-
cepts are not well defined and participants’ opinions are subject to 
debate (Gillham, 2005), were used throughout the study. The inter-
views lasted approximately 20 minutes and were recorded. After tran-
scription, the data were analyzed with the help of qualitative analysis 
software in a systematic, cyclical style of interrogation as recommended 
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by Richards (2005). As the stages of analysis progressed, themes concern-
ing institutional obstacles, instructor attitudes, and perceptions of tech-
nologies emerged.

 Institutional Obstacles

As Conole et al. (2008) have noted, there may be a disparity between the 
promises and the realities of institutional practices. During analysis, a 
range of negative factors concerning institutional cultures emerged 
(Table 6.7).

Perhaps not surprising in the climate of downsizing, participants in the 
study felt little support when they attempted to make use of new tech-
nologies in assessment. A lack of incentives, coupled with a poor depart-
mental climate, often dampened enthusiasm for innovative assessments. 
The instructors, for example, suggested that their workload increased 
when new technologies were introduced; as such, they were hesitant to 
put in more hours without due recognition. In particular, instructors 
who saw themselves as weak in computer literacy skills reported a hesi-
tancy to use new technologies.

Professional development issues surfaced in many comments. Although 
they were aware of faculty training programs, participants suggested that 
individual attention would allow them to set a sustainable pace for 
development.

 Instructor Attitudes

As Corbel (2007) has argued, language instructors struggle with defining 
and managing their roles in the ‘global hypermedia environment’, and 
attitudes toward the use of new technologies in assessment may shape the 
trajectory of their implementation (Bai & Ertmer, 2008). Data analysis 
revealed a range of instructor attitudes to technologies (Table 6.8).

In the study, instructors reported a preference to assess using ‘paper 
and pen’ rather than with other technologies. Instructors who had used 
automated technologies reported that students complained at being 
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Table 6.7 Institutional obstacles

Factor Definition Example data

Lack of 
incentives

Lack of external 
motivation and/or 
recognition that is 
needed to 
incorporate new 
technologies in 
assessment

“It all comes down to time, resources 
(human, financial and 
infrastructure) and de la bonne 
volonté … Very difficult for an 
individual or small community to 
introduce innovations and 
maintain energy and motivation in 
the face of chronic neglect.” 
(Tracey, text unit 10)

Infrequent IT 
support

Limited technical 
assistance provided 
by personnel trained 
in information 
technology

“There is no clear allocation of time 
or resources at the moment to 
curriculum development support. It 
is hard to get IT support. It is 
possible to have it but you have to 
push for it. I had to make a case for 
why I needed support for the wiki, 
why I needed to take up the IT 
officers time and I had to present a 
case to their supervisor in order to 
get clearance for them to assist 
me.” (Jenny, text unit 16)

Professional 
development 
issues

Training opportunities 
to advance, 
reinforce, and gain 
better 
understanding of 
blended assessments

“I went several times to learning 
management system (LMS) 
training, but what I find is that the 
training they provide is generic and 
it’s never specific enough for 
language purposes. I don’t know if 
other colleagues from other 
faculties feel the same but I find 
with language I always come with 
very specific ways to use it.” (Joyce, 
text unit 6)

Increase in 
workload

The additional time 
that is required to 
develop, trial, and 
sustain the blending 
of new technologies 
in assessment

“I think that within the current 
system it certainly does not 
encourage the type of thing we are 
talking about, the time spent on 
sharing that material, there is 
nothing is our current workload 
formula to encourage that kind of 
thing, I think that’s a real shame … 
it really does need to be taken into 
account.” (Martin, text unit 40)

(continued)
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marked ‘by a computer’ and that such marking was inflexible. Again, 
teachers believed that they needed to be trained, or perhaps retrained, 
to master new skills and concepts. A lack of confidence using new tech-
nologies often deters their integration (Rakes et al., 2006), particularly 
if it challenges an instructor’s beliefs about teaching and learning 
(Matzen & Edmunds, 2007) or has not been well executed (Lei & 
Zhao, 2007).

Table 6.7 (continued)

Factor Definition Example data

Poor 
developmental 
climate for 
innovation

The amount and 
quality of perceived 
leadership, support, 
and collegial 
encouragement

“I have the freedom to do a lot of 
things the way I want to do them, 
so I don’t think I need to be patted 
on the back for everything, but I 
think that it would be nice to have 
an appreciation for the hours you 
put in to it.” (Christine, text unit 30)

Adapted from Gruba et al. (2009)

Table 6.8 Instructor attitudes toward technologies

Theme Definition Example comments

Resistance 
to change

Unwillingness to 
modify or update 
current 
assessment 
practices

“I need to write comments and provide 
feedback, I find it a lot easier to do it with 
pen and paper. So from an administrative 
point, I can see how it might be easier or 
more convenient, but otherwise I don’t 
see how this would enhance [students’] 
learning.” (Joyce, text unit 15)

Comfort and 
familiarity

Level of 
engagement and 
ease at using new 
technologies for 
language 
teaching

“I am technologically very challenged in 
every way… I need to be taken very 
carefully by the hand and trained. I am 
fairly typical of people of my age group 
and there are some who are worse. I am 
sceptical about the hype of technology 
and I am not sure … it is called 
innovations but I think there are other 
ways to innovate.” (Eve, text unit 25)

Adapted from Gruba et al. (2009)
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Further, the instructors were not convinced that benefits flowed from 
the blending of technologies in assessments. They argued, for example, 
that such use did not necessarily improve student learning, and that tech-
nology use could in fact disadvantage some students. One instructor had 
to attend to a number of ‘glitches’ with an online assessment facility, and 
he felt that such difficulties had negatively impacted the educational 
experience, particularly if students had accessed the material when off 
campus. In light of poor experiences, some instructors had returned to 
traditional methods of assessment and found students pleased with the 
return.

Participants in the study who reported an ease in developing blended 
assessments often worked alone, were motivated by personal interests, 
and had aligned their research to investigate teaching with technologies.

 Perceptions of Technology

Although participants were generally positive about using new technolo-
gies in assessment, familiar issues quickly arose: software glitches, a lack 
of training and support, professional isolation, and skepticism regarding 
efficacy were noted. Cyclical data analysis revealed that automated assess-
ments, for example, using multiple-choice item facilities in an LMS, were 
seen to constrain discriminations in marking, raised issues of matching 
assessments to proficiency levels, or were seen to be simply unfair to stu-
dents (Table 6.9).

By using a ‘paper and pen’ approach, language teachers reported that 
they could retain needed leeway in student marking. Small errors, using 
such an approach, could be given the ‘benefit of the doubt’; computer- 
based assessments were deemed too inflexible. Of note, however, is that 
some participants argued that fixed responses and strict marking encour-
aged learners to be precise in their use of language.

The type of assessment tasks and level of student language proficiency 
appeared to influence teacher satisfaction with the use of new technolo-
gies. At a beginner level, computer-administered assessments were con-
sidered meaningful and time-saving; at an advanced level, where 
teachers assigned and evaluated essays or wikis, the use of technology 
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for assessment was considered to be much less suitable. Teachers of 
advanced level students see the evaluation of writing as key formative 
assessment activity (Shohamy et al., 2008), and participants saw this to 
be more difficult and time-consuming when done through the use of 
new technologies.

One exception to this view came from a teacher who used wikis to 
teach collaborative writing. As a formative online task, she noted that she 
could see the processes of collaboration on her screen almost daily, and 
thus was able to intervene as needed. Using a well-defined assessment 
criterion such as in the form of a rubric, she noted that it was possible to 
evaluate the work-in-progress of students. The use of the wiki, too, 
allowed students to peer- and self-assess in ways that encouraged better 
performance.

At the conclusion of their study, Gruba et al. (2009) emphasized the 
need to address instructor concerns with blended assessments. Well aware 
of restricted finances in their institutions, the researchers guarded against 
a call for more institutional resources to spur the development of blended 

Table 6.9 Perceptions of technologies

Theme Definition Example comments

Limitation of 
technologies 
in assessment

Perceived constraints 
of the use of the 
computer for 
marking non- 
discrete tasks such 
as extended or 
collaborative 
writing

“I don’t see how I can mark a student 
because there are so many 
possibilities. If it is just a multiple- 
choice or a gap filling exercise or ‘yes 
or no’ it is ok, but I tend to be more 
discriminatory and give a half a 
mark. I can’t see how a computer can 
use that sort of subjectivity when 
marking. I would not oppose to use 
it, I just have not figured out how to 
use it.” (Anna, text unit 15)

Student 
perceptions of 
fairness and 
equity

Unequal student 
computer skills and 
access, as well as an 
inability to verify 
student identity 
online

“Sometimes students get upset 
because they make a spelling mistake 
and get zero points even when we 
did it by hand. So they can’t blame 
that on the learning management 
system, but they associate it with the 
learning management system” 
(Christine, text unit, 24)

Adapted from Gruba et al. (2009)
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assessments. In line with Lientz and Larssen (2006), the researchers sug-
gested self-styled ‘communities of innovation’ (Dodds, 2007) to better 
identify and meet specific issues of technology integration.

 Learner Analytics

Formative assessment can also be enhanced by learner analytics, which is 
the use of networked student data to inform what students are learning, 
how well they have learned, and where students are falling behind or 
moving ahead. Dufour (2004) has noticed this and recommends:

The teachers share their results from all of those assessments with their col-
leagues, and they quickly learn when a teammate has been particularly effective 
in teaching a certain skill. Team members consciously look for successful practice 
and attempt to replicate it in their own practice; they also identify areas of the 
curriculum that need more attention… Educators must begin to embrace data 
as a useful indicator of progress. They must stop disregarding or excusing unfa-
vorable data and honestly confront the sometimes-brutal facts. They must stop 
using averages to analyze student performance and begin to focus on the success 
of each student. (pp. 10–11)

The Horizon Report (Johnson et al., 2014) affirms this view and lists 
learner analytics as one of the short-term disruptive innovations that will 
affect education as a whole. In the concluding chapter of this book, both 
assessment futures and learner analytics will be discussed further.

 Summary

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an introduction to formative 
assessment for blending technologies in second language classrooms. The 
principled focus here is on assessment for learning (Gardner, 2012). The 
second language teacher has a range of options to incorporate technolo-
gies in assessments; perhaps the greatest challenge is to align pedagogical 
goals with intended outcomes in ways that ensure fair, practical, and sus-
tainable designs so face-to-face and online procedures support each other. 
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Development of assessment literacy among academic colleagues is crucial 
within a program. Principles of creating effective assessments include an 
awareness of macro-, meso-, and micro-level learning objectives as well as 
the four considerations for blending technologies—purposefulness, 
appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability.

Throughout the assessment process, a variety of technologies can be 
blended to optimize ease-of-use (practicality) and transparency. At the 
construction phase, technologies, such as the embedded tools within an 
LMS for creating various types of assessments, can help to spur efficien-
cies and be used as a way to deliver, assist with marking and reporting to 
the students. Varieties of paper formats in face-to-face activities can inten-
sify the learner awareness and improve performance upon re- attempts. 
Further development of an assessment, or a suite of assessments, can be 
informed by keen attention to the challenges inherent in their actual use 
and more formal investigations through empirical research.

Action research can help to build up warrants for program develop-
ment. In the study reported in this chapter, Gruba et al. (2009) described 
language teaching academics that are hesitant to blend technologies into 
their assessments. Factors that precluded integration included, for exam-
ple, the perceived lack of information technology support staff, a mistrust 
of technology use in high-stakes settings and the lack of professional 
development opportunities. Suggestions to rectify shortcomings within 
programs revolved around establishing small teams of innovative instruc-
tors whose efforts are supported, for example, with senior academic lead-
ership and modest departmental funding schemes.

Increasing rates of information and digital literacies among tertiary 
students may require educators soon to reconceptualize assessments and 
the way they are delivered. Central areas that require review include 
personalization, collaboration, and making rubrics for problem-solv-
ing, demonstrating higher order thinking skills, and showing proficien-
cies in the variety of individual and social language abilities. As Looney 
(2009) has reminded us, not all innovation in assessments is based on 
digital technologies, and future developments must certainly be 
informed by critical views of what counts in evaluations of educational 
achievement as well as the role that new technologies may play in such 
views.
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7
Principles of Research in Blended 

Environments

The previous section looked at the design, strategies, and assessments for 
blended language learning. In this section, we turn our attention to how 
teams of teacher/researchers can investigate questions about education 
and learning in their design of technologies, lessons, and programs. This 
is not an overview of all research approaches that can be employed in 
blended environments but rather a principled choice of two approaches 
that are particularly suited to contextual inquiry rather than experimental 
science. In this section, I will first examine classic scientific approaches to 
research and how those approaches influence our thinking about what is 
good education and good research. Then the following section will exam-
ine post-modernist, contextual approaches that do not carry the same 
assumptions as modernist science.

 Contextual Inquiry Versus Experimental 
Research

First, let us look at experimental research, sometimes called ‘scientific 
research’ and examine some of the common assumptions that many of us 
teachers have grown up with in considering what makes good research. 
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The most prevalent assumption is that the purpose of research is to dis-
cover the ‘truth’. In positivist, experimental research, truth is absolute, 
even though researchers cannot entirely know the truth (Phakiti, 2014). 
It is objective and outside the participants involved in the study. In this 
objective way of thinking, the problem of bias is considered a negative 
aspect of research that carries a researcher away from discovering the 
‘truth’.

One assumption is a true/false dichotomy that presumes clear divi-
sions between what is true and what is false. Another assumption is that 
there is a truth, a single truth and that truth is the ultimate aim of 
research. This perspective has its roots in the Platonic and Socratic world-
view of the early Greek philosophers who held that the search for ‘logos’ 
or truth is the aim of learning. Based on that foundation, in the ontology 
of modern Western civilization, truth was objective, undeniable, outside 
the mind, and therefore our aim as researchers is to ‘discover’ it. This is 
also called a ‘modernist’ or ‘positivist’ view of the world (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003). All of these assumptions, however, are now being called 
into question as researchers begin to apply perspectives of post- modernism 
on the world they are investigating.

Recently, educational researchers are reassessing the philosophical 
foundations of inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 2013) and many have moved 
from this modernist worldview to more relativist perspectives. Some 
these post-modern, constructivist foundations can be summarized as:

• Knowledge or truth is constructed not discovered (constructivism, 
constructionism)

• Truth is not objective, not outside the learner or teacher, but is con-
stantly being created ‘inside’ the consciousness of humans 
(phenomenology)

• Universal generalizations are less important to educators because each 
learning situation is unique and constantly changing. Thus under-
standing relations in a learning environment may be more important 
(ecology, connectivism)

• Measurable truth or even measurable effectiveness is not the only aim 
of research; there are other aims, such as change, growth, develop-
ment, and harmony (action research, reflective practice)
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• Bias is a useful, reflective tool in research and needs constant examina-
tion by participants

If generalization is not a goal of blended learning research, what then 
is the goal? In the field of language learning, qualitative researchers 
often attempt to learn by doing small-scale studies that reveal issues and 
point to conditions where learners are becoming more active, finding 
themselves developing the process of learning, and engaging in work 
that a learning community is doing. A blended classroom is this kind of 
small- scale study. It is a local ecology with so many variables that isolat-
ing one variable for study is just not possible, nor desirable. Researchers 
are now suggesting that classroom/online ecologies should be locally 
configured, not universally designed and therefore require a research 
process that assumes iterative, on-the-fly ‘bricolage’ (Berggren et  al., 
2005) and is best studied by contextual inquiry (Kern & Warschauer, 
2000). Second language researchers such as Holliday (1999) describe 
the ‘small cultures’ of language learning communities and Pennycock 
(2010) says learning is enacted as ‘local practice’. From this view, it is 
less useful to attempt generalizing—to derive general features or uni-
versal advantages. In addition, ecological perspectives remove the single 
variable from the center of investigation and replace it with a web of 
relations that create localized pedagogic process (van Lier, 2004; 
Lafford, 2009). Nunan and Bailey (2009) conclude that ‘comparability’ 
is more important than ‘generalizability’ in naturalistic inquiry. 
Comparability is the ability to reflect on other local cases and then see 
connections to your own local environment.

Therefore, rather than claiming that a research finding is true, false, 
or effective, a contextual, ecological researcher will describe and 
reflect. In this view of research the contrasting forces of what is true 
and what is false are not as important as the continuum of gray hues 
describing what is appropriate and what is inappropriate. Thus, 
inquiry into blended environments requires different principles of 
research for two reasons: (1) blended classrooms are complex environ-
ments or ecologies, not entities and (2) they combine physical and 
human networks for study, and researchers should not attempt to 
separate them.

 Principles of Research in Blended Environments 
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 What Is ‘Effectiveness’ in Teaching 
and Learning?

As a teacher, you may wonder how to do research in your classroom in 
order to prove what is effective teaching. You may wonder if you have the 
statistical skills to justify your claims. However, from a post-modernist 
view, it is not necessary to prove universal effectiveness. What is effective 
in one situation or a single learning ecology may not apply to other situ-
ations, nor does it need to. When you generalize through experimental 
research you need control groups, variables, and hypotheses-testing, 
which are better suited for research into tightly bounded questions, such 
as medical treatments, device design, and natural science. Scientific 
methods are less likely to be useful for examining complex social phe-
nomenon such as learning processes, education institutions, or social 
science.

In educational studies, using ecological methods of inquiry allows 
teachers to deal with complexities of learner backgrounds, institutional 
practices, curriculum materials, emerging technologies and more. As 
teachers, we can describe our classrooms as if they are learning ecolo-
gies—and then should refrain from making any general claims—just 
local claims. You may say, what is the point of research if you cannot 
make any general claims? Yet, just describing what you learned is reflec-
tive practice, and then collecting learner data to provide evidence of 
change moves into more systematic research. From there, the evidence 
can be used by other teachers who observe the ecology as a relevant case 
and can learn from it, by intuitively catching an idea here or applying an 
idea there. Doing small-scale classroom and institutional research proj-
ects that others can learn from may be far more useful than claiming 
generalized conclusions with a scientific pretense.

 Post-modernist Inquiry and Classroom Research

While the modernist approach likes to divide, isolate, and separate parts 
of an educational process for intensive examination, a post-modernist 
approach is more comfortable looking at the whole system or ‘ecosystem’ 
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of relations with others and other systems. This is called ‘contextual 
inquiry’. Contextual inquiry is not the same as ‘pseudo-science’. 
Contextual inquiry is the opposite of scientific inquiry in that it seeks to 
include as many relations or variables as possible to get a more inclusive 
picture. Scientific inquiry, however, seeks to limit the variables and remove 
the environmental factors to get a microscopic picture. Comparative 
methods studies in education attempt to scientifically measure effective-
ness and determine the superiority of one method over another.

 The Question of Effectiveness

However, effectiveness is not necessarily the main question to ask in 
research. To ask whether a particular tool or method is more or less effec-
tive is usually not useful because that question seeks to generalize. 
Generalizing assumes conditions are or can be similar from school to 
school or classroom to classroom. On the other hand, if we assume every 
school or classroom is unique, local, and embedded in its social history, 
then generalizing is not so important. Instead, we can analyze situations, 
interpret them and allow others to draw intuitions that might be useful 
for their own situations. Also, the definition of ‘effectiveness’ depends on 
your assumptions or metaphors of what learning is. Let’s compare three 
metaphors of learning and what would constitute effectiveness for each of 
those metaphors:

Metaphor of learning Criteria of effectiveness
learning is instruction, content 

mastery
number of errors, amount of vocabulary

learning is skill acquisition frequency of negotiation, number of 
strategies

learning is community socialization amount of participation, quality of 
participation

Often at conferences, you will hear research reports that claim to prove 
effectiveness in some aspect of language learning. On closer examination, 
look at how the researchers state their definition of what they mean by 
effective. For example, one researcher may claim that a method was effec-
tive because it produced greater mastery of vocabulary. In his scientific 
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study, the researcher proved that students had a statistically significant 
improvement in vocabulary acquisition due to a program of extensive 
reading. However, questions of this assumption can be made.

 – How much of the improvement came from newness or attention 
(i.e. Hawthorne effect)?

 – How was the vocabulary tested? Did it favor students of one learn-
ing style? Were students of both control and test groups prepared in 
the same way?

 – What was the modality of the vocabulary item? Written text, audio 
recording, images, videos?

 – How contextualized was the vocabulary item? Was it relevant to the 
learner? Was it simple text or did it include multimodal video 
including background noise?

 – How did the researcher define ‘acquisition’ of a vocabulary item? 
Memorization of a synonym? Application in context? Is it likely the 
acquisition was only short-term?

 – Does vocabulary acquisition alone illustrate whether a method is 
effective?

Answering these questions begins to show that a general claim for 
effectiveness may not be possible. Instead, multiple variables affect the 
results, and the definition of what is effective depends on the metaphor 
of what is learning and local ecologies. If vocabulary learning means mas-
tering content, then memorized vocabulary (without using a dictionary) 
could be a measure of effectiveness. If learning means mastering skills, 
then competent use of a learning strategy (to use a smartphone dictionary 
app) could be a measure of effectiveness. Or if learning means socializa-
tion into a community then mastering the role of a storyteller with a 
varied vocabulary could be a measure of effectiveness. Table 7.1 summa-
rizes three examples of how a researcher could proceed in doing contex-
tual inquiry in a blended learning environment. For example, if the 
researchers believed learning is mastering content, they may focus on 
how controlled practice with exercises can be implemented in a learning 
ecology and what incentives motivate learners to spend more time on the 
exercises.
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 Defining a Research Philosophy

Despite its familiarity and appropriateness for blended learning, contextual 
studies have not received the credibility that positivist approaches receive in 
some academic circles, including applied linguistics. Many technologically 
focused studies tend to evaluate a particular new technology, comparing it 
with similar pedagogies which used an ‘old’ or ‘traditional’ technology 
(Gruba, 2004). Comparison studies that isolate as a separate technology or 
innovation from a specific teaching context are not uncommon and now 
considered problematic (Chapelle, 2010). The act of separating or isolating 
a variable assumes a positivist, scientific worldview. Action research and 
ethnography, which emerge from a post- positivist paradigm, seeks not to 
compare, but asks why practices happen, and tests alternatives. For exam-
ple, as a paradigm for enquiry, action research has been criticized for lack of 
rigor, an obsessive concern for the self, and a failure to connect with larger 
educational issues (Tomal, 2003). Some critics have charged that action 
researchers often make little connection to the concerns of a wider com-
munity because they are too busy looking at their own world. To avoid the 
criticism, action researchers must (like all researchers) justify and defend 
the design of a study: why it matters (epistemology), how it was conducted 
(positionality), what the results mean (inference), and with whom the find-
ings will be published and acknowledged by (validity). The following dis-
cussion of these four questions focuses on action research but also applies 
to ethnography and other forms of contextual inquiry.

Table 7.1 Effect of learning metaphors on contextual inquiry

Learning 
metaphor Learner action Learning design

Research question for 
blended ecologies

Instruction:
Content 

mastery

Controlled 
practice

Exercises What incentives help 
motivate learners to 
memorize or re-use 
vocabulary?

Acquisition:
Skill mastery

Compensation 
strategies

Tasks How do learners clarify, 
negotiate and re-apply 
new vocabulary?

Socialization:
Role 

performance

Role & project 
participation

Events, 
performances

What kinds of 
performances encourage 
richer use of vocabulary?

 Principles of Research in Blended Environments 
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 Question of Epistemology

A view of what constitutes ‘good research’ depends on the paradigm or 
worldview of each researcher. A person who considers the world as some-
thing ‘outside’ the researcher has an epistemology (a way of knowing) that 
suggests knowledge is separated from the researcher and outside the peo-
ple involved in the study. This paradigm is called ‘objectivism’ or ‘positiv-
ism’. Often action research is rejected by objectivist-oriented scientists 
because an insider-initiated style of inquiry contradicts the belief that 
researchers must stand as far away as possible from the ‘object’ being stud-
ied (Burns, 2005). Thus there have been a number of myths about action 
research arising. Action research has been categorized or criticized as local-
ized (only useful for site-specific problem-solving), solitary (conducted by 
a single researcher leading a single class), invalid (data not trustworthy), 
informal (documents daily work), non-generalizable (findings not useful 
for other cases), biased (an activist agenda), and unscientific (not rigorous 
and not reliable) (McPherson & Nunes, 2004; Herr & Anderson, 2005).

These myths impede the acceptance of action research in some aca-
demic communities, but when these criticisms are examined, they prove 
to be overly biased with positivist perspectives. Positivism is a worldview, 
which assumes that researchers can separate themselves from what is 
being studied. In classrooms, the students are treated as ‘subjects’, and the 
experiments are conducted ‘upon’ them. Variables (the factors being 
investigated) can be separated, isolated, and analyzed with carefully 
designed statistical instruments. A hypothesis is tested and conclusions 
are drawn which can be generalized to the whole population. That is the 
standard positivist practice of research, sometimes called the ‘scientific 
method’ or just ‘science’.

In the natural sciences and engineering, this positivist view dominates 
many of the quantitative studies. However, in practice-based teacher 
communities, this perspective is less revered. Furthermore, trends in 
social science, humanities, and education are moving to post-positivist 
views where the researcher is considered part of the investigation, infus-
ing the data with a personal perspective, reflecting on that, and interpret-
ing principles for broader application. Post-positivism is a common 
paradigm in qualitative inquiry, a parallel form of research, which has 
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seven core traditions: ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenology, 
case study, life history, conversation analysis, and action research 
(Richards, 2003). Qualitative inquiry is advocated as an appropriate 
approach for studies of second language pedagogy for a number of rea-
sons. First, classrooms are far too complex to control all the variables 
required in experimental types of research (Allwright & Bailey, 1991). 
Second, attempts to prove ‘best practice’ are a dangerous distraction 
(Edge & Richards, 1998). Finally, qualitative research has transformative 
potential in the ‘lived world’ of teaching practice (Richards, 2003).

By asking the question of epistemology, we learn that the complexity 
of blended environments requires a post-positivist view of research. This 
is because post-positivism accepts problem-solving by teachers as they 
investigate classroom and online practice. In an ecology, it is impossible 
and, indeed, naïve to think that discrete variables can be separated for 
analysis. Studies that focus on a particular tool within a learning environ-
ment violate this principle. Rather than draw conclusions, implications, 
or advantages of a tool or device, action research studies instead describe 
the relations that are happening when a teacher or other actors configure 
a learning environment. Generalizations cannot and should not be 
drawn. However, the usefulness of the study emerges in the depth and 
richness of description that allows other teachers to draw intuitive con-
nections to the problems they are facing in different situations.

In addition to the question of epistemology, three other questions for 
classroom research include the question of positionality, the question of 
inference, and the question of validity. The next section looks at the posi-
tion of the teacher-researcher within the process of inquiry.

 Question of Positionality

Positionality, or concern for the relationship between the researcher and 
the researched, results from a reflection of the self to the site of study 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). Being an insider, a leader or colleague 
inside the institution being studied, is not simply an either/or condition 
but rather a continuum of positions, each with differing types of methods 
and criteria for validity (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

 Principles of Research in Blended Environments 
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In the Herr and Anderson model, positionality is divided into six pos-
sible positions ranging from highly insider-oriented (position 1) to highly 
outsider-oriented (position 6). The positionality in action research can 
cover any of the six positions (1–6), but it is likely to be more insider- 
oriented (positions 1–3). It can also have multiple positions depending 
on the stage of action. An initial stage might be position 3 (insiders and 
outsiders planning together), while a later stage might be position 1 
(an insider studying her own practice). Note that the question of being 
an insider is not a unique trait of action research, but a question to be 
asked in every tradition of qualitative research. Action research brings the 
question of positionality to the forefront and broadens the options by 
giving acceptance to various levels of insider status. Herr and Anderson 
(2005) set out six insider/outsider positions within educational settings 
(Table 7.2).

Similar to positionality, the issue of ‘standpoint’ is important to the 
researcher. In critical theory, the researcher takes a standpoint to docu-
ment or to intervene on behalf of an oppressed stakeholder in the study 
(Kellner & Share, 2007). In education, historically, the weakest partici-
pant is the learner, and somewhat the teacher, in that each has been sub-
ject to decisions by professional textbook and software designers. These 
expert designers often create products with little configurability  rendering 

Table 7.2 Examples of researcher actions to establish positionality

Positionality type Example actions

1. Insider studies self Researcher writes diary and analysis of his/her 
classroom-based teaching practices

2. Insider in collaboration 
with insiders

Researcher and two colleagues use same curriculum 
in their classes and compare experiences

3. Insider in collaboration 
with outsiders

Researcher invites co-researchers from other 
institutions to observe and analyze his/her 
situation

4. Insider-outsider teams Researcher teams in two institutions analyze their 
own situations and compare experiences

5. Outsider in 
collaboration with 
insider

Researcher joins another researcher and studies his/
her teaching setting

6. Outsider studies 
insiders

Researcher visits another school for observations 
and interviews

Adapted from Herr & Anderson, 2005
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teachers and learners powerless to design or redesign the learning process 
to fit their needs. Thus in investigating blended environments, the posi-
tionality of the researcher more often needs need to ‘stand’ as the teacher 
and learner in the environment.

 Question of Inference

In research design, the procedure of reasoning can be inductive (bottom-
 up, from the data) or deductive (top-down, from a theory). In positivist, 
experimental studies, the process is commonly deductive. The intent is to 
test a hypothesis, which is pre-determined by the researcher. This is a top- 
down approach. In naturalist inquiry, the process is commonly inductive, 
and especially so in case studies, ethnographies, and action research. The 
typical intent of a case study is to explore a context and from a very rich 
description and analysis of data, develop theory. The two basic stages of a 
case study are (1) description and (2) interpretation (Yin, 2002). Coghlan 
and Brannick (2001) add to this model with a pre-step called ‘diagnosis’, 
which is the problem-posing phase that initiates the whole cycle. Action 
research begins to extend these two stages of inquiry. Stringer (1999) first 
conceptualized the action stage as an extension of interpretive research. 
Procedural models of case studies and the action research studies are 
depicted in Fig. 7.1.

Fig. 7.1 Case study and action research models of educational enquiry
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In this model, action research is shown not as a different paradigm, but 
as an extension of current forms of qualitative inquiry, adding cycles of 
intervention and interpretation. The next sections examine four  questions 
that help to distinguish action research from other approaches of educa-
tional enquiry.

Beyond description and interpretation of data, the attention to insider/
outsider status requires a researcher to articulate personal and group 
influences on the data, in effect selecting the data that is interesting or 
important. This is a reflective stage of the inquiry. Furthermore, action 
research not only draws implications but attaches commitment by the 
collaborative researchers to act on the implications. This action is then 
observed and reflected upon to start another cycle of inference.

 Question of Validity

Apart from questions of position or inference, the question of validity 
asks how can the data collection and analysis be rigorously checked for 
quality. Tomal (2003) lists a number of threats to validity. Among these, 
the effect of researcher attention and preferences are crucially important 
for qualitative blended learning studies. For example, researchers in inno-
vation studies, particularly technological innovation, are affected by a 
pro-innovation bias (Rogers, 2003). Similarly, researchers in the litera-
ture on educational technology invariably report success, without exam-
ining whether the ‘success’ could have been due to the attention given to 
a process or a technology in its classroom setting, also known as the 
‘Hawthorne Effect’ (Tomal, 2003). In addition, when the practicality of 
an innovation is ignored, that pedagogical process may be later aban-
doned due to time-consuming administrative requirements or unsustain-
able time demands on teachers. Thus a significant threat to validity is a 
short history of data collection that may not include sufficient time to 
indicate the sustainability of an innovation.

As for researcher bias, the question for contextual inquiry is not to 
avoid bias, but to make the bias self-conscious. In positivist forms of 
research where the researcher must assume a detached position, all forms 
of insider research are discarded as invalid. With the advent of action 
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research, insider research is accepted and new forms of validity checks are 
set up to insure rigor. Anderson et  al. (1994) proposed guidelines for 
maintaining five types of quality/validity in action research (later revised 
by Herr & Anderson, 2005). The first of these, outcome validity, asks 
whether the research question was answered or whether the research 
problem was solved. Next, process validity, looks at how well the meth-
ods were triangulated to give multiple views on the issue. Third, demo-
cratic validity, asks whether all stakeholders were not only involved, but 
all benefited from the study. Fourth, catalytic validity, is the measure of 
transformation undergone within the researcher, the participants, and in 
the surrounding environment. This is similar to outcome validity, but is 
does not look at the specified parameters of the research question. It asks 
what other transformative effects happened beyond the stated aim of the 
study. Finally, dialogic validity is the question of external validity, the 
degree of value the study holds in the larger practitioner or academic 
community. This is measured not only in terms of accepted publications, 
but also through the dialogue created at conferences and workshops. 
Table 7.3 summarizes the questions of validity that Herr and Anderson 
(2005) propose.

Table 7.3 Validity types and sample questions

Validity type Sample questions

Outcome validity Does the resulting action resolve the problem that led to 
the study?

Does the outcome force reframing the problem in a more 
complex way?

Process validity To what extent are problems framed to permit ongoing 
research?

To what extent are methods triangulated?
Democratic validity To what extent is research conducted with all 

stakeholders involved?
Are the results relevant and just to the local setting?

Catalytic validity To what degree are the participants’ view of reality 
changed?

Are both researchers and participants transformed?
Dialogic validity To what extent is new knowledge generated?

How well does the researcher engage in practitioner 
community dialogue?

Based on Herr & Anderson, 2005, pp. 53–57
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These five types of validity are primarily oriented toward what has tra-
ditionally been referred to as ‘external validity’. External validity is con-
cerned with how generalizable or transferable the findings are to other 
contexts, subjects, or theory. For Herr and Anderson (2005), these five 
are the primary forms of validity appropriate for action research. However, 
other research methodologists such as Nunan (1992) emphasize internal 
validity measures, which they call ‘trustworthiness’, and argue that only 
the qualitative criteria of trustworthiness can be usefully applied to action 
research and other forms of contextual inquiry. More specifically, Burns 
(1999) describes six types of triangulation (multiple perspectives on a 
research situation) and four other processes for measuring this internal 
validity. These are summarized with sample validity questions in Table 7.4.

Table 7.4 Tactics to increase internal validity in contextual inquiry

Validity type Questions raised for validity

Multiple stakeholder 
triangulation

Is each important stakeholder included in the study?
Does the researcher collect data from students, 

teachers, and administrators?
Multiple method 

triangulation
Are multiple methods used to collect and analyze 

data?
Multiple time sampling 

triangulation
Are the environments studied in several iterations?

Multiple space 
triangulation

Are sites chosen in different locations?
How many sites are chosen?

Multiple investigator 
triangulation

Is there more than one investigator involved in the 
research?

Multiple theory 
triangulation

Does the research use multiple theoretical 
frameworks to compare findings?

Respondent checking Are summaries and reports checked and modified by 
the participants?

Peer examinations Are reports given to peers and critiques incorporated 
into new cycles?

Rival explanations and 
negative cases

Are alternative explanations considered and 
documented?

Are negative cases or cases that disagree with 
emerging themes discounted or included?

Monitoring researcher 
bias

How often and how well does the researcher 
examine his/her own biases and refer to it the 
writing?

Validity types based on Burns, 1999, pp. 162–166
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Both internal and external models of validity are useful and often over-
lap. The ‘multiple stakeholder triangulation’ and ‘multiple method trian-
gulation’ in Burns’ terminology can be compared to the democratic and 
process validity of Herr and Anderson (2005). Thus it is difficult, and 
perhaps unnecessary, to draw a clear line between internal and external 
measures which are mixed in the Herr and Anderson model. In explor-
atory research within educational environments it is useful to employ as 
many varieties of validation in order to allow greater comparability 
beyond immediate findings. For example, one other form of triangula-
tion not considered in the above models is ‘triangulation of positionality’. 
Multiple insider/outsider positions to view the phenomena may yield 
interesting or richer data. This is an additional factor within a framework 
of research validity. In action research, and especially for a blended 
 language learning studies, the factors for claiming validity should be 
explicitly stated, and factors which question or cast doubt upon trustwor-
thiness be acknowledged.

 Reflecting on a Personal and Team Philosophy

To consider undertaking action research or ethnography as an appropri-
ate approach to investigate institutional or classroom issues, it is tempt-
ing to quickly set a research question and begin collecting qualitative 
data. However, before reaching that stage, a personal or team research 
philosophy needs careful articulation on three points: position in relation 
to other participants in the study, personal worldview and assumptions 
about knowledge, and alternative paradigms which may be more in line 
with blended learning

 Acknowledging Positionality

The first step in defining a research question is to acknowledge the 
researcher’s personal perspective into research, learning, and the nature of 
knowledge itself. In a qualitative paradigm, this self-conscious review, 
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‘reflexivity’, is not to be controlled, distanced, or ignored (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003). It acknowledges that worldview, philosophy, and values 
play an important role in constructing the approach of a study. Let us 
examine a sample ‘Statement of Positionality’ that I wrote to prepare for 
writing this book:

My motivation for initiating this study comes from forty years experience facili-
tating adult education groups in communities and teaching communication 
classes in universities. I participated in various technological initiatives and 
watched some succeed and many fail due to conflicts in priorities and problems 
in training and implementation. Bringing learning theory in line with the 
frustrations and realities of practice is an incentive for this research endeavor. 
In addition to this experiential position, I bring personal factors and bias into 
this study. As an American white male (despite living and working over 30 
years in Asian, European, and African settings), I carry a strong positivist 
worldview. I have a pervasive belief in the benefits of new technology, and a 
problem/solution mindset will color my findings and require self-conscious 
reflection to overcome the limitations of such a perspective. I intend to reflect on 
these factors throughout the course of this inquiry. The notion of ‘blended’ 
learning is one way to counter the blind affection with technology that accom-
panies many studies of educational technology of the past two decades.

In this statement of positionality, the researcher acknowledges biases, 
explains how cultural upbringing could affect the course of the study, and 
suggests ways to broaden the biases. However, this is only a start in a long 
journey of reflexivity. The next two sections explore personal/team world-
views and possible blind spots in the research process.

 Discerning Personal and Collaborative Worldviews

The next step is for the researchers to discern how their own worldviews 
affect the research process. Researchers who have grown up in Western 
contexts will find their worldview is heavily influenced by an uncon-
scious assumption that reality is an external truth that must be ‘discov-
ered’. Western modernism believes that to be human is to ‘develop’ by 
learning the truth. This Platonic worldview often rejects an empirical 

 D. Hinkelman



 223

approach that knowledge can be obtained and constructed through direct 
experience. It assumes truth is objective, universal, and external to our 
minds. Education systems and modes of teaching in Western-influenced 
institutions often follow this modernist paradigm (Erlandson et  al., 
1993). Furthermore, the classic Western worldview is imbued with the 
assumption that social reality is developmental, not ecological. It views 
‘progress’ as an inevitable and desirable effect of action. This can blind a 
researcher to ignore relational, cyclical, vitalistic, and aesthetic paradigms 
of inquiry. Truth seeking is not the only endeavor appropriate for inquiry. 
A researcher from an Eastern tradition of knowing may be more comfort-
able with interpretivist views that knowledge is not discovered but cre-
ated. He or she may assume a worldview that is skeptical of notions of 
progress, instead embracing cyclical or relational views of society. If a 
researcher can reach that self-realization, it can lead to recognition of 
cultural-rooted worldviews. A reflexive perspective may be able to accept 
non-Western notions that it is not always possible or desirable to control 
the environment, yet paradoxically also embrace Western presumptions 
that change can happen and intentional change can be desirable. In a 
blended learning study, researchers must not assume inquiry will lead to 
clear single answers or that teachers can control the conditions surround-
ing their ‘subjects’. Rather, we should presume there will be multiple, 
conflicting answers and that the environment will also control the 
researchers and their vain attempts to shape it. This is a more humble, 
ethical stance that puts students and teachers as co-participants in the 
study. Researchers must ask themselves whether they intend to direct the 
goals of the study or seek to align themselves with the goals of 
co-participants.

 Recognizing Potential Blind Spots

A third aspect in building a personal and team philosophy is recognizing 
research blind spots or unconscious thinking that may limit the inquiry. 
In this section, I examine four issues that may arise in research: reduc-
tionism, objectivism, determinism, and detachment.

 Principles of Research in Blended Environments 
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 Reductionism: Analyzing Pieces of Information

Should a research question focus on tools of learning or contexts of learn-
ing? This is a key question in methodological debates in the field of edu-
cational technology, which stands out in its commitment to analyzing 
tools, especially computers. Contrary to this, Kern and Warschauer 
(2000) assert that research into network-based learning must avoid a 
tool-based analysis in its focus, and instead adopt a contextual investiga-
tion into practices of use. They criticize current research as overly focused 
on studies of convenient, easily countable measures of communication 
and suggest that the contexts of network-based language learning have 
not been explored sufficiently. This contextual inquiry “entails holistic, 
qualitative research that goes beyond inventories of linguistic features” 
(p. 14–15). Similarly, Zapata (2004) calls for examination of institutional 
and pedagogical factors in how instructors actually use technology in 
classrooms. Baskerville (1999) adds that organizational environments are 
complex social settings requiring idiographic efforts to understand what 
is contingent and unique. He concludes that factoring the social and ICT 
components into variables or isolated sub-systems will not lead to useful 
knowledge about the whole setting.

To examine specific contextual factors, in Table 7.5, eight questions are 
recommended for researchers by Kern and Warschauer (2000) and then 
expanded our adaptation of these questions to a blended language learn-
ing context. Our questions reflect an interest on a greater variety of actors 
in the environment and emphasis on their actions, not just use of 
language.

The aim of asking these questions is to broaden the inquiry, focus on a 
comprehensive environmental context and thus avoid the reductionist 
blind spot.

 Objectivism: Seeking Universal Truth or ‘Best Practice’

A second blind spot is objectivism. Should blended learning be analyzed 
objectively or subjectively? Are there measures for blended learning effec-
tiveness? Can optimal blending be calculated? The danger, however, is 
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assuming that there are blended language learning truths that can be dis-
covered. These truths or ‘best practice’ assume that objective facts, laws, 
and variables can be observed and verified outside of the researcher influ-
ence. Positivists assume a questionable view that the world is stable 
(Erlandson et al., 1993). However, in an interpretivist view, networks are 
locally constructed and configured, constantly changing, and reflect the 
social and power relations of the institution—a very unstable world. 
Thus, Edge and Richards (1998) assert that determining a universal, best 
practice, optimal form of learning is not a sensible goal. Rather, research-
ers should examine the complicated reasoning and contextual factors 
behind decisions of blending technologies, and avoid the temptation to 
generalize and define ‘best practice’.

Table 7.5 Contextual inquiry in blended approaches

Questions for contextualized 
inquiry

Questions adapted for investigating blended 
approaches

Who were the learners? Who are the participants? What are the 
technologies? How are they changing?

What exactly did they do? What kind of tasks do they do? How does a 
technology operate and affect the learning 
process? What are the pedagogic actions, 
timings, groupings, texts, and tools?

For what purpose? What are their purposes? In the past and 
emerging in the future?

In what setting? What are the micro, meso, and macro factors 
that affect the design?

With what kinds of language? What kinds of verbal and non-verbal 
modalities are expressed?

In what patterns of social 
interaction?

In what patterns of interaction, roles, and 
power?

What were the particular 
outcomes in terms of quantity 
of language use, attitudes, 
and motivation?

What were the particular outcomes in terms 
of quantity of influence, quantity of 
learning?

What were the particular 
outcomes in terms of quality 
of language use, attitudes, 
and motivation?

What were the particular outcomes in terms 
of quality of learning? What criteria do 
students and teachers use for quality?

Based on Kern & Warschauer, 2000, p. 2
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One research methodology that may be useful in contextual inquiry is 
narrative writing. Although narrative writing as a methodology has been 
marginalized in mainstream applied linguistics, Pavlenko and Lantolf 
(2000) assert its usefulness in providing non-predictive historical 
accounts, giving a context beyond the here-and-now, and ensuring high 
ecological validity (how actors work in ‘real, culturally significant situa-
tions’). They oppose objectivist perspectives that dismiss narrative research 
as ‘anecdotal evidence’, because those views are based on assumptions of 
scientific validity and generalizability. In narrative research, there should 
be no claims of general causation because “validity is based on a well- 
grounded conclusion, but it does not presume certainty; rather it pro-
poses likelihood...” (p. 161).

 Determinism: Oversimplified Causality

A third danger is determinism. Does technology cause change? Do 
humans cause change? Such questions may reflect a naïve determinism of 
how the world works, and can be avoided in blended language learning 
research. Both technological determinism (‘devices cause change’) and 
social determinism (‘humans cause change’) are examples of this deter-
ministic view.

A research question may reveal an investigator’s concept of the role of 
technology in education and whether it is deterministic. Tatnall and 
Gilding (1999) summarize the limitations of existing research method-
ologies for investigating innovation in IT-related questions. They note 
that technological determinism and social determinism dominate the 
approaches currently used in research. Technical determinism assumes 
the properties of the technology are dynamic and that social actors will 
adopt the most appropriate ones. The social actors are considered a stable 
context, and do not determine the outcome of the innovation. Technology 
is the focus of study, while social actors are relegated to the background. 
In contrast, social determinism puts technology in the background and 
assumes social actors and their power relations will determine the out-
come of the innovation. Diffusion theory (Rogers, 2003) is predomi-
nately social deterministic in that it concerns itself with the relations of 
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early adopters, resistors, change agents, and other social entities. The 
properties of technology are considered relatively stable or generally 
ignored and thus do not determine the outcomes. Both of these 
approaches are deterministic in that the properties of the social or tech-
nological actor ultimately determine the outcome.

In contrast to deterministic methodologies, van Lier (2002) uses the 
concept of affordances to describe the semiotics of language learning set-
tings. Affordances in an educational context can be: (1) intentional sup-
port for learning in the form of visual and verbal cues, (2) contingent 
support for learning in the form of on-demand analogies, for example, as 
well as stories, and demonstrations, and (3) other opportunities provided 
by the context within which the activity occurs (Kennewell et al., 2000). 
These affordances are made apparent in contexts, in relationships, and in 
actions.

Another relation not to be ignored is the web of political and eco-
nomic relations in learning environments. The structures in a blended 
language learning study appear at first to be only educational institutions 
and practices. Nonetheless, political dimensions (decision-making, roles, 
boundaries, intellectual property) and economic policies (funding, bud-
gets, plans, employment terms) of these institutions are also core arenas 
to be examined.

 Detachment: A Pretense of Non-bias

A fourth challenge is detachment. Can researchers detach themselves 
from the study, or are they invariably part of the study itself? From a 
constructivist, ecological view, it is impossible to separate a 
 teacher- researcher from co-participants of the study. A research question 
is not studied transparently by a distant, impartial observer, but influ-
enced or ‘authored’ by an individual with particular orientations. The 
personal stance of the researcher guides the study. This ‘bias’ or reflexivity 
is central to a research project, and personal agendas need to be examined 
as well as the intentions of co-participants in this study.

Rossman and Rallis (2003) argue that all research carries an assump-
tion of either maintaining the status quo or moving toward radical 
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change. The motivation for action research studies is for practical change, 
not detached description or interpretation. In a slightly different way, the 
motivation for ethnographic studies may be for practical understanding 
of how learning works. This desire for change and understanding may 
not be just for the individual’s own teaching situation, but for the field of 
second language learning as a whole.

Yet the status quo also carries important values. The view of the change 
agent tends to be concerned with modes of domination, contradiction, 
emancipation, deprivation, and potentiality. However, the status quo 
view holds the values of consensus, cohesion, and solidarity. Thus, in 
blended language learning, a researcher may take a ‘pragmatic’ stance, 
which appropriately balances needs for both change and stability.

Blended learning as a concept has both an implicit change agenda and 
a desire to maintain continuity with useful practices of the past. For sta-
bility, its view is to acknowledge the resistance of high technology- 
rejecting teachers and researchers, and bring their perspective into the 
discussion of appropriate technology for language learning. For change, 
its view is to introduce computer-oriented teachers and researchers to a 
broader conceptualization of learning environments and task-based 
learning by thoroughly integrating face-to-face aspects into the teaching 
methodology.

 Minimizing Research Traps and Pitfalls

In contrast with studies in which emphasize introduction of tools, 
blended learning research can avoid the traps of reductionism, objectiv-
ism, determinism, and detachment by conducting a contextual inquiry 
with a rich description of the whole environment of language learning. 
We advise blended learning researchers to:

• Describe contexts and actions of blended learning practice, not iso-
lated tools and their applications;

• Seek localized examples and factors, not universal laws or truths;
• Deconstruct complex and chaotic relationships, not linear and direct 

causalities;
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• Employ critical and reflexive approaches such as action research or 
ethnography, not detached hypothesis testing or experimental 
studies.

Finally, research approaches that are capable of holding these four val-
ues also need to consider some of the ethical dimensions of their work.

 Ethical Considerations

Because it is small-scale, research into blended learning ecologies may 
appear to lie below the radar of major ethical concerns. Such an attitude, 
however, is deceptive as practitioner research raises a number of ethical 
issues. Chief among the concerns for the ethical researcher is the relation-
ship between the researcher and the researched. Researchers who are 
investigating a classroom and playing a dual role as a teacher need to be 
aware that the roles may conflict. With this change in roles, it is possible 
to think of the people involved less as students and more as participants 
in an educational innovation. Sometimes, however, students do not want 
to be seen as ‘subjects’ in a research ‘experiment’ that they may well not 
fully understand. Even though at times the teaching team may feel that it 
is acting alone when conducting classroom research, the investigation 
may influence the relationship among colleagues. In a sense, starting the 
innovation has already signaled some dissatisfaction with the status quo. 
Something will change, and that can be threatening. Indeed, the results 
of the study may pull the team away from further collaboration with 
other colleagues, for example, or change interaction with each other in 
significant ways.

The outcomes of ethnographies and action research can also affect the 
relationship with the wider community. Pedagogical approaches, of 
course, affect students directly. Less obvious though, members of the 
community may ask for evidence of your work and expect defense of the 
innovation. In an ethical sense, each researcher needs to justify how the 
resources were expended and used throughout the project. Did the out-
comes justify the costs? Is the blended learning project sustainable? How 
does it fit into the framework for graduate outcomes and other standards 
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for evaluation? Table 7.6 summarizes these ethical questions common in 
contextual inquiry.

At many universities, detailed applications must be submitted to a 
standing committee for approval before conducting any research involv-
ing humans. Having said that, however, a loophole exists: if the work is 
not to be published in an academic journal, the faculty member can 
research a local setting and disseminate the results through internal 
reports and presentations. Nonetheless, even if formal applications are 
not required, principles to protect all participants need attention. An 
overview of important ethical concerns is set out in Table 7.7.

If the research site involves primary or secondary schools, for example, 
in the case of a graduate school research project, an awareness of ethical 
issues needs to be heightened. Primary and secondary school environ-
ments differ from the tertiary institutions. Teachers will be under more 

Table 7.6 Ethical questions in contextual inquiry

Potential area of 
ethical conflict Questions to consider

Abuse of power in 
student and 
collegial 
relationships

What safeguards will be in place to minimize power 
differentials in the student-teacher relationship? How 
will colleagues be informed, portrayed, or debriefed?

Informed consent What will participants be told about the purpose of the 
investigation? Will a plain language statement that 
details the purpose, methods of data collection, and 
whom to contact for misbehavior be provided to each 
potential participant?

Non-coercion 
(voluntary 
participation)

How will students opt-in, or opt-out, of a study that 
involves an entire subject? How will the data they 
present for analysis, including personal journals, 
online postings, and assessment marks, be gathered?

Confidentiality of 
data

How will the data be anonymized? Who will have 
access to the raw data? How will the data be stored 
and secured? How long will it be retained?

Dissemination to 
stakeholders

What is the plan for dissemination to stakeholders, 
including transient students, regarding the outcomes 
of the research?

Academic 
publications and 
conferences

What are the standards set by academic journals or 
professional bodies regarding ethical guidelines?
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scrutiny by parents and administration; colleagues will be more affected 
by curriculum changes. Most importantly, the students are minors, so for-
mal ethical permission obtained from the school authorities, or perhaps 
the school district officials, will be required before researching this group.

 Summary

Contextual inquiry with blended environments is generally defined as a 
study by instructors on pedagogical practice combining online and face- 
to- face contexts. It is aimed at examining an intervention (action research) 
or to describe how change is happening (ethnography). One way to think 
of contextual inquiry is as an act of sustained and structured reflection on 
a small-scale educational innovation.

Critics have charged that this kind of naturalistic research is not proper 
science because it has weak methodology, lacks rigor, and is self- referential. 

Table 7.7 Key ethical principles in contextual inquiry

Ethical 
principle Suggested strategies

Disclosure Tell students that you will be conducting research during the 
course of the project. Explain to them your concerns, what 
type of knowledge you are seeking, and how you will go 
about it

Non-coercion Inform students that their participation is voluntary and that 
you will not gather data from students who feel 
uncomfortable. Tell students that grades will not be 
affected. Obtain written permission

Confidentiality Anonymize the data; restrict and guard access
Privacy Do not seek to gather data that has no relevance to the study, 

particularly regarding sensitive topics
Beneficence Explain to students how the results of the study will be used 

to improve the pedagogy
Honesty Report findings without embellishment that overstep the 

boundaries of the purpose
Action Make good on your promises to do something beneficial with 

the results of your study not only for your own pedagogy 
but in regards to presentation or publication of your 
findings; create a cyclical process of study
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Proponents respond by defending the paradigm as a viable and appropri-
ate form of socially situated investigation. Action researchers and ethnog-
raphers need to be prepared to defend their approach, methodology, and 
conclusions. Contextual inquiry differs from traditional forms of research 
in four ways:

• Epistemology: Knowledge develops from a reflective stance, not an 
objective one;

• Positionality: The researchers are personally involved, and give insider 
views;

• Inference: The process is cyclical and continuous over long stretches of 
time;

• Validity: Trustworthiness is established through triangulation. Purpose 
and outcomes highlight descriptions of change and not explanation of 
causes.

Researchers in blended environments may weaken their study by using 
reductionism: analyzing pieces of knowledge (individual tools or tech-
nologies out of context), objectivism: seeking universal truth (compari-
son studies to determine best practice), determinism: oversimplified 
causality (generalizing rather than describing), and detachment: a pre-
tense of non-bias (ignoring the researchers’ role in change). Ethical con-
cerns are multidimensional and need to be considered from several angles 
before the start of any research study. Five major techniques of data col-
lection are commonly used: journals, observations, questionnaires, 
 interviews, and an analysis of student artifacts (documents  and tools). 
Triangulation to improve trustworthiness is needed within both data col-
lection and analysis for high-stakes projects.

For qualitative data analysis, both paper-based and electronic tools are 
available. The coding phase of the analysis should begin by using intu-
ition to establish mutually exclusive categories of coding and solidify 
understanding of the data set. An interrater reliability study will demon-
strate the viability of the coding scheme. The research team should plan 
and record critical reflection and debriefing sessions at the end of a term 
while impressions are still fresh.
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To conclude the research project, team members need to present and 
publish reports on contextual studies of their blended learning environ-
ments and learning results. This is to meet ethical considerations, to 
demonstrate a concern for the teaching community, and receive feedback 
on the findings. Institutions can establish ongoing research teams to 
identify needs and problems for research and development and reward 
these teams with workload considerations, conference funding, and other 
recognition. The next two chapters examine two methodological 
approaches to researching blended environments: action research and 
ethnography.
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8
Action Research in Blended 

Environments

With its emphasis on intervention and change, action research is one of 
the most suitable research approaches for investigating blended environ-
ments. Action research is an appropriate approach because it is critical 
and collaborative in nature, and therefore aligned with the considerations 
of purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability across les-
sons, programs, and institutions. This chapter describes, defines, and dif-
ferentiates action research—highlighting justifications for its use, 
describing issues of researcher trustworthiness and positionality, and illus-
trating its implementation with examples from blended environments.

 Defining Action Research in Blended 
Environments

In the field of second language learning, action research has been referred 
to as a type of ‘classroom research’ (Nunan & Bailey, 2009) or ‘teacher 
research’ (Freeman, 1998). However, Burns (1999) points out that such 
terms may denigrate the value of action research as either non-research, 
informal research, or as merely a method of investigation not to be taken 



238 

seriously. In contrast, action research has developed into a rigorous for-
mal approach for dissertations (Herr & Anderson, 2014) and is now well 
integrated into second language learning research (Burns, 2005, 2010). 
In many ways, action research can be seen as a structured and proactive 
process of reflection, intervention, and data analysis that aims to improve 
teaching. Rather than rely on an outside experts’ recommendations for 
change, action researchers are teachers who engage in an intentional and 
visible process that helps formalize concerns, draw out hunches, examine 
issues, and develop plans that “develops a sense of ownership in the 
knowledge constructed” (Dana & Yendol-Silva, 2003, p. 7). With refer-
ence to language educators, Burns (2010) defines action research as a 
“self-reflective, critical, and systematic approach to exploring your own 
teaching contexts” (p. 2). What differentiates action research from reflec-
tive teaching is that the results are written and ‘published’ in the sense 
that they are “publicly available for critical scrutiny” (Nunan & Bailey, 
2009, p. 227).

At its core, the process of action research revolves around a four-phase 
‘plan-act-observe-reflect’ cycle of inquiry (Costello, 2003). By taking 
‘action’, researchers focus the study on an intervention or change in the 
environment. The intervention may mean improving communication 
with students, revising materials, or reshaping an entire school policy 
(Coulter, 2002). Planning, implementing, and reflecting on action is 
integral to the whole research process. It is not ‘action after research’ but 
rather ‘research during the action’ that is happening. This is ideal for 
constantly changing blended environments, which are uniquely config-
ured by location and by time. Research approaches that force a ‘stop in 
time’ for analysis and non-participatory observation will be unable to 
capture relevant data that reveal why and how change happens (Coghlan 
& Brannick, 2001).

For our purposes, action research can be seen as a small-scale, cyclical 
study designed by an individual instructor or teaching team to investigate 
blended approaches that lead to sustainable improvements in classroom- 
based teaching. This approach is often applied to a range of possible areas 
such as curriculum development, student participation, team effective-
ness, assessment practices, and policy formation. Example aims and 
interventions are shown in Table 8.1.
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 Differentiating Action Research from Other 
Approaches

Action research is different from other research approaches in its focus on 
intervention. It assumes the members of the research team have power to 
initiate the research question and implement the plans in the research 
plan. It is qualitative and participatory. The research procedure begins 
with planning and intervention, followed by analysis, reflection, and 
publication. Typically, an action research question will ask, ‘What hap-
pens when?’ a specific intervention is initiated by the teachers.

In contrast, ethnography is a descriptive process. Change over time 
may occur and be described; however, making the change itself is not the 
aim of the research. A typical research question for ethnography is to 
examine the learning ecology and ask, ‘What are the relations of the 
actors?’ or ‘What are the dimensions in the blended learning design?’ Its 

Table 8.1 Areas of action research in blended classrooms

Focal area Research aim Example interventions

Curriculum 
development

To see the effects of 
aligning task goals, 
syllabus aims, and 
course objectives 
across the curriculum.

Connect a writing class and a 
presentation class with a common 
theme and have students write 
and present with the same 
research data for both. Publish a 
blog with combined projects.

Student 
participation

To improve student 
motivation and 
participation in classes.

Add gamification tools such as 
progress bars, badges, and 
awards to the class website, then 
gauge the student response.

Team 
effectiveness

To share common 
quizzes and teaching 
resources across classes 
with same aims and 
different teachers.

Build a repository of questions in a 
question bank and share 
templates of courses.

Assessment 
practices

To integrate self- and 
peer assessment to 
improve learner 
sensitivity to rubric 
criteria

Video record learner performances 
and require reviewing and 
marking the tasks themselves and 
for their classmates.

Policy 
formation

To determine how much 
homework students 
are doing.

Collect quiz and assignment results 
from the whole program with the 
LMS.
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emphasis is qualitative as well, but the methodologies rely heavily on 
observation. The results are published and an external dialogue begins.

Similar to both action research and ethnography is reflective practice 
(Freeman & Johnson, 2005; Nunan & Bailey, 2009). In reflective prac-
tice, a teacher may choose to observe his or her own teaching practice, 
describe it, or initiate changes within it. The difference is that there is no 
intent to publish and engage in a dialogue with practitioners in the larger 
academic community.

Finally, action research differs remarkably from common scientific 
research approaches such as experimental testing. Experimental and com-
parative method approaches attempt to determine if a particular method 
or tool is effective in a blended learning environment. This is generally a 
quantitative, positivist approach based on observation and control or iso-
lation of variables. It has limited applicability in blended environments, 
unless designed carefully with a very specific aim. Table 8.2 summarizes 
the differences of these four approaches.

 Justifying Action Research in Blended 
Environments

Of these four approaches, how do we justify the choice of action research 
over the other approaches? Action research is appropriate to investigations 
of blended language learning because it takes advantage of the primary 

Table 8.2 Differences of research approaches in blended classrooms

Research 
approach Emphasis Research strategies

Typical research 
question

Action 
research

Qualitative/
participatory

Intervention and 
publication

What happens when a 
method, text, or tool is 
changed?

Ethnography Qualitative/
observation

Description and 
publication

What are the relations 
and effects within a 
learning environment?

Reflective 
practice

Qualitative/
observation

Description or 
intervention

How can I improve my 
teaching?

Experimental Quantitative/
observation

Experimental 
testing/replication 
and publication

Which method or tool is 
most effective?
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researcher’s already active role as an insider well acquainted with the prob-
lems and issues of practitioners working in second language learning 
classrooms. The values of action research fit the needs of contextualized, 
long-term, qualitative study. Further, the results of interventions can lend 
additional external validity to the analysis.

However, administrators and researchers with a positivist worldview 
may categorize or criticize action research as uncontrolled (too participa-
tory, not taking a role as a distant observer), localized (only useful for 
site-specific problem-solving), solitary (conducted by a single researcher 
leading a single class), invalid (data not trustworthy), informal (docu-
ments daily work), non-generalizable (findings not useful for other cases), 
biased (an activist agenda), and unscientific (not rigorous and not reli-
able) (McPherson & Nunes, 2004; Herr & Anderson, 2005). However, 
these views ignore the values of qualitative inquiry (Richards, 2003).

Sometimes, however, even qualitative researchers struggle to accept 
action research, preferring to consign it to a “separate category of knowl-
edge” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 52). The strongest accusation is that 
action research is pure advocacy, not inquiry. One researcher was told, “If 
you want to do research, do research; if you want to organize, then go do 
activist work” (Maguire, quoted in Herr & Anderson, 2005: xii). This 
view does not consider that advocacy and inquiry can operate concur-
rently, and even illuminate each other. Similarly, action research may be 
characterized as mere problem-solving or analysis of daily work. However, 
Kemmis and McTaggert (1992) state that problem-posing is an initial 
step of action research, and that there is no guarantee or requirement that 
a problem be solved. Handel (1991) adds that although action research 
starts with informal daily practice, it must deconstruct the phenomena, 
and from that build theory. Nunan (2001) argues that it would be 
 patronizing to simply accept action research as professional development 
and then discount it as ‘real’ research.

Questions of validity and bias are also raised as to whether the results of 
action research are generalizable beyond a single situation. Actually, this is 
the quandary of any small-scale study. Generalizability depends on the 
quality and rigor of study (McPherson & Nunes, 2004) and validity is just 
as important in any qualitative study as in a quantitative study (Nunan, 
1992). Validity of an insider-based study will need new types of criteria, 
and requires a more sensitive analysis of the varieties of insider/outsider 
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positions that a researcher can take (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Table 8.3 
summarizes and compares these positivist and post-positivist views on 
action research.

 Issues in the Design of Action Research

Once convinced of the power that action research holds as both a research 
and pedagogical improvement approach, it is time to design a project and 
involve colleagues in the process. If working on a curricular project, it is 
best to have all teachers in the program involved in the action research 
(Burns, 2009). If working on issues for a single class, a single teacher or 
several teachers sharing the same problems may work together. Action 
research trustworthiness is improved with more researchers as each adds 

Table 8.3 Perspectives on Action Research (AR)

Positivist views Post-positivist, qualitative views

AR is unscientific AR is qualitative, post-positivist inquiry. (Richards, 2003)
AR is local 

problem-solving
AR is both problem-posing and problem-solving (Kemmis 

& McTaggert, 1992, p. 21)
AR is conducted by 

a solitary insider
AR is participatory and collaborative, an insider/outsider 

continuum (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 31)
AR is informal daily 

work
AR formalizes knowledge from practice settings; it 

deconstructs daily practices, and reconstruct them as 
theory (Handel, 1991)

AR is advocacy AR is both advocacy and inquiry. Inquiry has greater 
outcome validity when participants commit implications 
to action (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 55)

AR is professional 
development

AR is not only professional development, but also ‘real’ 
research because it is a systematic process of inquiry—
question, data, and analysis (Nunan, 2001, p. 200)

AR is invalid and 
unreliable

AR uses qualitative reliability and validity checks. 
External validity is less of a concern in some studies 
(Nunan, 1992, p. 19)

AR is not 
generalizable

AR is like a case study, often extensible to general 
theory. (McPherson & Nunes, 2004, p. 125). Its aim is to 
build and understand local ecologies, and draw 
inferences from that.

AR is biased AR is value-laden, as is all research. Reflexivity 
acknowledges values (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 4)
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an aspect of triangulation, an additional perspective, to the investigation. 
Nonetheless, several more issues in the design of action research need to 
be asked and examined before beginning an action research study. The 
major issues in the design of an action research study concern recognizing 
positionality, establishing external validity, and providing a role for non- 
human, hybrid agency (i.e. blended technologies).

 Individual and Collaborative Positionality

As discussed in the chapter on principles of research in blended envi-
ronments, what distinguishes an action research study from other stud-
ies is the insider status of the researchers. The insider status can be a 
single individual, but greater impact and greater action is possible if 
multiple researchers are included. Insider positionality is typically 
embodied by teachers who are assigned to teach a particular class and 
have power to configure the methods, texts, and tools of the course. 
Those powers are often limited in terms of time and funds, but open 
within a prescribed radius of actions. That prescribed radius of power to 
design is what I call a ‘configuration zone’. An insider has the power to 
configure within that zone, but an outsider does not have that power, 
and may only be able to observe, and possibly to advise. Furthermore, 
within a collaboration team, there may be members with varying scopes 
of power and this ability should be consciously acknowledged and 
described. For example, an administrator and a teacher may form a 
team with one having more power in collecting funds for an interven-
tion and the other having more power in implementing the interven-
tion face-to-face with the learners.

 External Validity or Transferability

The purpose of research as opposed to practitioner improvement is the 
transferability of local knowledge to public knowledge. This is also known 
as external validity (Nunan & Bailey, 2009). In addition, Herr and 
Anderson (2005, p. 6) state the problem of action research is making the 
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connection between local issues and global, public ones, or local and 
public knowledge. This is where a literature review is important at the 
outset of the planning stage of the project, so that the issues and interven-
tions of other groups tackling the same questions are framed and then a 
dialogue between local results and more public results can be built into 
the research design from the beginning.

 Non-human, Hybrid Agency

Action research is focused on action, which may be assumed to be con-
scious, human-initiated change. However in blended environments, ini-
tiation of change can be unconscious and occasioned by ecologies of 
what Suchman (2007) calls ‘human-machine reconfigurations’. These 
configurations of human and device interactions are local combinations 
and not necessarily related to a universal ‘branded’ technology. Therefore, 
when an intervention involves changing a learning ecology, research 
questions like ‘what happened when…. was done?’ or ‘how did …. affect 
the assessments?’ can acknowledge that multiple changes are happening 
and these changes may appear after a learning effect. An example of this 
is notebook computers, which force a certain physical way of interacting 
in a communication classroom  (hands forward, head down). A note-
book computer has unconscious agency in that it requires a learner to sit 
down and manipulate a keyboard with two-handed typing. Thus a room 
with desks and tables are conducive to using notebooks while an envi-
ronment where learners do a task that requires a standing posture, then 
tablets, hand-held devices, or clipboards with paper sheets are necessary. 
In both cases, the devices and the tasks are forcing each other into cer-
tain configurations, and the teacher, within that configuration zone, tries 
to adjust to make the learning experience work.

When these three issues (positionality, transferability, and hybrid 
agency) are considered in the research design, then an action research 
approach can be appropriately designed for blended environments. The 
next section explains how to design and conduct a collaborative action 
research study based in a blended learning environment.
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 Conducting Action Research

One point all proponents of action research have in common is that inves-
tigations are cyclical, moving in a spiral starting from inspiration (a chal-
lenge or problem), then planning, action, data collection, data analysis, 
and finishing with a new plan for action. With the results in, a new spiral 
starts again in a cycle of continual reflection and improvement.

There are a number of ways educators have framed the steps needed to 
complete an action research project. As described earlier in this chapter, 
Costello (2003) explains four major stages commonly proposed for action 
research: (1) plan, (2) act/observe, (3) interpret/reflect, and (4) re-plan. 
Figure 8.1 lays out this process.

This simple framework has been expanded into eight, more specific 
stages by Costello (2011) as follows:

Stage 1:  Defining the enquiry—Establishing an appropriate research 
question

Stage 2: Describing the educational situation
Stage 3: Collecting and analyzing evaluative data
Stage 4: Reviewing the data and looking for contradictions
Stage 5: Tackling a contradiction by introducing some aspect of change
Stage 6: Monitoring the change
Stage 7: Analyzing evaluative data concerning the change
Stage 8: Reviewing the change and deciding what to do next

This approach emphasizes several stages of data gathering to explore 
and determine what the problem (contradiction) is. That is a useful 

Fig. 8.1 Major stages in the action research approach
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endeavor because it may uncover hidden issues. However, in our experi-
ence, one of the main objectives of action research is to make sustainable 
change for the institution and a sustainable research process for busy 
teachers. Teachers can intuitively and quickly make a long list of prob-
lems, even urgent, painful ones, so extensive time expanding and explor-
ing these problem lists will risk exhausting limited teacher time. Therefore, 
I would emphasize reducing the problems to a single focus based on insti-
tutional priorities and connecting the results to a larger community 
through publishing and presenting. In view of these concerns, I propose 
a ten-step process based on sustainable values as follows:

 1. Problem-posing: Prioritizing the problems. Focusing on a research 
question.

 2. Designing: Designing the pedagogical or technological intervention.
 3. Specifying: Selecting what data is needed and can be collected
 4. Configuring: Selecting participants; scheduling an appropriate time 

in the teaching cycle
 5. Promoting: Promoting, implementing, and trouble-shooting the 

change
 6. Collecting: Collecting and reducing the data
 7. Analyzing: Making sense of the data
 8. Reflecting: Asking teachers and students to evaluate.
 9. Publishing: Connecting to research communities for critique and 

dialogue.
 10. Institutionalizing: Choosing the next plan of action and budgets for 

the next cycle.

While Fig.  8.1 shows the progression of four major stages, Fig.  8.2 
adds to the model by showing a progression of four stages with ten 
smaller, minor steps in a single cycle of action research. Table 8.4 then 
describes these ten steps with suggestions for teacher-researchers.

The following sections illustrate these steps briefly from a practical 
teacher- researcher point of view. See Burns (2010), for further descrip-
tions of the plan, act, describe, and reflect cycle of action research.
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 Step 1: Problem-Posing (Establishing an Appropriate 
Research Question)

The first step in creating an action research question is to consider key 
issues facing the teaching team. Consider appropriate questions to inves-
tigate blended learning. A researcher starting an exploratory study might 
ask a very general question, ‘How do teachers design blended environ-
ments?’ The study might begin by assuming there is set of ideal rules of 
design that master designers always follow. Then investigation would seek 
to discover those expert rules. Or quite differently, the study could exam-
ine factors within a particular situation inside an ongoing blended learn-
ing program, such as ‘What will improve student participation?’ The 
study would then attempt to design an intervention and assess the 
outcomes.

There are many possible approaches to developing a research question. 
Keep in mind that action research can occur in advance of an innovation 
or during its implementation. In analyzing a research question for appro-
priateness, Burns (2010) adapts eight categories of evaluation from 
Schwalbach (2003): (1) scope, (2) open-endedness, (3) bias, (4) logical 
connection, (5) ease of data collection, (6) relevance to current research, 
(7) ethical value, and (8) clarity. To these evaluative categories, in 
Table 8.5, suggestions for applying action research to blended environ-
ments are added.

Fig. 8.2 Major stages and minor steps in the action research approach
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Table 8.4 Stages and steps in a cycle of action research

Stage Step Description and suggestions

Plan 1.  Problem-  
posing

Clarify purpose. Keep the aim singular and focused. 
Select priorities based on teacher intuition and 
passion. See the project through the eyes of your 
stakeholders. Consider institutional priorities and 
ethical issues with learners.

2. Designing Design the intervention itself. Program the modules, 
create materials, and configure the tasks for the 
blended learning environment.

3. Specifying Specify what type and how much data will be 
needed. Gather no more data than you will need to 
fulfill your purpose. Design instruments for data 
collection. Examine action research guidebooks for 
insights. Do an external literature review to find 
similar projects.

4. Configuring Select those to invite as participants in the project. 
Set timing and schedule for data collection. 
Discipline and focus the time you require for data 
gathering. Inform students and other stakeholders 
and get their consent.

Act/
observe

5. Promoting Promote the innovation or intervention, and monitor 
its implementation and expansion. Trouble-shoot as 
problems arise. Note issues, blocks, and changes.

6. Collecting Use learner analytics on the LMS for outcome data. Set 
up a group blog, wiki, or online document to allow 
constant sharing of reflective data and insights.

Interpret/
reflect

7. Analyzing Examine the data. Sketch out major themes based on 
intuition. Create a rubric for data analysis (or apply 
analytical tools).

Outline a thematic coding scheme by looking for 
patterns; alternately, select appropriate statistical 
procedures.

Complete data analysis. Rigorously examine the data 
using data analysis tools; note exceptions in particular.

8. Reflecting Survey and interview students’ views on the 
intervention. Debrief yourself on the highs and 
lows of the action; map out implications for the 
next cycle of research.

9. Publishing Write the research. Clarify the outcomes of the 
research through writing. Disseminate the results 
and writing locally and globally. Talk to local 
stakeholders about your findings and how they 
lead to action. Seek critique in peer-reviewed 
journals and dialogue in teacher conferences.

(continued)
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Table 8.4 (continued)

Stage Step Description and suggestions

Re-plan 10.  Institution- 
alizing

Choose what is sustainable in the intervention, and 
plan how to make it permanent. Modify the 
pedagogical innovation based on your results and 
enact them in your next term or cycle. Select the 
next plan of action.

Table 8.5 Evaluating research questions in blended language learning

Evaluative 
category Recommendations for blended environments

Scope Clarify whether the scope is meso level (program context) or 
micro level (classroom context). Avoid narrow, tool-focused 
research questions.

Open- 
endedness

The question should lead to further, long-term questions 
related to technology. At the same time, it should lead to a 
sustainable environment. A question focusing on highly 
expensive interventions may need to be reconsidered.

Bias Avoid questions that focus on tool effectiveness or comparative 
methods. Instead ask how the whole ecology of classroom 
technologies influences students and their learning.

Logical 
connection

A good research question makes a clear connection between 
interventions and outcomes.

Ease of data 
collection

The question should not be too abstract, but specific enough to 
quickly generate interview questions and observational 
categories.

Relevance The question should be a problem that needs solving, and 
results considered valuable by others. The question may have 
already been explored by another study. Be sure to build on 
past studies.

Ethical value Ensure the question is aligned with student goals and school 
curriculum goals. In the year preceding the action research 
study, ask for course evaluation comments from students to 
determine issues and needs.

Clarity A clear, concise question suggests its value to both external 
researchers and institutional colleagues.

 Action Research in Blended Environments 



250 

 Step 2: Designing (Creating the Intervention 
Classroom and Online Texts/Activities)

The design of the intervention can be a lengthy process involving produc-
ing textbooks, developing online activities, and purchasing classroom 
devices. It may also be a simple change in procedure that requires no 
effort to arrange time and funding. It may be concurrently in a design 
phase at the same time as another action research cycle is being 
completed.

 Step 3: Specifying (Deciding What Data to Collect)

The data to collect is generally learning outcome data from the students’ 
activities. In the past this data was collected entirely by hand on paper 
forms with re-input into another software program. Recently, LMSs are 
designed to collect learner data as part of every activity that is tracked on 
the site. This can produce rich data that reveals what students are learning 
and how they are learning it.

 Step 4: Configuring

In this final stage of planning, the teachers select the participants to be 
invited to join the research project and then configure the blended learn-
ing environment. Selecting the participants usually means choosing the 
students and the course that the action research team will focus its atten-
tion on. Configuring means setting up the class website, preparing paper 
and online materials, and gaining permission from all concerned to begin 
the project.

 Step 5: Promoting

Monitoring an intervention suggests simply watching a situation for 
potential problems. Actually, long before monitoring can begin, the 
intervention has to promoted and sold to all stakeholders including the 
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learners themselves. This may require actively convincing, redesigning, 
and training both co-teachers and students to buy into the innovation 
and supporting them throughout the learning cycle.

 Step 6: Collecting

Collecting data for the research begins in the action stage, as learners are 
actively engaging within the intervention. One increasingly common 
approach is using learner analytics from the LMS to produce outcome 
data. For reflective data, setting up a group forum, blog, wiki, or online 
document may allow constant sharing of procedural documentation and 
insights among team members.

 Step 7: Analyzing

One way to begin an analysis is by first looking for ‘slippage’ in the final 
product. An action researcher searches for imperfections, misunderstand-
ings, and examples of poor communication. 

To counter slippage and increase impact, triangulation is a strategy to 
improve data analysis. In a term associated with land surveying, to ‘trian-
gulate’ means to add another point of data, another set of data, or per-
haps even an additional investigator to see if the new information provides 
further insights, stronger evidence of causality, or extends the basis for 
repudiation of an argument. Adding a significant component to an action 
research project, of course, makes it more complex and thus less able to 
complete alone. The more the action project is expanded and replicated, 
and the impact of results heightened, the more that data needs to be 
sound and conclusions justified. Triangulation is particularly helpful in 
situations that are unique and quick, and are often used for studies involv-
ing classroom observations that are not video recorded. As teachers gain 
experience in research, they may learn to triangulate more and more. In 
one way, it is because the results need to be increasingly sound to develop 
trust in a professional reputation. In another way, however, triangulation 
builds the local research community by involving more co-researchers. 
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Triangulation also provides a good way to mentor graduate students in 
research, as well as a way for us as colleagues to work together on mutu-
ally interesting challenges.

 Step 8: Reflecting (Debriefing by Faculty 
and Evaluation by Students)

Throughout the course of a blended learning project, it is wise to periodi-
cally take some time out to reflect. What has gone right? What’s gone 
wrong? Journals, either written or audio recorded, provide a technique to 
keep a researcher’s thoughts in order. A final reflection session is known 
as a debriefing. Plan for debriefing at the early end of a term, somewhere 
between the end of teaching and the time to submit grades, while many 
of the ideas are still fresh. The most important factor in a debriefing ses-
sion is to invite someone who is ‘tough and critical’. Find a senior col-
league who will ask challenging questions, not simply seek agreement 
with the findings as presented.

To triangulate effectively, each member of the team will need to be well 
briefed on the purpose and structure of the study. Establishing and 
 communicating a clear aim tends to be overlooked on insider projects 
that can become overly complex, poorly managed, or simply full of 
assumptions among colleagues who are familiar with each other. One 
school of thought argues that outsiders make the best triangulators (Herr 
& Anderson, 2014). If a co-researcher is too familiar, or assumes they 
know exactly what they are looking for in an observation, they need an 
outside view in order to sufficiently interrogate the situation. So, ideally, 
a useful triangulation tactic is to use someone less familiar or less aligned 
with the internal team’s thinking.

 Step 9: Publishing (Dissemination and Critique 
of Research)

One primary ‘action’ in an action research project is to present and publish. 
Action researchers have an ethical responsibility to ‘do something’ with 
their work, including disseminating it to a wider audience. In addition, 
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published work from the project can advance the careers of team members. 
Even though promoting educational innovation in general, or blended 
learning in particular, may not be the aim, providing evidence that you 
take teaching responsibilities seriously will provide tangible evidence of 
active professional development. Feedback from reviews can provide 
insights and improve research skills. Finally, consider ways to tailor the 
work to departmental seminar presentations, local and national confer-
ences, and refereed journals. Though blended language learning has no 
dedicated journals or conferences, all second language learning journals 
accept qualitative studies, including action research. For studies focusing 
on the process of action research in particular, the Journal of Educational 
Action Research has a long and respected history.

 Step 10: Institutionalizing (Selecting Sustainable 
Change and Next Actions)

Upon completion of the research, what are some practical ways to con-
tinue action on the findings? How will the findings make an impact in 
the area of policy, pedagogy, or people? Most importantly, how can the 
changes be sustained? The value of action research lies in the interven-
tions that have been institutionalized and sustained over many years. This 
gives an ethical basis to justify an ongoing program of research that insti-
tutions will support as a part of faculty and curricular development.

 Action Research Cases: Longitudinal Studies

To illustrate the methodological design and process of an action research 
study in blended environments, here are three projects of collaborative 
action research that involved long-term commitment by teachers and 
institutions (more than three years of cycles) and led to significant 
improvements in the foreign language programs. These cases are based 
on university EFL experience in Japan, although their applicability 
extends across second language programs in many countries and varied 
contexts. The first deals with blended assessments, the second with 
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learner motivation and participation, and the third with materials design 
and mass- collaborative authoring (Table 8.6).

 Summary

Action research is generally defined as a cyclical study by instructors in a 
pedagogical practice aimed at making an improvement. One way to 
think of action research is as an act of sustained and structured reflection 
on a small-scale educational innovation.

Table 8.6 Three action research projects in a university EFL program in Japan

Project area Years/teachers Description and outcomes

1.  Assessment of 
performances 
with video 
recordings and 
self/peer 
assessment

6 annual cycles
8 teachers 

participating

Teachers recorded five individual speech 
performances per semester. They built a 
custom plugin for their LMS to manage 
the video recordings and send them to 
students for self- and peer assessment 
online. Paper rubrics were replaced by 
online ones that provided feedback and 
analytics. With training, assessment 
scores by students mirrored those by 
teachers.

2.  Participation 
measurement 
via progress 
bars and other 
gamification

3 annual cycles
4 teachers 

participating

Participation in a classroom community 
was tracked and achievements were 
visibly displayed on group and 
individual web interfaces. Teachers used 
weekly reviews of progress to spur all 
students to complete all required 
activities and reward extra activity with 
bonuses, recognition, and enjoyable 
communication.

3.  Materials 
design of 
in-house online 
and printed 
textbooks

5 cycles over 10 
years

20 teachers 
participating

Teachers built two main course books 
tightly integrated with online videos, 
quizzes, audio recording, and exercises 
within a task-based curriculum. Flipped 
and gamified approaches were 
experimented with and students were 
encouraged to use their smartphones 
for language learning work. Major- 
specific tasks now being designed and 
piloted.
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Critics charge that action research is not proper science because it has 
weak methodology, lacks rigor, and is self-referential. Proponents respond 
by defending the paradigm as a viable and appropriate form of socially 
situated investigation. Action researchers need to be prepared to defend 
their approach, methodology, and conclusions. Action research differs 
from positivist, scientific forms of research in four ways:

• Epistemology: Knowledge develops from a reflective stance, not an 
objective one;

• Positionality: The researchers are personally involved, and give insider 
views;

• Inference: The process is cyclical and continuous over long stretches of 
time;

• Validity: Trustworthiness is established through triangulation. Purpose 
and outcomes highlight descriptions of change and not explanation of 
causes.

Action researchers in blended environments can weaken their study by 
using reductionism: analyzing pieces of knowledge (individual tools or 
technologies out of context), objectivism: seeking universal truth 
 (comparison studies to determine best practice), determinism: oversim-
plified causality (generalizing rather than describing), and detachment: a 
pretense of non-bias (ignoring the researchers’ role in change). Ethical 
concerns are multidimensional and need to be considered from several 
angles before the start of any research study.

Major sources of data collection commonly include reflective journal 
writing, observations, questionnaires, interviews, and analysis of artifacts 
(documents and websites). Triangulation to improve trustworthiness is 
needed within both data collection and analysis for high-stakes projects. 
For qualitative data analysis, both paper and electronic tools are available. 
The coding phase of the analysis should begin by using intuition to estab-
lish mutually exclusive categories and to  solidify understanding of the 
dataset. An interrater reliability study will demonstrate the viability of the 
coding scheme. The research team should plan and record critical reflec-
tion and debriefing sessions at the end of a term while impressions are 
still fresh.
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To conclude the research project, team members need to present and 
publish reports on the action research process and results. This is to 
meet ethical considerations, to demonstrate a concern for the teaching 
community, and receive feedback on the findings. Institutions can 
establish ongoing research teams to identify needs and problems for 
research and development and reward these teams with workload con-
siderations, conference funding, and other recognition.
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9
Ethnographic Research in Blended 

Environments

Ethnography is another research approach suited to the study of blended 
language learning ecologies. Although classroom researchers may pre-
sume their own environments have little relevance to other situations, 
Richards (2003) criticizes research that seeks broad generalizations, and 
instead affirms the value of case studies in second language learning:

In a field as broad geographically, socially, and intellectually as TESOL, where 
generalizations are likely to be blandly true, suffocatingly narrow, or irrespon-
sibly cavalier, the power of a particular case to resonate across cultures should 
not be underestimated. (p. 21)

In the previous section, action research was examined as a research 
approach where interventions are the key focus of the research question. 
However, when understanding an environment is more critical than 
changing an environment, ethnographic research approaches may be 
more useful. This section turns our attention to a second form of contex-
tual inquiry—ethnography. It examines how an ethnography of institu-
tions, classrooms, or individual practice can investigate questions about 
how blending works and what is changing in classrooms. Change is a 
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natural process in all learning environments, so the difference from action 
research is that ethnography does not seek to identify a specifically needed 
change but attempts to identify and describe the changes already happen-
ing in the blended learning process. It examines how the learning ecology 
is created, limited, and maintained.

 What Is Ethnography in Educational 
Environments?

An educational ethnography is a study of the total culture of a school or 
a classroom. It is characterized by ‘thick’ or ‘rich’ descriptions of that 
culture (Geertz, 1973). Ethnography, as a research tool, originated from 
studies in cultural anthropology that examined small-scale village popu-
lations or sub-cultures in urban environments. In recent years, the use of 
ethnographic approaches has been applied to educational institutions 
(Mills & Morton, 2013; Delamont, 2014) and studies of second lan-
guage learning (Richards, 2003; Nunan & Bailey, 2009) as an alternative 
to experimental studies with control groups. Nunan and Bailey point out 
that the term ‘ethnography’ can refer to either the method (techniques of 
observation, interviewing, analysis) or the product itself, as ‘an ethnogra-
phy’ which is the resulting study’s description and interpretation (p. 186). 
They explain the key differences in the ethnographic tradition compared 
to other types of qualitative inquiry are that the research is:

• Longitudinal (one-year study or longer)
• Comprehensive (the whole teaching and learning environment)
• Cultural (viewing people’s behavior in cultural terms)

In second language education, van Lier (1988) was one of the first to 
introduce the idea of classroom research based on ethnography. Later, 
Holliday (1999) recommended expanding ethnographic research beyond 
the classroom to broader contexts of curriculum and institutional envi-
ronments. He questioned the prevailing emphasis on positivist, psycho-
metric studies common in the field of TESOL and considered the value 
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of qualitative studies such as ethnography. Likewise, Richards (2003) 
notes the underestimated power of studying a particular case to provide 
broad, global applicability.

In computer-assisted language learning, Kern and Warschauer (2000) 
were among the earliest researchers to call for more ethnographic studies. 
They argue that contextual inquiry is less focused on tools in the class-
room and avoids the pitfalls of technological determinism. In a recent 
review of CALL research, Thomas et al. (2013) reiterate that view:

CALL has increasingly developed to incorporate rich case studies and ethno-
graphic research using qualitative data techniques and approaches. (p. 6)

Despite this, there have been few ethnographies of blended language 
learning and little adaptation of ethnographic approaches to the study of 
technologies within educational environments. Typically, ethnographic 
definitions focus more on human culture, and tend to omit the material 
culture of hard and soft technologies, particularly digital technologies. So 
there is a need to expand the definition of ethnography to include human/
material processes that occur in classroom environments. Therefore in 
this chapter, I will often change the term ‘cultural’ to ‘ecological’ in order 
to combine the behavior of both human technologies and machine tech-
nologies. Therefore, a model of ethnography of blended learning envi-
ronments that I propose shows these three factors (Fig. 9.1).

Comprehensive

LongitudinalEcological

Features of a Blended 
Ethnographic 

Approach

Fig. 9.1 Features of a blended ethnographic approach
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 Comparing Ethnography with Other Approaches 
of Contextual Inquiry

Richards (2003) describes seven core traditions in qualitative inquiry 
in the field of TESOL: ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenol-
ogy, case study, life history, action research, and conversation analysis. 
In the study of blended learning environments, which is less about 
human consciousness (phenomenology and life history) or linguistic 
analysis (conversation analysis), ethnography and case study stand 
out as similar approaches that would promise to provide useful 
insights from a localized study that does not seek generalizability. Is 
an ethnography the same as a case study? Both appear to be similar 
approaches as they deal with one group of learners or one educational 
institution and study the learning process in depth—see Duff (2008) 
for a detailed guide on case study research in applied linguistics. 
However, Nunan and Bailey (2009) compare ethnography and case 
study and suggest that the comprehensive description is the critical 
difference.

According to Richards (2003), case study research is more about 
focusing the research on “a particular unit or set of units—institutions, 
programs, events and so on—and the aim should be to provide a 
detailed description of the units” (p. 20). This is not unlike the ethnog-
raphy’s purpose to study a small classroom culture, except that ethnog-
raphy studies the whole environment or ‘culture’ without specifying a 
particular unit within the environment. In other words, an ethnogra-
pher may ask more open-ended questions instead of making a pre-
determined decision to focus on a single theme. However, an 
institutional or classroom ethnography would avoid pre-selection of 
one factor and instead investigate an existing ‘group’, whether that be 
an entire intensive EFL program, a single classroom of Spanish as a 
foreign language, or how two students use pair work to achieve a task. 
An ethnography is longitudinal (typically observing a group over a 
cycle of one year), comprehensively observes and interprets a whole 
environment, and focuses on the interrelations of the learning ecology 
or culture.
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 Contextual Frameworks for Studying Blended 
Ecologies

As discussed in Chap. 2, CALL frameworks tend to be either tool- 
oriented or SLA-oriented, and often ignore programmatic, institutional, 
and other contextual factors. One promising contextual framework was 
Chambers and Bax’s (2006) categories of normalization. Although it 
expanded CALL to consider institutional factors, much of it still remains 
tool-centric, focusing on the integration of electronic devices, such as 
computers, while ignoring face-to-face tools and techniques. This is 
where an ecological framework may be useful. In contrast to device nor-
malization, an ecological approach privileges no one particular technol-
ogy. Earlier, van Lier (2004) defined an ecological approach to language 
learning as characterized by three main features:

• A focus on process and relations
• A rich view of context
• A goal to improve entities (schools, programs, classrooms, materials)

Within this framework, I recommend using ethnography to describe 
an institution, a classroom, or a teaching practice as a learning ecology. 
This learning ecology description can involve strategies (such as task- based 
learning) and technologies (blended face-to-face and online), which can 
be described as processes with multiple dimensions. The processes can be 
described not in isolation, but in terms of their relations in the local eco-
system. These comprehensive dimensions of technologies can become the 
framework for conducting an ethnography, as described in Chap. 2:

• Narrative, interactive, adaptive, communicative, and productive peda-
gogic actions

• Physical and virtual groupings
• Walled and mobile spaces
• Synchronous and asynchronous timings and sequences
• Video, audio, image and text-based media
• Fixed, adaptive, and networked tools

 Ethnographic Research in Blended Environments 



264 

Another option could be to adopt frameworks from past studies on 
innovation theory within language learning programs (Markee, 2001). 
This theory focuses on the social forces which influence and power rela-
tions among early adopters, laggards, opinion leaders, and influential 
authorities (Rogers, 2003). The problem with this approach is its reliance 
on social determinism, which has been criticized earlier. The process of 
designing a blended environment involves configuring a set of rapidly 
changing teaching techniques and technical objects as well as human/
digital networking in an organization. To combine technical and human 
factors, teacher-researchers need to choose a framework that would 
embrace complexity in an environment rather than oversimplify or 
assume deterministic factors.

Therefore, another framework, ‘actor-network theory’ (Latour, 2005) 
may provide useful concepts because of its attention to a mix of human 
and technical forces at work within a socio-cultural setting. These include 
quasi-objects such as teaching practices and organizational routines 
(Pentland & Feldman, 2005). With this framework of ‘networks of 
action’, a researcher can use an ethnographic approach to create a set of 
initial descriptive categories or codes, often generated bottom-up through 
a grounded theory approach (Tatnall & Gilding, 1999). These themes are 
hybrids that cross the boundaries of online teaching and face-to-face 
teaching. Hybrid categories do not separate entities between humans and 
objects, but combine them as ‘actor-networks’ (Law, 2004) where any 
human/material relation can be a powerful ‘actor’. More abstractly, Olesen 
and Markessen (2016) name these blended processes as ‘material- semiotic’ 
relations, which can be understood better with semiotic analysis.

 Semiotic Analysis

In addition to a learning ecology framework, semiotic analysis is useful 
for ethnographies that span multiple physical and mobile locations using 
multimedia materials. Semiotics is the study of signs, symbols, and 
 signification in the context of multimodality (Kress, 2010). It is the study 
of how meaning is created, rather than defining what meaning is. In lan-
guage learning, materials are the visual and physical forms through which 
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learners understand what to learn and how to learn—how tasks are 
guided through activities and instructions. Teaching materials design has 
always been an area for semiotic analysis (Bezemer & Kress, 2016). 
However, recently online education and new media has meant the design 
of screens for input and interaction have also attracted the attention of 
semiotic researchers in applied linguistics (Gruba, 2014). Similarly, 
Meskill and Quah (2013) examined research approaches in social media 
environments in language learning, emphasizing the ‘semiotic realm’ of 
online spaces and materials. Thus an educational ethnography looks not 
only at human interactions but also all of the materials and technologies 
in action within the learning environment. A semiotic analysis considers 
not only the audio and visual aspects of learning, but also tactile and 
kinesthetic actions. A blended environment is even more inclusive 
because mobile locations, home locations, and online locations are all 
aspects to be examined in ethnographic study. For example, in an exten-
sive reading case described later in this chapter, the semiotic designs/
actions that the ethnography observed and analyzed included:

• Library book displays, book cover designs, checkout/check-in 
procedures

• Home and free time reading spaces and furniture
• School budgeting cycles and submission papers
• Media layout of stories on paperbacks versus smartphones
• Badges, progress bars, goal levels and other incentives, including LMS 

reports/displays
• Quiz displays, feedback and completion actions

To use hybrid material-semiotic categories for research, the ethno-
graphic observation does not overly focus on the digital tool, but instead 
examines and describes the action happening in the classroom or school. 
So in addition to focusing on teaching equipment, researchers consider 
influential actor-networks, which might include, for example, grading 
systems, credits/diplomas, international proficiency tests, website 
 permissions/access, teacher beliefs, incentive schemes, performance 
appraisals, grants/budgets and other institutional factors. These types of 
possible factors then guide interview questions in data collection and 
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code-creation in data analysis. Recent studies of actor-networks in edu-
cational systems (Fenwick & Edwards, 2010) support these intuitions 
and suggest powerful actors in educational institutions also include 
national standards, testing/assessment systems, reform agendas, screen 
interfaces, curriculum policies, and pedagogic theories. Material semiot-
ics guide data collection and analysis in blended language learning envi-
ronments by focusing on organizational forces based on a hybrid view.

 Issues of Ethnographies

Delamont (2014) sums up the primary issue with educational ethnogra-
phy as “fighting familiarity” (p. 13) based on Parman’s (1998) view that 
the ultimate goal of ethnography is “making the familiar strange” (p. 395). 
This view demonstrates how difficult it is to go beyond the assumptions 
of normality that the dominant culture holds. In the case of education, 
the dominant culture is the worldview and sub-culture of the teacher and 
the administrator. The teacher-researcher thus projects his or her assump-
tions upon the learning situation in choosing what to observe and how to 
interpret. Features of a learning ecology may escape an ethnographer 
because familiar relations are invisible (Wolcott, 2001). However, what is 
common sense in one culture may be strange and exotic in another. The 
roots of early ethnography in the early part of the twentieth century 
avoided familiarity by traveling great distances to observe exotic cultures 
on small tropical islands. When studying our own institutions and class-
room practices, it is inevitable that the most interesting, strangest aspect 
of the learning environment will be ignored. In later sections, dealing 
with familiarity, creating alternative views, and increasing triangulation 
will continue as issues to be explored.

Often an action research approach can also suffer from the same issues of 
over-familiarity and contextual blindness inherent in insider-based studies 
(Herr & Anderson, 2014). Therefore action research alone may be insuffi-
cient in understanding how blended learning takes hold in an institution, 
requiring ethnography as a triangulating approach. In a study of four-year 
undergraduate foreign language program in Japan, I found I was too inti-
mate with the sites and participants to extract insights beyond my own situ-
ation. In contrast to these ‘insider’ views, I was forced to take on the role of 
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an ‘outside’ ethnographer at a second site and conduct research within the 
context of a relatively mature and stable blended program that did not 
grant me insider information. At first disappointed at not receiving insider 
status, I found being an outsider gave me significant distance to discover 
important differences considered too normal for consideration by insiders.

 Types of Ethnographies

The next sections examine three major types of ethnography for blended 
environments, based on meso, macro, or micro analysis: (1) classroom 
ethnography, (2) institutional ethnography, and (3) autoethnography. A 
classroom ethnography investigates the use of technologies in action as 
teachers employ processes to achieve language learning tasks. The ethnog-
raphy of an institution looks at the culture of the whole program and in 
the case of a university, a four-year learning process of a student in their 
foreign language studies. Finally, an autoethnography is a self-reflective 
examination of the teaching practice and the personal educational history 
of the ethnographer. I begin with classroom ethnography because it 
directly addresses blending technologies and is likely the first point of 
entry for a teacher or teaching team to apply ethnographic methods. 
Because of the novelty of using autoethnography in socio-technological 
research and due to my own experience in using this form of ethnogra-
phy, I describe it in greater detail in this chapter. However, institutional 
or classroom ethnography is more likely to be employed in blended learn-
ing research and will need greater attention as appropriate research 
approaches to be employed in this field. Many of the same data collection 
and analysis techniques described in autoethnography can be applied to 
classroom and institutional ethnography as well.

 Type 1: Classroom Ethnography

A classroom ethnography typically involves a rich description and 
interpretation by a single teacher or a team of teachers working on the 
same course subject. It describes the strategies and technologies used in 
the learning process from an ecological, material-semiotic view and 
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interprets them from a blended language learning framework. There are 
a number of appropriate areas for classroom ethnographic research in 
blended contexts, which cover syllabus development, task design and 
assessment, team effectiveness, and technology design and blending. 
Table 9.1 lists example research questions for these areas.

 Sample Classroom Ethnography of an Extensive 
Reading Ecology

To illustrate the process of a classroom ethnography, I offer this short 
ethnography of a university EFL extensive reading (ER) program 
 presented at an international conference (Hinkelman, 2013). It shows 
the learning design, technologies, and results from the view of one teacher 
in his classroom. It also shows how blending occurred within both out-
of- class activities and in-class activities. Here I used an ethnographic 
description based on a framework of ecological dimensions of blended 
technologies. In this framework, dimensions of technology are analyzed 
according to pedagogic: (1) actions, (2) timings, (3) groupings, (4) spaces, 

Table 9.1 Example classroom ethnographic research aims and questions in 
blended contexts

Focal area Research aims Possible research questions

Syllabus 
development

To describe how task 
goals, syllabus aims, and 
course objectives align 
with program aims

What objectives were planned 
and which ones were actually 
accomplished? How do these 
connect with program 
objectives?

Task design and 
assessment

To describe how teachers 
configure blended 
approaches, lessons, and 
technologies

What pedagogic actions are 
intended? What timings, 
groupings, texts, and tools 
were used?

Team 
effectiveness

To determine how 
language learning teams 
design complex blended 
learning tasks

Did all the teams truly 
collaborate on the task? What 
barriers are there to increased 
cooperation?

Technology 
design and 
blending

To describe the 
dimensions of the 
face-to-face and online 
technologies in action

What technologies did they use 
to collaborate? How well did 
they work?
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(5) texts, and (6) tools. Pedagogic action categories as defined by Laurillard 
(2002) are narrative, interactive, adaptive, communicative, and produc-
tive. The task is described in terms of aims, technologies, and assessments/
outcomes. There were two distinct ‘cultures’ or ecosystems in the pro-
gram, ‘out-of-class’ and ‘in-class’, for which I have created separate 
descriptions.

 Out-of-Class ER Activities Description

Sixty beginning level (TOEIC 400) EFL students were given a goal of 
30,000 words reading to receive an excellent ‘A’ mark and 15,000 words 
as a passing grade for the reading component of the class. The word 
counts per book varied between 500 and 5000 words depending on the 
level. The reading component was set at 20% of the total grade. This 
semester goal is roughly equivalent to reading two short books per week 
(1000 words per book). Students started at a similar level (about 1200 
headwords) and read at their own rate and chose books of their own 
interest from the university library.

The overall goal was to enjoy reading (through self-selection) and 
improve reading and vocabulary through incidental, contextualized use 
of the language (Nation, 2015). After reading a book, the students took 
a ten-question quiz in class website that was accessible to enrolled stu-
dents from any computer on or off campus. A ten-question book quiz 
was automatically produced for each individual from a question bank of 
forty questions randomly selected by a plugin to an institutional LMS 
called ‘MoodleReader’. The MoodleReader plugin module was installed 
as a feature available to any course in institutional site, so a separate 
instance of MoodleReader can be added to each class website where the 
teacher chooses to do extensive reading. Students must search for the 
book title and the publisher on the site before being given the quiz. 
Students were allowed to take the quiz as an open-book but time-limited 
quiz, in order to determine whether the book was read or not. A passing 
grade of 60% was required to receive points and only one attempt was 
given to pass the quiz. Upon passing, the students were awarded a colored 
‘stamp’ of the book cover that was displayed as a collection of awards for 
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each student. Another incentive was a colored bar indicating progress in 
word counts toward the semester goal. Students could take the quiz any-
where on campus, at home, or on a mobile device through a web browser. 
The results of the program were that all sixty students read an average of 
28,500 words and ten students read over 50,000 words during a 15-week 
semester.

 In-Class ER Activities Description

In addition to homework activities, teachers gave in-class activities to ori-
ent students to the program, encourage participation, and express what 
they learned. The initial orientation included taking students to the 
library to check out books and recommend levels of books to them. 
Although MoodleReader has an automatic setting to force students to 
periodically go up a level, this setting was turned off and students moni-
tored their own levels. Occasionally, teachers would display whole-class 
reports of reading points on the large overhead screen. Finally, in six of 
fifteen classes, students were given 15 minutes at the end of class to do 
book quizzes. This was possible because each room was equipped with 
wired computers along the periphery of the classroom—also called a 
‘blended learning space’ (Hanson-Smith, 2007). Three times during the 
semester, the teachers did individual consultations with students about 
their progress as they did book quizzes. On website screens, both students 
and teachers were shown personal data on the number/title/level of books 
read and the quantity of words read. Finally, in oral communication exer-
cises, students gave three oral book reports in front of the class and joined 
five periodic small group discussions in L2 about the books they read.

 Interpreting the ER Program Ecology

The ecology of this graded reader program was based on paper books, LMS 
quiz management and incentives. Yet the physical tools and media were 
not the only aspect of the technology. Teachers configured activities to 
include both asynchronous tasks outside of the classroom and synchro-
nous tasks in the classroom. In addition, the texts displayed in the program 
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were a mix of private, proprietary printed materials (books) along with 
public domain materials (quizzes) used online. Table 9.2  summarizes the 
varying dimensions of technologies used in the ER learning ecology.

Following this thick description, which also included describing all 
curriculum priorities, team decisions, online settings, classroom configu-
rations, and combinations with face-to-face activities, I coded the data 
and titled each category as a ‘key factor’ in the design of the ecosystem. 
In this interpretive analysis, I then summarized these insights under five 
categories shown in Table 9.3.

Table 9.2 Blended technology dimensions of an extensive reading program, Kita 
University, 2013

Technology 
dimension Out-of-class description In-class description

Actions Student actions were 
primarily reading books, a 
narrative action, and taking 
quizzes, an interactive 
action (see Laurillard, 2002).

Teacher actions included giving 
instructions (a narrative action). 
Student actions involved 
discussion (a communicative 
action) and presentations (a 
productive action).

Timings Asynchronous reading and 
quiz-taking at a pace of 
two books per week.

Once-a-week synchronous 
discussions, instructions, and 
presentations.

Groupings Individual work reading 
alone (Nation, 2014). 
Occasionally, friends 
worked together and were 
warned not to when 
detected by the LMS plugin 
system.

Pair work, small group work, and 
listening to individual 
presentations as a whole class.

Spaces Spaces were primarily at the 
students’ homes, in the 
campus library, and in open 
computer laboratories.

Located in small classrooms with 
24 desks and chairs, and 24 
computers along the walls

Texts Paper texts were used in 
graded reader format. 
Handouts and online 
reports provided 
management.

Texts were primarily paragraph- 
style short stories with some 
illustrations. Online reports 
were numeric charts.

Tools Paper books and online LMS. Large screen with projector for 
showing LMS reports. Movable 
desks and chairs for small group 
discussions.
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These key factors serve as the results of the study because they sum-
marize the insights learned by ethnography. These results can be applied 
to other situations and new key factors (themes) discerned in a similar 
process of description and coding. In addition, the results can be applied 
to other questions raised by other teachers and researchers. One of these 
other questions this study tried to answer was whether e-books would 
replace paperbound books. What this study revealed was that the persis-
tence of a seemingly archaic technology (paperbound texts) had semiotic 
value. There were physical, kinesthetic actions that were valued by read-

Table 9.3 Interpretative analysis of an extensive reading program, Kita University, 
2013

Key factors for blending Interpretative analysis

Teacher belief in benefits 
of extensive reading

The teaching team for a communicative EFL class 
noticed extensive reading was ignored in the 
overall four-year curriculum. Based on second 
language acquisition principles, the teachers 
added an ER component to a communication class, 
primarily as homework.

Economical design with 
existing infrastructure

The choice of technologies depended on the 
economics of open source Internet software 
(Moodle), freely available content (MoodleReader 
quizzes), and previously purchased library books 
(graded readers).

Asynchronous 
assessment, with 
immediate feedback 
and motivational 
incentives

Asynchronous quiz design allowed individuals to 
choose different books. Using the online quiz 
plugin, MoodleReader, each student took a quiz 
for each book. Incentives included badges 
awarded for each book and progress bars. Also, 
disincentives for cheating (not reading books but 
taking quizzes) were designed.

Time-pressure for 
quiz-taking, weekly 
goals, semester goals

Time limits on quiz-taking with no re-taking allowed 
forced students to read the books beforehand. 
Weekly goals and semester goals were set to fit 
levels and homework capacity.

In-class weekly rhythm 
with personal teacher 
commenting to 
students and class as 
whole

The teacher built motivation for out-of-class work, 
by in-class checking individually and sharing 
achievement with the whole class. In addition to 
automated feedback, the teacher checked 
progress online, including once-a-week 
synchronous discussions, instructions, and 
presentations.
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ers (book selection, book checkout, sitting on sofas or beds) and teachers 
(props for discussions). In addition, the economics of e-books (each user 
pays per use) were prohibitive in a library-style ecosystem. Yet, this case 
will not apply to all situations, as some institutions will not have the 
same existing infrastructure (library with several thousand graded read-
ers). Also, institutions where students have a common device policy (e.g. 
tablets required of all entering students) may choose to move away from 
paper media and adopt and an e-book policy with students paying for a 
semester-license for content.

In these classroom studies, an ethnography does not generalize, but 
describes local configurations of blended environments in detail, leaving 
the reader to apply insights as needed and as appropriate.

 Type 2: Institutional Ethnography

Institutional ethnography is intended to deliver a rich description of 
the institutional culture, while focused on a theme of education and 
learning (Woods, 1996; Tummons, 2010). Institutional ethnography 
and its focus on institutional culture is a different process than a blended 
program evaluation (Gruba et  al., 2016), which intends to examine 
aims, courses, and results of the institutional language learning in a 
defensible process. It is also different from a classroom ethnography in 
that the focus is on macro and meso designs that involve multiple 
teachers, a whole program ecosystem, and the ongoing changes hap-
pening within it.

In order to consider the effects of spatial architecture, information sys-
tems, and material technologies, an open-ended ethnography attempts to 
map the ecology of social, spatial, and material relationships that are part 
of the pedagogic design process. It does not simply identify whether 
human actors ‘want’ a particular design, but also considers the actors that 
force a design whether they be humans, rules, locations, or devices that 
exert power. These actors may be unconscious agents, or possible effects 
that choice would have upon the whole learning ecology. With this 
understanding, Table 9.4 lists some of these possible areas of investiga-
tion and appropriate research questions.
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 Sample Institutional Ethnography of a Blended 
Language Learning Ecology

At Minami University in an EFL program that was nationally awarded 
for its blended learning rooms, I conducted a four-year ethnographic 
study of the design of their blended learning environments. The primary 
research questions I asked were ‘How is blended learning designed?’ and 
‘How are blended language learning curriculum and lessons developed?’ 
Data collection includes interviews of practitioners in foreign language 
learning program and observations within a single tertiary educational 
institution. Data analysis is based on a pre-analysis framework of material 
semiotics and a summary of key findings and points for further 
investigation.

Table 9.4 Institutional ethnographic research aims and questions for blended 
learning contexts

Focal area Research aims Possible research questions

Curriculum 
development

To describe how task 
goals, syllabus aims, and 
course objectives align 
with program aims.

What objectives were planned 
and which ones were actually 
accomplished? How do these 
connect with program 
objectives?

Infrastructure 
design

To determine the kinds of 
physical facilities that 
supported blended 
learning.

What furniture, rooms, 
computers, tablets, and device 
ownership patterns were used 
and why?

Materials 
development

To catalog and interpret 
how multimedia is used 
in materials design and 
usage.

How was multimedia used? What 
type of media was 
predominant? When was video 
used in place of text, audio, or 
images?

Assessment 
practices

To examine the utility of 
individual consultations 
as an aspect of formative 
assessment in a blended 
learning project.

How much time does it take to 
observe individual students and 
meet with them for an 
individual consultation? How 
does the effort affect final 
grades, if at all?

Policy 
formation

To investigate university- 
wide perceptions of 
blended learning 
projects.

What do colleagues think of our 
blended learning projects? Is 
there wide support from the 
administration for the 
program?
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 Data Collection and Reduction with Excerpts

Data collection involved observations, including photos of facilities, vid-
eos of classes in actions, and collected documents. This data was reduced 
by writing field notes about how the technologies were blended. The pri-
mary data, however, was gathered through interviews with 20 teachers 
and administrators. Open-ended questions about the program were asked 
and each participant gave their views on what made a blended curricu-
lum work and how they designed a blended approach to language learn-
ing. In the first round of interviews, I used a semi-structured interview 
sequence based on the meta-questions ‘What is your role in Minami 
University?’ and ‘How is this learning environment designed?’ This ques-
tion deliberately avoids the more likely phrasing, ‘How do you design 
your classroom/program environment?’ because the ‘who’ as an actor is 
not a person and must remain open-ended or unassumed at this stage. 
The ‘who’ in the question of design is the hybrid actor-network of poli-
cies/rules, materials, tools, and humans. The process of data reduction 
involved selecting illustrative excerpts from the recordings, and assigning 
1–3 titles as codes to each excerpt. Table 9.5 shows two selected excerpts 
out of over 100 excerpts. After initial coding, secondary coding  of 
the  principal ‘actors’ such as ‘in-house materials and testing develop-
ment’, were then assigned to the excerpts.

 Purposive, Manual Coding

The initial codes (e.g. contracts, qualifications, research teams) focused 
on in vivo wording of actors as described in the participants’ interviews. 
I then described these actors by their actions or performance in the envi-
ronment rather than as entities, a purposive approach (Berg, 2001). I 
looked for phrases that would identify the actions that participants men-
tioned in the course of an interview. Finally, I summarized the principal 
actors with three major themes: leadership, personnel, and infrastructure. 
These major themes (Table 9.6) included surprising categories (leader-
ship and personnel) in a study on blended environments that I had 
expected would focus more on devices and LMS configuration.
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 Analysis of Institutional Change

One of the major findings from the institutional ethnography was the 
data analysis of changes happening in the institution as reported through 
the interviews and observations (Table  9.7). As noted before, critical 
shifts in the institutional culture were more in the realm of leadership, 
personnel, and infrastructure than in device design. From this, I con-
cluded that an innovation-driven culture requires a collaborative team 
operation with visionary leadership.

 Type 3: Autoethnography

In addition to classroom ethnography and institutional ethnography, 
a third ethnographic approach to consider in blended learning 
research is autoethnography. Of the many approaches to contextual 

Table 9.5 Data reduction of interviews with excerpts and initial codes

Jack
(administrator)

“And we began the collaborative work, this 
was in 1989, 1990, of doing systematic 
development of language teaching 
materials and testing materials. So we 
began, we set up the Minami English 
Proficiency Test, to make it a measure of 
general proficiency. And right from the 
beginning we've looked at the test as 
being consummate with the curriculum 
that we were developing.”

[Interview 01, 24:08]

In-house 
materials and 
testing 
development

Common, 
proficiency- 
based 
curriculum

Edgar
(teacher)

“I tend not to do internet research in class 
time, but I know a lot of other teachers do 
that. Because unless it’s very focused, I find 
it becomes – for me it’s like – you generally 
don’t let the students just go and walk 
about in the library [during class]. Why? 
[Just] because we have now got the library 
online, do we suddenly think that they 
should be walking about in the library, so 
to speak, during class time. That’s my 
philosophy.” [Int05, page 7, line 8]

Critical teacher-
designed 
technologies

 D. Hinkelman



 277

Table 9.6 Summary of initial codes, principal actors, and major themes at Minami 
University

1. Initial codes 2. Principal actors 3. Major themes

Contracts
Qualifications
Research teams
Budget subsidies
Proficiency test

Common, proficiency- 
based curriculum

Leadership
(distributed, 

collaborative 
management)

Research teams
Research strategy hints
Research team meetings
Research projects

Curriculum-based, 
research groups

In-house materials production
In-house proficiency testing
Teacher interaction

In-house materials and 
testing development

Team leader bonus
Research teams
Professional development 

program

Multirole employment 
contract

Personnel
(committed, 

full-time faculty)

Contracts
Budget subsidies

Budgetary priorities for 
full-time positions

Professional development 
program Voluntary 
professional development

Research team meetings

Required faculty 
development

Project spaces
Lounge seating
Proficiency test
LMS networks

Curriculum-driven 
language support 
services

Infrastructure
(teacher-designed 

infrastructure)

Security
Space management
Scheduling
Project spaces
Furniture
Internet tasks
Blended learning spaces

Flexible, blended 
learning spaces

Timing of technology
Learner-configured web 

portfolios
Electronic dictionaries
Flexible LMS

Critical, teacher- 
designed technologies
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inquiry, autoethnography has the potential to illuminate the long-
term issues that practicing teachers experience in their field. In my 
case, autoethnography can be applied to examine how to design 
blended learning environments. Although ‘blended learning’ is a new 
term, the process of integrating technology in our teaching has been 
a continual process stretching back to the beginning of our careers as 
educators, classroom researchers, and applied linguists. By adopting 
autoethnography as a primary or secondary methodological strategy, 
triangulation of method is possible.

In addition, a longitudinal factor is increased. By investigating the 
long-term ‘context’ of an inquiry, an autoethnography aims to overcome 
the temptation in educational and institutional research to conduct 
‘snapshot research’—examining a temporary ‘innovation’ rather than 
systematically examining longitudinal change (Benson & Nunan, 2005). 
A longitudinal ethnography of my academic career and critical incidents 
in blended learning programs as a teacher and administrator could avoid 
what Nunan and Bailey (2009) call a ‘single-episode perspective’ and 
provide what Chang (2008) calls ‘intentional self-reflexivity’. This 

Table 9.7 Summary of ethnography: Shifts in leadership, personnel, and 
infrastructure

Leadership shifts Personnel shifts Infrastructure shifts

From: Bureaucratic, 
efficiency-oriented 
culture

To: Principled, 
institutional values

From: Simple salary and 
benefits-focused 
employment conditions

To: Multirole work- 
specified employment 
contract

From: Separated CALL labs 
and standard classroom 
facilities

To: Blended learning spaces

From: Individualistic, 
scholarly research 
efforts

To: Curriculum-based, 
research groups

From: Heavy use of 
part-time, casual 
teaching faculty

To: Budgetary priorities 
for full-time teachers

From: Support limited to 
office hours

To: Language support areas 
and services

From: Reliance on 
mass-market course 
books

To: Systematic, 
in-house materials 
development

From: Voluntary 
professional 
development

To: Required faculty 
development

From: Top-down 
requirements of 
technology use by 
administration

To: Teacher-driven use of 
LMS
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approach offers the potential to reveal both the researcher’s motivation 
for the study as well as possible themes that could give insight to the 
primary research question of this book, ‘How are blended learning envi-
ronments designed?’

To explore this approach to ethnography, the following sections will 
first define the term ‘autoethnography’, describe the aims of autoethnog-
raphy, outline recommended forms of data collection, review alternative 
approaches for analyzing this data, and propose a framework for evaluat-
ing quality and trustworthiness (validity).

 Defining Autoethnography

In a sense, all ethnography is autoethnography because story-telling is an 
interpretive, constructive act (Stanley, 1993). Stanley notes that autoeth-
nography is not limited to the self because people do not accumulate 
their experiences in a social vacuum. Holt (2003) challenges reductive, 
dualistic views (such as the distinction of ‘self ’ and ‘other’) that often are 
assumed in autoethnography, and suggests that, “to write individual 
experience is to write social experience” (p. 16). Usher (1998) explains 
that autoethnography does not record a life and capture the essence of a 
real subject in the past. Rather, it is a recreation in the here-and-how. 
Identity is not something fixed and discovered by autoethnography, but 
is created by it. Denzin (1999) contrasts autoethnography with 25 other 
types of biographical method, defining it as an “account of one’s life as an 
ethnographer” (p. 95). Chang (2008) defines autoethnography as a type 
of self-narrative that attempts “to achieve cultural understanding through 
analysis and interpretation” (p. 48). Taking this view, a blended learning 
researcher recalls experiences, interventions, and publications in educa-
tional inquiry, even back in time to formative events, as a practitioner. 
Therefore, autoethnography is an ethnography, not about the self, but 
about a culture, and more specifically, it is about examining the ‘culture’ 
of blended language learning throughout an individual teacher’s profes-
sional practice. Autoethnography is also a retrospective, insider method-
ology that requires strategies for data collection, interpretation, and 
trustworthiness.
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 The Aims of Autoethnography

The first aim of autoethnography is a method of reflexivity for a researcher, 
a way of reflecting not only on the process of inquiry at hand, but also on 
a lifetime of inquiry. This lifetime of inquiry builds a personal paradigm 
of the second language classroom and the world of the teacher and the 
learner. A paradigm is a filter of what a researcher ‘sees’ and how she or he 
is bound up in it. In my case, the filter is aimed to interpret the techno-
logically blended language teaching world of one practitioner over a 
40-year period. Autoethnography is thus a method to create and acknowl-
edge the paradigm and the paradigmatic change of the researcher. It 
assumes that no observation is neutral, and that methods do not ‘dis-
cover’ or depict reality (Law, 2004). Instead, methods enact the paradigm 
of the researcher. To achieve this, autoethnographic data collection and 
interpretation aims to debrief years of teaching and administrative experi-
ence. For novice teachers, there is also benefit in self-reflexivity on the 
personal motivations to become a teacher and examine doubts and beliefs 
about teaching and learning, even from limited experience. This can be 
an important source of insight from personal experience that motivates 
the study (a reflexive aim).

A second aim of autoethnography is triangulation—a technique for 
seeking greater trustworthiness, or validity. By triangulating methods of 
insider case study, outsider case study, and personal biography, then com-
paring results, any resulting similarities can verify and enhance the value 
of findings or conversely reveal an important contradiction in the data 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Autoethnography will develop themes that 
may agree or conflict with themes created in other frameworks and meth-
ods. If the goal of this research is not local problem-solving, but trans- local 
theory building, then multiple methods and perspectives on various data 
sources are necessary to claim external and internal validity. In addition, 
Nunan and Bailey (2009) justify autoethnography as a useful tool for tri-
angulation, thus contributing to greater internal validity. This purpose can 
produce insights that provide themes for the study (an interpretive aim).

Finally, autoethnography can be an emergent viewpoint, that of a 
minority discourse community writing to resist a dominating discourse 
(Pratt, 2007). In this way, an autoethnography can be a process of 
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articulating the practitioner’s struggle with technology and education 
and translating this into the terms of the academic theoretician, the 
instructional designer, and the software engineer. Reed-Danahay 
(1997) writes that the autoethnographer is a boundary crosser, and the 
role is one of embodying dual or multiple identities. Martineau (2001) 
adds that it involves entering borderlands and indeterminate hybrid 
‘contact zones’. The role of the autoethnographer is not to presume the 
neutrality of unbiased reporting, but to illuminate dichotomies of 
power, in order to locate border-crossing potentialities. Finally, Denzin 
(2003) maintains that a performance ethnography can build an alter-
native narrative that challenges current theory and practice and con-
veys a moral discourse (an interventionist aim).

These three aims of autoethnography—reflexivity, triangulation, and 
emergent viewpoints—justify the use of this approach to ethnography as 
either a part of a study or the basis of the whole study. In my case, auto-
ethnography was used for all three reasons to support a study on power 
in blended EFL programs at two universities in Japan (Hinkelman & 
Gruba, 2012). Some examples of that autoethnography are used to illus-
trate how data collection and analysis is carried out.

 Data Collection and Analysis in Autoethnography

Data collection in autoethnography often begins with journal/diary writ-
ing, using retrospective techniques rather than introspective methods. 
Nunan and Bailey (2009) note the difference between a retrospective 
journal in an autoethnography and an introspective teaching diary in an 
action research study. Both kinds of diaries may be used as data collection 
in a qualitative study. However, an introspective teaching diary is written 
concurrently as the teaching progresses through a term, while the retro-
spective journal is written years after the past practitioner experience. In 
both cases, however, the journal writing data should not be presumed to 
be ‘raw’ or ‘comprehensive’, but rather highly selective because the 
researcher begins each journal entry not in a vacuum, but with a focused 
question on the themes of the research. The process of any kind of writ-
ing immediately filters the data by conscious or unconscious attention to 
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questions, issues, or intuitions. Table 9.8 lists sample questions that com-
pare introspective journaling and retrospective journaling.

Before writing or after writing, a retrospective diary can use trigger-
ing tools or selective categories, such as themes, time, place, and epi-
sodic events. Other recommended triggering tools are that of snapshot, 
metaphor, journey, and artifacts (Muncey, 2005) as well as photos, art, 

Table 9.8 Questions for introspective and retrospective journaling

Data collection methods Possible data elicitation questions

Introspective journaling 
(for action research and 
other qualitative 
approaches)

What happened in the class? What did students do? 
How did they experience it and react? Where did 
the task outcomes seem successful? Where did 
learners display energy?

What technologies were used? Face-to-face, online, 
blended? How did each technology contribute to 
achieving the task?

What are the problems encountered in the 
classroom or program? What interventions were 
designed to deal with those problems?

What are the daily, monthly, semester-long 
outcomes or results?

What are student views, comments, 
interpretations?

Retrospective journaling 
(for autoethnography)

What was my first experience as a teacher? What 
attracted me to teaching? Who were influential 
teachers and writers for me? How did they affect 
me?

How were some important experiences as a teacher 
over the years? What were some critical incidents? 
How did I react?

What were the most successful times where I 
experienced learners demonstrating skills, 
excitement, and energy?

What technologies did I design and configure? 
Face-to-face, online, blended? Which technologies 
were abandoned, continued, adapted?

What publications and presentations did I do to 
present my practice? What were the conclusions? 
How were they received?

What are my beliefs about learning, knowledge, 
and education? How does that affect my stance as 
a researcher?
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and material objects (Martineau, 2001).  In personal myth, there are 
defining moments (Roberts, 2002), or epiphanies (Denzin, 1989). 
Some types of epiphanies are (a) a major event which touches all aspects 
of a person’s life, (b) a cumulative or representative event signifying 
disruptions, (c) a minor epiphany which symbolizes a problematic 
moment, and (d) an episode which relives and gives meaning to a major 
epiphany (p. 70). Richardson (2000) also notes that autoethnographic 
narratives may include dramatic recall, unusual phrasing, and strong 
metaphors that enable readers to ‘relive’ events or connect the reader’s 
own experience. Autoethnography must be selective, choosing to review 
and reduce lengthy experience by listing events, artifacts, questions, or 
incidents (also called ‘triggering tools’), as well as employing writing 
tools such as journals or other narratives to compose the data 
(Richardson, 2000). In data collection of an earlier study (Hinkelman 
& Gruba, 2012), I designed two triggering tools, an academic papers 
and presentations review and a critical incident chart, as data collection 
instruments. Both of these allowed a large amount of data (28 papers, 
23 presentations, 34 incident entries) to be analyzed for themes related 
to blended learning. The next section illustrates how these tools were 
used along with a career journaling summary to conduct and produce 
an autoethnography.

 Conducting a Blended Learning Autoethnography

This section illustrates an autobiographical study of my own academic 
career, with a purposive focus on previous attempts to integrate tech-
nologies within blended second language classrooms. To begin, I review 
and display the data summaries of academic publishing and critical 
incidents. Then, I describe the themes and sub-themes with brief narra-
tives to illuminate personal priorities in designing blended learning 
environments. These sub-themes are then connected and compared to 
similar themes in the fields of CALL and applied linguistics. Finally, I 
conclude by identifying blind spots in the interpretation, projecting the 
next stage of inquiry, and evaluating the quality and trustworthiness of 
this research.
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 Data Collection with Publication Summaries

One type of autoethnographic data collection is publication summa-
ries. In my case, the most relevant and accessible data available for ret-
rospection are the publications and presentations I have given in my 
academic career in foreign language education. The topic of each of 
these works represents a particular issue in my teaching efforts that I 
was motivated enough to document and explore. My intention was that 
an analysis of themes in these papers would indicate the origins of 
unexplored issues with blended learning. In this stage, I reviewed 26 
papers published in academic journals and 23 presentations given to 
teacher association conferences in the fields of CALL and EFL during 
the period of 1991–2005, excluding papers published after the start of 
this study. After collecting the titles, I prepared a data display chart 
with year, title, summarized abstract, and key concepts related to 
blended learning. In addition to the academic review, I listed 34 critical 
incidents from my teaching career, and coded 102 key concepts from 
them. These were then combined with 210 academic-related key con-
cepts. Table 9.9 illustrates this data with six sample publication titles, 
abstract summaries, and key concepts.

Next, as a data reduction technique, these key concepts are coded or 
grouped into clusters of similar intent. These were given descriptive titles 
rather than interpretive or pattern codes as Miles and Huberman (1994) 
recommend in the coding process. In this example, the coding resulted in 
14 ‘sub-themes’ categorized according to three literature review themes: 
pedagogy, technology, and roles. Then I wrote short narratives indicating 
how each of the sub-themes were important to me, illustrating with 
examples from some of the data stories—the critical incidents that were 
most vivid to me.

Finally, those narratives and sub-themes are linked to three key 
words of ‘technology’, ‘pedagogy’, and ‘roles’ commonly used in the 
field of CALL and applied linguistics. Table 9.10 lists these autoeth-
nographic sub-themes under major themes of my teaching and 
research career.
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Table 9.9 Sample data from an academic review

Year Publication title Abstract summary Key concepts

1991a Student Learning 
Styles: Variances 
in Learning 
Modality 
Preferences of 
University 
Students

Compared personality 
testing (Myers Briggs) 
with learning style testing 
and found sensory 
modality testing was 
useful for student 
self-awareness and for 
teachers to vary their 
media types in lessons 
and tasks.

learning styles 
self-assessment 
(1991a), student 
learning strategy 
training (1991a), 
sensory modality 
testing (1991a),

1992a Computer-Aided 
Composition 
Teaching

Presented a process writing 
approach with multiple 
draft using computers or 
Japanese word processors. 
Used Japanese word 
processors for English 
compositions, removed 
drudgery of rewriting

computer-aided 
composition 
teaching (1992a), 
time-saving, 
multi-draft process 
writing (1992a), 
recorded and 
editable files 
(1992a)

1996a Reliability of a 
Fluency-Based 
Oral English Test 
for Large 
Low-Level Classes

Used classic measures of 
reliability to assess in 
mass oral fluency test 
format. Found low levels 
of reliability. Nonetheless, 
recommended pair 
dictation methods for 
certain situations with 
large size classes and low 
proficiency levels.

pair dictation 
technology (1996a), 
mass oral testing 
formats (1996a), 
speech assessment 
rubrics (1996a), 
large-class/
low-level 
appropriate testing 
(1996a)

2000a Designing Sister 
School Exchanges 
in Asia: Active 
English 
Production for 
Second Language 
Learners

This presentation focused 
on the use of English in 
short-term, Asian-to-
Asian student cultural 
exchanges. The design of 
the exchange forced 
students to separate from 
their L1 classmates and 
interact with overseas 
partners in L2.

sister school 
exchanges (2000a), 
Asian EFL partners 
(2000a), groupings 
to force L2 
production (2000a)

(continued)
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 Theme Interpretation

After coding, clustering, and titling of the key concepts, the next stage 
involves theme interpretation. Here the researcher presents the  sub- themes 
in narratives that describe and interpret the data in relation to the aim of 
the study using an analytical-interpretive style of narrative writing 
(Chang, 2008). The three major themes are examined and interpreted 
from the analysis—pedagogies, roles, and technologies—using the under-
lying data cited directly (papers, presentations) with added illustrations 

Table 9.9 (continued)

Year Publication title Abstract summary Key concepts

2003f e-Learning Systems 
with Open 
Source Software

Further examination of 
open source LMS and the 
role they play in 
education. Compares 
in-house developed LMSs 
with commercial and 
open source ones.

open source LMS 
(2003f), role of 
LMSs in language 
education (2003f)

2005a Practical and 
Pedagogical 
Issues for Teacher 
Adoption of IMS 
Learning Design 
Standards in 
Moodle LMS

An analysis of international 
e-learning standards and 
what conditions and 
attributes would allow 
greater adoption, 
especially from a teacher’s 
view. Design-on-the-fly, 
or bricolage, was the 
most critical feature 
required.

on-the-fly design of 
LMS tasks (2005a), 
portable 
international 
standards for 
blended learning 
(2005a), universal 
educational 
modeling 
descriptors (2005b)

Table 9.10 Sample autoethnography themes and sub-themes

Pedagogies Roles Technologies

Intensive formats
Experiential settings
Overseas participants
Performance-based 

assessment

Learner-centered modalities
Computer-automated 

management
Teacher-designed Texts
Collaborative curriculum 

design
Student-generated content

Economical costs
Face-to-face groupings
Flexible spaces/multiple 

venues
Engaging interfaces
Integrated web tools
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(critical incidents). Later, I evaluated the process with a quality/trustwor-
thiness checklist developed by Richardson (2000).

 Problems and Validity of Autoethnography

Within qualitative research contexts, the terms ‘trustworthiness’ or ‘qual-
ity control’ are often substituted instead of the term ‘validity’ (Nunan and 
Bailey 2009). Sparkes (2000) observes that autoethnography lies on the 
boundaries of qualitative research, often questioned as to its trustworthi-
ness. Holt (2003) warns that “those who produce autoethnography are at 
risk of being overly narcissistic and self-indulgent” (p. 19). Despite that, 
he acknowledges the value of any research that links the personal with the 
cultural. Holt (2003) also found that reviewers of autoethnographic 
research might not agree on the verification criteria, especially when 
autoethnography is used entirely on its own as the sole methodology, 
which might be a justification for using autoethnography within a com-
bination of methods as a triangulation strategy.

In order to establish trustworthiness, the most referenced summary of 
validity criteria for autoethnography are those given by Richardson 
(2000, pp. 15–16), who describes five factors for reviewing personal nar-
rative papers, including both evaluative and constructive validity tech-
niques. Table  9.11 summarizes Richardson’s five criteria with five 
questions that can be used for evaluating this phase of research.

Table 9.11 Criteria for evaluation of autoethnographic research (Richardson, 
2000)

Trustworthiness
criteria Key questions

Substantive 
contribution

Does the research contribute to understanding of 
[learning environments]?

Aesthetic merit Is the text artistic, captivating, and avoids 
simplification?

Reflexivity Is it clear how author developed the text?
Impactfulness Does the text generate new questions or move the 

reader to action?
Expresses a reality Does the text express an embodied lived experience?
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In summary, autoethnography can be a useful methodology for trian-
gulating data collection and analysis, adding reflexivity to other research 
approaches and the inquiry as a whole, and locating emergent viewpoints 
in the story being told. The rigor of autoethnography is tested by forma-
tive and evaluative validity techniques.

 Summary

Ethnography is a classic qualitative methodology that has been newly 
applied to examining questions of technology. In the past, experimental 
scientific approaches such as comparative method studies or learning 
effectiveness studies were used to justify CALL interventions. However, 
such studies relied on the false promise that a single variable can be iso-
lated and treated. Ethnography and action research are valuable 
approaches for documenting and interpreting blended environments, 
which feature multiple, inseparable variables that yield rich insights into 
how teachers, students, and schools go about blending technologies in a 
learning ecology.
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10
Blended Technologies in Practice

Blending technologies is the act of blending actions and interfaces that 
make an experience with an outcome. In language education, an experi-
ence is a process that has an outcome, or in short, a task. An experience 
or task for a learner is using new language to do work (Long, 2015). 
Those experiences (tasks) are made of technologies (processes) directed 
toward a goal. That goal may be directed by the learner or by the teacher. 
The teacher generally knows more technology options than a learner and 
also knows the path from a beginner level to a higher competency. Thus 
a learner places trust in the teacher to guide them in the long journey of 
learning a language. The danger is when a teacher becomes enamored 
with a technology and forgets that the task and experience of the learner 
is more important. A teacher’s job therefore is to design the learner’s aims 
and experience first, then configure the technologies.

This chapter examines the practice of using technologies in classrooms. 
The focus here is a micro view into the configuration or the in-process 
design of technologies. In short, this is how to ‘make’ a technology. The 
best way to think of a technology is not a device, but a mini-ecology or 
configuration of tools, actions, timings, groupings, texts, and spaces that 
create a generic pedagogic process. In this chapter, I have chosen three 
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blended technologies that I have become intimate with in the course of 
configuring or tinkering with them—a kind of bricolage. These three 
technologies, I believe, are at the heart of trends in second language learn-
ing, as they support task-based learning, embedded formative assessment, 
and embodied face-to-face learning.

The names of these technologies have ‘ing’ endings to signify processes 
rather than entities. The first, carouselling, is a communicative technol-
ogy where learners rotate among pairs, doing a language task in a limited 
period of time before rotating to repeat the activity. It employs learner 
voices as texts with simple tools such as a timer and sometimes desks and 
chairs. Table 10.1 summarizes these three cases with an analysis of each of 
their technology dimensions.

 Technology 1: Carouselling

Carouselling is originally a face-to-face technology used in second lan-
guage classrooms to repeat speaking activities in rapid cycles. Originally, 
the technique was called ‘speed dating’ as a group facilitation tool to allow 
rapid, structured conversations in a short period of time (Hodes, 2014; 
Laprise & Thiverge, 2012; Murphy, 2005) and later called ‘carouselling’ 
(Eller & Eller, 2009). It is also known functionally as ‘timed pair switch-

Table 10.1 Blended technologies in practice—three cases and their ecological 
dimensions

Technology 
Name

Technology dimensions

Action Timing Grouping Spaces Texts Tools

1. Carouselling Communicative, 
narrative

Synchronous Pairs, 
group

Open space 
in 
classroom

Voice Timer, 
desks, 
mobile 
phones

2.  Quiz gaming Interactive Synchronous Whole 
class

Class 
website 
linked to 
external 
gaming 
site

Face, 
voice, 
slides 
with 
images 
or videos

Screen, 
projector, 
mobile 
phones, 
online 
app

3.  Video 
assessing

Interactive Asynchronous Solitary, 
Small 
group

Front of 
classroom, 
then class 
website

Video Camera, 
LMS 
YouTube
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ing’, ‘timed pair share’, or ‘4/3/2 repetition’ (Nation & Newton, 2009). It 
has been widely adopted in teaching practice and based on the ‘tea party’ 
technique developed as a cooperative learning strategy (Slavin, 1995).

Since carouselling is not currently embedded in a device as an app, it 
has attracted little attention in educational technology research. However, 
as blended language learning research expands, these  face-to-face tech-
nologies may find greater prominence in studies and become equal in 
value to electronic device technologies.

 Dimensions of Carouselling

As a technology, let us examine the dimensions of carouselling in terms 
of action, grouping, timing, texts, and tools. The action of carouselling is 
not a narrative technology such as lecturing, reading, or watching a video, 
but one that is intensely ‘interactive’ or in the case where one of the pairs 
is giving a presentation. In that case, the action is ‘production’. The 
grouping is in pairs of students doing the interaction, but within a group 
that is switching the pairs. The space is usually in an open part of a class-
room, but may include a line or circle of desks where the pairs face each 
other in conversation sequences. The timing is in real-time or synchro-
nous mode, with repetitive cycles in limited 1–2 minute conversation or 
presentation tasks. The text in carouselling is spoken voice with non- 
verbal aspects of communication (facial expression, eye contact, voice 
inflection, and body language). The tools include a stopwatch or online 
timer projected onto a classroom screen. Figure 10.1 shows a university 
EFL classroom where a carouselling technology is used for students to 
practice extemporaneous speeches as practice for a high-stakes speaking 
test. Students take turns giving a speech, and then rotate to practice the 
speech again but with a different partner. Not pictured is the teacher 
operating an online timer projected on a screen, which gives each speaker 
two minutes to complete the presentation.

 Variations and Blending

Variations of this technology include concentric circles of learner, where 
one circle stays seated and one circle moves in a rotation. Also, students 
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may face each other in parallel lines without any supporting furniture. 
Carouselling becomes a powerful ‘blended’ technology when combined 
with digital recording. The student action can be recorded for an instant, 
quick review or uploaded to a website as a permanent recording for a 
more thorough assessment. In Fig. 10.2, the learners are giving brief pre-
sentations while a partner records the presentation on a mobile phone. 
Immediately after the presentation, the pair watches the presentation 
jointly and discusses strong and weak points according a rubric form that 
they note their evaluations on.

 Technology 2: Quiz Gaming/Audience 
Response System

Quiz gaming is a whole-class technology with questions that reinforce 
previous learning in a task or unit. The tool is an audience response sys-
tem to engage all students synchronously in a competitive or cooperative 

Fig. 10.1 Carouselling in a university EFL classroom
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interactive quiz or survey. By adding gamification elements to a classic 
review quiz, teachers can configure a whole-class exercise that pits stu-
dents against each other in a competitive atmosphere or a more coopera-
tive style by leaving the questions unscored in a survey-like design. These 
have been used as formative assessment in EFL classrooms (Perez & 
Jordan, 2015) using a game-based classroom response system such as 
‘Kahoot’. Using student tablets or mobile phones, each individual learner 
gives answers to questions projected on a large screen. Immediate feed-
back is given on correct answers and points given to individuals for cor-
rectness and speed. The results and rewards of each question are 
immediately posted for viewing as the game progresses giving an inten-
sity, focus, and fun to the players.

The quiz gaming technology is dependent upon ubiquitous use of 
smartphones or tablets that students own. Alternatively, a school can 
 provide devices temporarily (i.e. a tablet computer cart) to utilize this 
learning scenario. Figure 10.3 shows a teacher-prepared slide that is pro-
jected to the students on a large screen. Students read the question or 
listen to the question and choose among four possible answers displayed. 

Fig. 10.2 Carouselling in a university EFL classroom (with mobile phone 
recording)
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Students input their response on their own personal device, such as a 
smartphone, after enrolling in the game with a pin number and a nick-
name. An interesting design feature for simplicity is that students do not 
enroll in a site, but rather enroll in a particular game happening in real 
time. This enables setup to be completed in seconds with mobile phones 
or tablets in a Wi-Fi-enabled room. Classroom flow is almost uninter-
rupted from one classroom activity to the blended quiz gaming activity. 
The question results are usually not stored for grading; however, a down-
load of results is possible. When used (not over-used) as a quick formative 
assessment, the gamelike atmosphere (including accompanying music) 
absorbs learners in the activity, so that tools for extrinsic motivation such 
as grading are less important.

Using the technology dimensions framework, the quiz gaming tech-
nology is based upon one primary pedagogic action—interactivity 
(Laurillard, 2002). The grouping is ‘whole class’ and the timing is  

Fig. 10.3 Sample screen question given to EFL learners by a quiz gaming 
technology
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‘synchronous’ as the whole class is doing the activity in real time. The 
texts employed are projected slides with words and images/videos inte-
grated into the slides. The students’ personal devices show no words or 
images, but simply offer the four icon shapes from which to choose a 
response. The tools required are highly digital, employing mobile phones, 
a free software app for students, another app or website for teachers to 
create and ‘play’ the quizzes, as well as classroom tools such as a large 
screen and projector.

 Technology 3: Video Assessing with Paper 
and LMS Rubrics

In the pedagogic strategy of task-based learning, performances of holistic 
tasks are more important than discrete measurement of individual lan-
guage knowledge, such as grammar and vocabulary. However, assessment 
of performances is problematic due to practical logistics and inconsistent 
assessment systems. Although assessment of public speaking and other 
learner performances first employed video recording nearly 50 years ago 
(McCroskey & Lashbrook, 1970), little progress has been made to incor-
porate video assessment into current LMS activities. The affordances of 
video recording are in offering students, teachers, and peers the opportu-
nity to review a performance, such as an oral presentation, a dramatic 
production, a physical education skill, or medical treatment procedure 
(i.e. nursing training) in order to critique and evaluate the performance. 
Evaluation has not only relied on teacher assessment, but also self- 
assessment and assessment by peers (Matsuno, 2009; Roberts, 2006; 
White, 2009). However, problems with video recording make it difficult 
to apply on a larger scale in the regular curriculum of a school, corpora-
tion, or university. In order to automate much of the process and allow 
distribution of video recordings to learners in practical way, Internet- 
based approaches are a possible new solution. In response to these logisti-
cal issues, in 2010, an action research team of public speaking teachers 
decided to design and program a mashup plugin that integrated rubrics 
with video recording within an open source, Internet-based learning 
management system.

 Blended Technologies in Practice 
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The module they developed, the Video Assessment module, is a tech-
nology, which has embedded actions, texts, tools, and groupings used in 
an assessment ecology. The teaching team then improved the module 
year-by-year, using action research projects focused on self- and peer 
assessment in a university EFL presentation skills course in northern 
Japan. Over several research cycles, they reported on program-wide 
assessment strategies (Grose et al., 2009) and video-recording issues (Rian 
et al., 2012), and the development and design of rubrics and the transi-
tion process from paper-based rubrics to online LMS-based rubrics used 
(Rian et al., 2015). Portions of those conference proceedings reports are 
included in this chapter.

 Research Focus: Issues of Rubric Design

Overreliance on teacher assessments has been criticized as an impedi-
ment to learner autonomy, particularly in slowing the development of 
learner awareness of good performance and the ability to self-correct 
(Holec, 1981; Benson, 2001). Before 2012, the paper-based assessment 
system used in the presentation skills class was totally based on this 
kind of teacher critique. To move toward self- and peer assessment, an 
online system was added to the process in hopes of improving learner 
autonomy and attentiveness to the points of assessment. The next issue 
was how to implement peer- and self-assessment in the class. Peer 
assessment has been commonly used and researched in EFL writing 
instruction (Matsuno, 2009; Min, 2006; Saito, 2008) but less so for 
EFL speaking instruction (Cheng & Warren, 2005). In writing instruc-
tion, Azarnoosh (2013) confirms a number of studies that teacher and 
peer assessment can have a high degree of similarity if there is: (1) clear 
scoring criteria and (2) training and practice sessions prior to peer-
assessment activities. Her study also found that friendship bias was neg-
ligible and teacher scoring was similar to peer scoring in EFL writing 
assessment. However, there is little research on whether well-defined 
criteria from paper forms can be moved to a web-based interface and 
what kind of pedagogic changes accompany the process occurring in 
the transfer to online rubrics.
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 Research Method: Action Research

The nature of the research problem required planned intervention by a 
teaching team. The team identified assessment as one problem to be 
addressed in the action research study. As the assessment process was 
part of a recurring annual course within an EFL program, the cyclical, 
interventionist structure of action research made it an ideal methodol-
ogy for this study. In addition to the author, participants in this study 
involved two other instructors and sixty students in a second year 
required communication skills class for second-year university students 
(majors in English as a foreign language) in northern Japan. Action 
research is useful for investigating educational situations because it is 
designed for studying cycles of human action within groups or institu-
tions (Nunan & Bailey, 2009) and particularly for collaborative action 
by teaching teams (Burns, 2010). Data collection included writing 
teaching journals on a forum for the teaching team. The purpose of this 
section is limited to describing how paper-based rubrics were adapted 
for use in the Moodle LMS rubrics. It is not intended to as a compre-
hensive description of the whole action research cycle. Therefore, in 
terms of scope, the research questions I chose to focus on are as 
follows:

 a. What types of assessment were recorded on paper?
 b. What types of assessments were recorded on video and marked 

online?
 c. Which assessments were added or changed over time?
 d. How were paper rubrics adapted to LMS?
 e. How was teacher/peer/self-assessment weighted?
 f. How were the rubric scales changed?

 Curriculum and Course Context

The requirements of the oral communication course included five 
speeches to be assessed. Figure 10.4 shows the 15-week, 1-semester syl-
labus used for a presentation skills course. One 90-minute class was 
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held per week for a total of 22.5 hours of face-to-face contact. Five 
classes out of 15 were used for assessed speeches where students would 
present individual topics. Speech length was two minutes for 
Presentations 1, 2, and 5 and about five minutes for Presentations 3 
and 4. These five speeches equaled 80% of the course grade. The other 
20% of the course grade was for participation and a final evaluation. An 
average of 60 students participated in the course each year. All students 
were English majors and the course credit was required for graduation 
within this major. The 60  students were divided into 3–4 sections 
taught by different teachers but using the same syllabus, schedule, and 
assessments. The classes were divided into formal groups within the 
LMS to allow separate review of results by teacher.

Fig. 10.4 Syllabus for university EFL presentation skills course
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 Types of Assessments Pre-2012

Originally, from the start of the presentation class in 2008 through 2011, 
two types of assessment were used which used a paper worksheet for 
recording marks: (1) in-class teacher assessment and (2) in-class peer 
assessment (Table 10.2).

When assessment was done totally on paper forms, all assessment was 
done in class, as part of a synchronous learning environment. This 
approach was time-efficient, but the resulting assessments were hurried 
and incomplete, and with no chance of reviewing and carefully assessing 
problems and strengths in the performance. For a well-trained teacher, it 
was possible to complete the marks during the two-minute speech, but 
little or no time was possible for coaching and comment.

The five performances were done in class with the teacher using a com-
plex, multi-scale rubric assessment (Fig. 10.5) and students using a sim-
ple version of that worksheet (Fig.  10.6). The teacher assessment was 
done synchronously as students performed.

At the same time as the teacher was assessing the performance, all the 
students in the class watched and evaluated as well (average class size = 
15–20). On a paper form, each student listened and wrote the presenter’s 
name and topic, followed by a set of simple rubrics. In Presentation 1, the 
rubrics focused on non-verbal communication skills such as (a) voice-big 
or small, (b) posture-stable or wavering, (c) degree of eye contact, (d) 
amount of gestures, and (e) facial expression (smiling). Figure 10.6 shows 
the paper form used by students in Presentation 1. In subsequent presen-
tations, this form was changed to reflect the teaching priorities in presen-
tation skills.

Table 10.2 Types of speech assessment used Pre-2012

Assessment types
Assessor and 
weighting

Grouping 
and timing Tool Rubric type

1. In-class teacher 
assessment

Teacher, 100% 
weighting

Whole class
Synchronous

Paper 
Worksheet 1

Complex, 
10-point 
scale

2. In-class peer 
assessment

Peers, 0% 
weighting

Whole class
Synchronous

Paper 
Worksheet 2

Simple
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Fig. 10.5 Paper form for teacher assessment (Paper Worksheet 1)
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The purpose of this exercise was not for marking or even to give the 
results to the presenter (as distribution of data to individuals would be 
very time-consuming), but for forcing students to think about the impor-
tant aspects of speech delivery and discriminate between good- and poor- 
quality performance. Although these forms were collected at the end of 
the performances, they were not evaluated or their results used. It is not 
clear how much students learned from this process, which is a possible 
theme for future research. Consequently, the paper forms were replaced 
for synchronous audience assessment with LMS tablet-based forms when 
those tools became more available. Presently, although paper forms offer 
universal availability and portability within a class, digital rubrics are bet-
ter for summarizing and providing data analytics.

Fig. 10.6 Paper form for audience assessment (Paper Worksheet 2)
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 Types of Assessments from 2012

In order to give more specific feedback, with an opportunity for students 
to learn from their mistakes and to improve on their mistakes, two 
changes were made:

 1. video recording and reviewing of performances
 2. re-attempting performances and grading a second time (‘before/after’ 

or ‘take1/take 2’)

The result of re-attempting speeches meant less work was required of 
students in creating speeches. Instead of four different speeches, only two 
prepared speeches were created, so students focused more on delivery 
skills than speech-writing skills. It is an open question whether this deci-
sion is the most effective strategy. The decision to move to video 
 recordings, also allowed teachers and students to both refine their com-
ments and review the recording in order to focus on a particular rubric 
scale to assess. The effectiveness of this design in the student performances 
is another area of necessary research.

In the 2012 teaching cycle, the teaching team added three new types 
of assessment in the process of their speech-making course (Rian et al., 
2012). Table 10.3 lists the types of assessment with a comparison of the 
assessor used in each assessment. The Video Assessment module was 

Table 10.3 Types of speech assessment used from 2012

Assessment types
Assessor/
weighting

Grouping/
timing Tool Rubric type

a. In-class teacher 
assessment

Teacher
0%

Whole class
Synchronous

Voice 
comment

None

b. In-class peer 
assessment

Peers
0%

Whole class
Synchronous

Paper work 
sheet

Simple

c. Out-of-class 
teacher 
assessment

Teacher
80%

Individual
Asynchronous

LMS Module Complex, 
10-scale

d. Out-of-class peer 
assessment

Peers
10%

Individual
Asynchronous

LMS Module Complex, 
10-scale

e. Out-of-class 
self-assessment

Self
10%

Individual
Asynchronous

LMS Module Complex, 
10-scale
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designed to support out-of-class asynchronous assessment types c, d, and 
e. As this module was programmed in an open source LMS, it was pos-
sible to continually revise and customize the module based on teacher 
needs.

In Table 10.4, these five types of assessment are further described by 
procedure, tools, and evaluation. This kind of analysis illustrates the ‘rich 
description’ used in ethnographic studies. In this case, the ‘culture’ or 
ecology being studied is the learning ecology of a blended speech task.

In the transition from two to five assessment types, the process was not 
a simple transfer. The overall pedagogical process underwent change and 
new types of rubrics were introduced. These changes are described in the 
next section.

 Rubric Design: Adapting from Paper to LMS

Within the one-semester course on EFL presentation-making, students 
were required to give five formal speeches that were assessed with 4–5 
types of assessments. The procedures for each of these assessments 
changed in the transition from synchronous paper-based marking to 
asynchronous LMS-based marking can be described as follows:

 a. In-class teacher assessment: Previously, using paper-based rubrics, 
the teacher watched the speech and recorded scores on the perfor-
mance, marking checkboxes for each criterion. A few brief comments 
were written and a congratulatory word given upon completion. 
However, with video recording and an LMS module for management, 
the scoring was done later after class. In-class comments were length-
ier, giving oral feedback on good or weak elements of the speech and 
teaching important points to the whole class watching the perfor-
mance. One teacher commented that this might be ‘unfair’ to the first 
performers who did not benefit from the instruction. Indeed, later 
performers appeared to improve their speeches, incorporating the 
advice given along the way. For fairness, the first speakers’ scores were 
adjusted higher to compensation. In formative assessment, student 
learning takes priority over scoring reliability.
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Table 10.4 Five types of assessment employed in an oral presentation course

Type Procedure Tools Evaluation

a.  In-class 
teacher 
assessment

Teacher watches and 
records performance, 
marks checkboxes for 
each criterion, writes 
comments, tabulates 
scores, and may give 
oral feedback on good 
or weak elements of 
the speech

Complex 
paper 
rubric sheet

Digital 
camera

Physical presence and 
performance with a 
large class watching 
was an important 
experiential skill for 
students to master. 
However, it was 
time-consuming, 
especially when the 
teacher provided 
oral comments

b.  In-class 
peer 
assessment

Students watch 15–20 
speech performances, 
marking 4–5 key 
points of information 
or evaluation on a 
paper sheet (e.g., 
good posture, clear 
voice). Alternatively, 
students do not 
evaluate, but submit a 
relevant question to 
the speaker on a small 
sheet

Paper rubric 
sheet

Paper 
question 
sheet

Students focused and 
engaged in writing 
and rating. Nearly 
impossible to 
tabulate all the 
paper results for 
each presenting 
student. Online 
feedback module 
able to tabulate, but 
could not be done 
synchronously

c.  Out-of- class 
teacher 
assessment

Teacher uploads 
recorded videos of 
speeches into 
YouTube, adjusts 
privacy setting, pastes 
links into Moodle 
forums, and inputs 
total scores into a 
Moodle assignment 
task. Grades are 
automatically 
displayed on front 
page and in the 
Moodle gradebook

YouTube 
video site, 
Moodle 
forum, 
Moodle 
assignment

Front page 
block for 
displaying 
grades

Teacher can review 
and revise previous 
scores. More precise 
assessment (e.g. 
teacher can count 
number of gestures). 
Students can view 
past grades and new 
grades within one 
week after their 
presentation

(continued)
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 b. In-class peer assessment: One objective of public speaking classes is 
gaining the ability to handle the stress and pressure of performing in 
front of a large group. Thus the large class atmosphere of 20 faces 
watching was an important pedagogical part of

 c. Out-of-class teacher assessment: The teacher uploaded the video 
files, associated them to the proper student, and then assessed.

 d. Out-of-class peer assessment: Peer assessment used the same rubric 
form as the teacher form. According to a setting in the module, each 
student was assigned 1–3 peer videos to assess. The teacher rubric was 
slightly simplified in language for peer- and self-assessment. For exam-
ple, instead of the English words ‘stress and intonation’, the phrase 
‘voice change’ was employed.

 e. Out-of-class self-assessment: The self-assessment followed the same 
process as the peer assessment. Figure 10.7 a sample screen that teachers 

Table 10.4 (continued)

Type Procedure Tools Evaluation

d. Out-of- 
class peer 
assessment

Students watch 2–3 
videos of speeches 
assigned to them, then 
rate performance and 
write comments in a 
Moodle forum

YouTube 
video

Moodle 
forum

Students can view 
videos multiple times 
without the pressure 
of in-class time 
limits. More precise 
assessment. 
Currently, no way to 
tabulate or integrate 
peer marks into 
overall grade

e. Out-of- class 
self- 
assessment

Students watch their 
presentations and 
self-evaluate using the 
same rubric as the 
teacher. Ratings and 
comments are added 
to the form text in the 
forum

YouTube 
video

Moodle 
forum

Students can view 
videos multiple times 
without the pressure 
of in-class time 
limits. More precise 
assessment. 
Currently, no way to 
tabulate or integrate 
self-assessment 
marks into overall 
grade
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Fig. 10.7 Screen display of rubric report for teacher and self-assessment
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(c), peers (d), and the speakers themselves would see for self- assessing. 
This screen combines a video recording of a performance with a multi-
scale rubric for scoring and commenting.

 Rubric Design: Weighting Self/Peer/Teacher

Another issue was whether to include the student scoring within the 
marking scores of each project. The team decided this was important and 
requested a feature in the Video Assessment module to allow a configu-
rable mix of weighting of self, peer, and teacher scores (and later with 
whole-class live scoring as well). For example, in video assessment scores 
shown in Fig. 10.8, a self-assessment score was combined with a teacher 
assessment score in a 10:10:80 weighting ratio, as shown in the top red 
circle in Fig. 10.8. The Class rating was given 0% in this particular case. 
In the next three red circles, the actual scores are shown for the second 
listed student. This student received a score of 79 from self-assessment, 

Fig. 10.8 ‘Assess’ screen of the video assessment module

 Blended Technologies in Practice 



312 

76 from peer assessment, and a score of 71 by the teacher. Multiplying 
the self-score by the weighting (79 × 0.1), the peer score by the weighting 
(76 × 0.1) and the teacher score by its weighting (71 × 0.8) resulted in a 
total combined score of 72. In order to prevent students from copying 
the teacher scores, they are forced to make the scores themselves first. The 
teacher’s scores are not revealed to the student until he or she has com-
pleted the scoring.

The module was also designed for printing out a combined report for 
self/peer/teacher assessment to show individual students. This was an 
intricately ‘blended task’ because it combined live individual perfor-
mance, with online scoring in the LMS, and live whole-class assessment 
on smartphones, along with live teacher coaching and recorded teacher 
commenting. Semiotically, it provided a high confidence-building chal-
lenge forcing learners to stand in front of peers and then review the per-
formance again for self-evaluation.

 Rubric Design: Scale Definitions

Each of the five public presentations in the course had up to ten different 
scales within the rubric. The scales varied per presentation depending on 
the skills emphasized. This section reviews three scales used in Presentation 
1, comparing both the original paper rubrics (Fig.  10.9) and the new 
online, Moodle-based rubrics (Fig. 10.10).

The figures show that the two media are similar in initial appearance. 
The scales are described in brief phrases and points assigned to different 
qualities. Teachers or learners mark the paper forms with a pen or pencil 
or with the click of a mouse in the case of the online form. The main dif-
ference is when the form can be used and at what speed. The online form 
is for use with a video recording rather than with a live performance. So 
more time and multiple reviews are possible. In addition, another impor-
tant difference is what happens after the form is completed. With the 
paper form, the data must be re-entered and re-processed to yield further 
value. With the online form, the data can be forwarded to assessment 
screens for students to reflect on and ultimately the scores go to a stu-
dent’s individual grade book. Innovations in related technologies are 
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Fig. 10.9 Rubric design in paper forms: Three scales, (Speech 1)

Fig. 10.10 Rubric design in online forms: Three scales, (Speech 1)

often the impetus for change. In this case, the development of an elegant, 
easy-to-use rubric designer that was  built into the Moodle LMS per-
formed better than expected and added unexpected pedagogic value to 
the logistics of self- and peer assessment.

 Further Research

The action research team of Rian et  al. (2012) identified a number of 
questions for further research:

• How well do students understand the rubric scales? Was the training 
sufficient? Do they to need simpler rubrics?
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• Can students and teachers use the same assessment rubrics? It is pos-
sible that self- and peer-assessment rubrics could be the same as for 
teacher rubrics in the case of English majors due to their TOEIC 
 ability range of 400–600. Students in the TOEIC 300–500 range may 
require simpler set.

• What was the effectiveness of the additional assessment types? Although 
Moodle enabled a time-efficient method for three additional assessment 
types, evidence of the effectiveness of this approach needs to be verified.

• Is there a possibility of over-assessing? Perhaps, more time should be 
spent doing and creating presentations and less time reflecting on 
it. Should live coaching be emphasized?

• Will tabulating audience assessments into a scored report be useful for 
speakers to improve their speeches?

In addition, they noted three conclusions that can be drawn from evi-
dence in the action research case study:

 1. Transfer of a learning activity from paper forms to online forms is not 
a direct, visible switch. In this case, the whole assessment process was 
changed for both teachers and students. Two assessment types 
increased to five assessment types.

 2. Peer and self-assessment was made possible by asynchronous evalua-
tion of video recordings. In-class synchronous peer assessment contin-
ued but results were ignored because tabulation of paper forms was 
too time-intensive.

 3. Multiple scales of paper online rubrics were replicated online, which 
allowed automatic totaling, recording in the gradebook and review by 
both teachers and students.

This ethnography of a technology embedded in a class ecology is a 
description of the transfer of rubric-based assessments of student’s perfor-
mances from paper media to LMS-based rubrics utilized in an EFL pre-
sentation course. Assessments of five different presentations given by 60 
students in a Japanese university showed that a combination of teacher, 
peer, and self-assessment was possible to manage with video recordings. 
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Each presentation utilized 4–5 assessment types. For the asynchronous 
assessments, students were able to use the same rubrics as the teacher. 
Rubrics scales were designed in order to allow maximum transparency to 
students, teachers, and administrators. Rubric design was product-based 
rather than process-based because only the public speech itself was 
assessed.

This confirms an earlier study by Hinkelman (2009) that claims of 
paper media being directly replaced by online media as misleading. 
Instead, paper materials changed in purpose and remained an integral 
part of the blended learning environment. Paper is not necessarily disap-
pearing but rather is taking on new roles and functions in the ecology of 
mixed online/face-to-face learning. Online asynchronous assessment, 
however, made dramatic changes in the pedagogic process and allowed 
complex rubrics to be used for self- and peer-assessment, replacing paper 
sheets, in order to facilitate combined peer scores.

 Summary of Blended Technologies in Practice

This chapter summarizes three cases of blended technologies created by 
teachers and used in practice within university EFL programs. This dem-
onstrates how teachers can take initiative in blending technologies in 
their own second language classrooms. All of these technologies lead to 
principled blended language learning based on a task-based teaching 
approach. The first technology, carouselling, was an example of an emer-
gent face-to-face technology that facilitated intense participation. The 
second technology, quiz gaming, was an example of formative assessment 
that employed a group gaming under time pressure to force reading and 
vocabulary usage. The third technology, video assessing and rubric design-
ing, examined the evolution of a technology over more than eight itera-
tions of an action research cycle. The descriptions revealed a desire for 
purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability among the 
teachers. Within the culture and experience of these classrooms, it became 
clear that technology does not ‘impact’ the ecology, but rather, technol-
ogy ‘is’ the ecology.
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11
Blended Language Lessons in Practice

 ‘Bricolage’, or the artful use of whatever is at hand (Levi-Strauss, 1966; 
Harel & Papert, 1991), is just what second language teachers are doing 
everyday in their classrooms. They configure, adjust, reject, edit, and play 
with various technologies in order to perform an interesting lesson with 
students.

The ‘bricoleur’ is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks … and 
the rules of his game are always to make do with ‘whatever is at hand’. (Levi- 
Strauss, 1966, p. 11)

Teachers are ‘bricoleurs’ in that they are given tools and materials, and 
not always the best tools and materials, from which they have to create a 
one- or two-hour lesson that is a profound and productive learning expe-
rience. Institutions and programs decide the rooms, devices, and text-
books to use and it is the teacher’s job to construct a lesson achieved by 
using whatever technologies come to hand. The bricoleur learns by 
adjusting, observing, and reflecting, while the students ‘learn by making’ 
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or what Harel  and Papert (1991) call ‘constructionism’. Both are co- 
constructing the technologies of the classroom—their learning ecology.

Having explored the theory, strategies, assessment, and research of 
blended language learning, this chapter continues our investigation into 
the practice of blended learning. By ‘practice’, we set out to situate the 
activity of blended language learning in local contexts, rather than seeing 
the blending as a system or structure. Blending technologies is an action 
that teachers, administrators, and students ‘do’ or ‘perform’ as social, spa-
tial, and temporal activities. The previous chapter examined particular 
technologies that blended face-to-face and online actions. This chapter 
describes examples of lessons in classrooms and within the context of a 
blended language learning lesson. Following this, Chap. 12 focuses on 
the wider context of blended curricular and institutional programs.

By taking examples from three classrooms, the lessons are broken 
down and described step-by-step and then analyzed according to the 
frameworks of blended technology dimensions and blended learning 
considerations. This chapter takes a micro view of blended task and les-
son design using three illustrations taken from experiences in teaching, 
researching, and designing EFL classes in tertiary institutions in Japan. 
Although situated in a single foreign language and a single national con-
text, I expect these cases will have broad implications for foreign and 
second language learning in many contexts. These descriptions of lessons, 
tasks, and technologies are not meant to be examples of best practice. 
They may show failure and confusion in blending technologies as well as 
more successful practices.

To collect data for these cases, I began by identifying two institutions 
that were active in blended language learning. Then through an eight- 
year, ongoing qualitative study, using ethnographic and action research 
methodologies, I interviewed over 30 teachers and administrators, asking 
how they designed blended language learning lessons and programs. In 
addition, I observed blended learning classrooms in use and collected 
planning documents and teachers’ reports from both sites to provide an 
insider’s perspective on the process of blending technologies. To maintain 
the anonymity promised to these participants, institutions and teachers 
are given pseudonyms, and references that might identify the participants 
are removed.
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The flow of this chapter begins with a discussion of the bricolage pro-
cess of lesson design, followed by a definition of blended tasks, then case 
descriptions of blended tasks and, finally, an analysis of the cases in rela-
tion to the core principles of blended language learning.

 Bricolage Process of Lesson Design

In language learning programs, teachers are almost always given the 
responsibility to plan lessons. Starting from institutional guidelines and a 
program syllabus design, they may configure the lesson based on tech-
nologies that are available and reliable to use. This is called the process of 
bricolage (Harel & Papert, 1991), or artful tinkering. But this process is 
not just based on spontaneous ingenuity, because teachers build a single 
lesson plan on the basis of what Graves (1996) calls their ‘personal the-
ory’, or the “subjective understanding of one’s practice … that provides 
coherence and direction for the teacher” (p. 2). This practice-based per-
sonal theory helps a teacher make sense of what to emphasize and how to 
proceed in the sequence of learning steps that occur in a classroom. 
Within this personal theory is a teacher’s individual and unconscious 
framework for blending technologies in the flow of a second language 
lesson.

The case vignettes in this chapter illuminate the choices and consider-
ations in blended learning made by teachers, rather than by administra-
tors, publishers, and consultants. With face-to-face classroom teaching as 
the assumed starting point, teachers may consider a ‘lesson’ as equivalent 
to a ‘class period’. Thus, our definition of a lesson is simply a unit of sec-
ond language learning, usually a single class period, where the teacher(s) 
and students are both physically present and working online. It may 
include associated activities or homework that are done outside class but 
before the next class period. Sometimes a lesson is the same as a task or a 
single topic for assessment, but tasks will often span several class periods. 
In a program where fixed, commercial textbooks are used, lesson titles, 
aims, and activities are usually defined and designed by a textbook devel-
oper and then adjusted on the fly by teachers. However, in cases where 
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curriculum is negotiated between learners and teachers, or where teachers 
create flexible materials, the design process is highly contingent, and may 
have frequent changes.

A fixed curriculum may be based on a form-focused or structural syl-
labus, with discrete grammatical and vocabulary knowledge as assessment 
criteria. However, communicative language teaching since the 1970s has 
argued that form should be replaced by meaningful interaction (Larsen- 
Freeman, 2000). Furthermore, content-based and task-based instruction 
have taken this a step further, by removing notional-functional categories 
as the focus of the syllabus and replacing them with content-focused or a 
task-focused themes. Meaningful communication remains the common 
factor. The principles in this book assume a communicative perspective 
with purposeful tasks as a goal, hopefully within the context of relevant 
content that learners need to interact with. Thus the meaning of ‘lesson 
design’ in this context is the same as ‘task design’.

Earlier, in Chap. 5, a language learning task was defined as a teaching 
plan that emphasizes purposeful use of language where an outcome fac-
tors in the assessment (Ellis, 2015). Within that plan, a task is a series of 
processes (technologies) that result in the accomplishment of the task 
aims. A technology, however, is not the same as a task. It is a generic pro-
cess or technique within a task which a teacher or learner may employ to 
achieve the task’s goal. A task may require the blending of multiple tech-
nologies and varying the dimensions of each of those technologies, such 
as the groupings, timings, and other dimensions. As teachers adjust the 
timings, vary the groupings, and make different tool combinations, each 
classroom situation is unquestionably unique. Despite the uniqueness, it 
is possible for teachers in other institutions to draw insights if the descrip-
tion and results are well documented.

In my experience, teachers often design a task over a unit or set of les-
sons that involve between one and three hours of class time with another 
one to three hours of out-of-class time. During this time a teacher may 
employ multiple exercises that employ both online and face-to-face tech-
nologies. Thus, designing a blended language learning lesson may involve 
blending two, five, or even ten different technologies within a short class 
period.
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In putting together or configuring lessons for formal course offerings, 
a teacher (the usual person responsible for implementing the lesson) puts 
together a plan based on a number of fixed constraints and flexible 
options. If a teacher has been assigned a textbook, the syllabus embedded 
in that book becomes a fixed constraint. A teacher may sometimes reor-
der the chapters of the book, but generally tries to follow the sequence 
given. Another constraint may be the equipment, number of students, 
and time schedule fixed for the class. Many of these aspects are decided 
or negotiated by the institution long in advance of a teacher’s lesson plan-
ning. Thus the macro and meso aspects of a blended language learning 
program directly affect micro planning. A teacher may not need to care-
fully assess what is fixed and what is flexible, because that may be imme-
diately apparent, and assumed as common sense. However, a researcher 
trying to understand what happened to produce a particular blended 
learning design, may want to inquire and list these aspects. Table 11.1 
shows a brief list of fixed and flexible aspects from at the curriculum 
(meso) level of an EFL program in Japan.

Table 11.1 Common fixed and flexible aspects of an overall curriculum (meso 
level)

Meso-level 
Curriculum Fixed Flexible

Institutional 
requirements

Institutional tests
Summative assessment 

guidelines
Credits for course

Formative assessment: class-
graded exercises and tests

Curriculum 
requirements

Class outline/syllabus
Topic/task: as determined 

by the syllabus

Priorities and emphasis of 
pedagogical types: narrative, 
interactive, adaptive, 
communicative, and productive.

Arrangement of technologies 
within a task

Teacher 
requirements

Teacher qualification, 
training, and experience

Teacher beliefs: about class 
management, about second 
language learning (use of L1, 
importance of reflection, 
student roles)

Student 
requirements

Past experience of 
students: level, interests

Student beliefs and expectations

 Blended Language Lessons in Practice 



324 

After a syllabus has been decided and students enrolled in the class, 
then the day-to-day planning, adjustment, and configuration of individ-
ual classes begins. Table  11.2 illustrates some ways teachers configure 
their lessons according to fixed and flexible aspects of technologies avail-
able to them—a process of micro-level design of blended learning group-
ings, timings, texts, and tools.

Given these constraints and opportunities to create a useful lesson 
design, teachers now begin a lesson-by-lesson planning journey that is 
sometimes highly systematic and sometimes on-the-fly. The next step is 
planning tasks and blending technologies within those tasks.

Table 11.2 Common fixed and flexible aspects of blended technologies (micro 
level)

Micro-level 
curriculum Fixed Flexible

Groupings Non-movable furniture
(theater-style classroom, 

computer laboratory)
Assigned room, resource 

rooms (library, self-access 
learning center)

LMS and supplementary 
websites

Seating arrangements: chairs, 
desks facing forward or in pairs 
and groups

Use of wall space
Configurable website screens in 

the LMS
Use of floor space for pair work
Open space of whole-class 

interaction
Timings Minimum contact hours

Date, time, duration of class
Sequence of chapters (if 

assigned textbook)

Activity sequencing and time 
allocation: (in-class lesson, 
homework, out-of-class activities)

Pacing of class;
Sequencing, intensives/gaps

Texts Assigned textbook (if 
required)

Chapter sequence (if 
purchased text)

Handouts, textbooks, audio added 
by teacher

Mix of printed, video, and audio 
texts

Role and number of face-to-face 
‘texts’

Choice of supplementary websites, 
micro-worlds

Tools Built-in, non-movable 
equipment (ceiling-
mounted projectors, wired 
computers, teacher 
workstations, whiteboards, 
interactive blackboards)

Movable equipment (projector and 
large screen, teacher’s computer 
with Internet, LMS, student 
computers along walls, large 
screen, document camera)
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 Blended Tasks and Lessons

Many teachers and researchers often separate tasks into two categories: 
(1) classroom-based tasks and (2) online tasks. For example, Leaver and 
Willis (2004) divide their book on task-based instruction into ten 
chapters on classroom-based tasks and three chapters on online tasks. 
However, for teachers working in blended learning environments, this 
separation is not so useful. Tasks in a blended environment tend to be 
a combination of both. Therefore, in this chapter, we will take a more 
hybrid view, by integrating the online and face-to-face aspects and call 
this a ‘blended task’. We also consider a ‘task’ as a broader and higher 
order process than a ‘step’, ‘activity’, or ‘technology’ used in the lesson. 
Thus it may take a mix of several steps online and face-to-face to achieve 
a task. In the CALL literature, Hinkelman (2005) defined a blended 
task to “... include sub- tasks that move back and forth between online 
and face-to-face venues” (p. 29) and more recently as, “A blended task 
is a procedure that requires both face-to-face steps and online steps for 
completion” (Hinkelman, 2009, p. 38). This phenomenon of ‘blended 
task’ has also been documented by Yeh (2007) who describes blending 
technologies in research- writing, speech-training, and teacher-training 
classes, as well as Motteram and Sharma (2009) who give vignettes of 
blended task descriptions for listening, presentation-making, and 
writing.

Teachers build blended tasks in several patterns. Besides switching 
back and forth between online and face-to-face modes in class, they often 
separate modes according to homework time and in-class time. Motteram 
and Sharma (2009) delineate three of these patterns in blended learning 
courses:

• Dual track: a teacher-led part of the course in parallel to a self-study 
part

• Integrated: consolidation work given as pre-/post-activities between 
face-to-face classes

• Embedded: always-on Internet with tools accessing the web at any 
time
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The embedded version of blended learning has also been called ‘syn-
chronous blending’ by Mackenzie et  al. (2011). A flipped classroom 
approach is similar to the dual track or integrated patterns.

The examples given in the following three cases tend to illustrate ‘inte-
grated’ patterns, rather than dual track or embedded. Most online por-
tions of these tasks serve as consolidation, review, or follow-up publication 
of the classroom portions of the task. Also a few examples of embedded 
patterns can be observed, where the teacher’s use of the LMS and Internet 
projected on a screen is kept constantly available. As mobile devices pro-
liferate during the next ten years, it is likely that embedded blending will 
grow and allow rapid switching among paper, visual/facial, and screen 
interfaces. This phenomenon as it occurs in classrooms might be called a 
‘blended technology’. A blended technology is when the face-to-face 
dimensions merge with the online dimensions such that it is no longer 
possible to distinguish between the two. It is neither face-to-face nor 
online, but a combination. This is a true hybrid, and illustrates the even-
tual evolution of embedded technologies within a blended task.

In the chapter on technologies and tasks, Laurillard’s five types of edu-
cational media forms were called ‘actions’ in a framework of blended 
technology dimensions. This was justified as an appropriate pedagogical 
framework for second language learning, and particularly useful in 
rethinking the field of CALL, which tends to be overly tool-focused. 
Therefore, our descriptions of blended lesson designs will integrate both 
face-to-face classroom techniques, often referring to them as ‘technolo-
gies’, along with online and other electronic tools, without favoring one 
over the other.

The following three cases of blended tasks illustrate how both face-to- 
face and online technologies are designed and configured in use. Each 
case includes the task aims, the curricular background, a step-by-step 
flow-chart and analysis of the technology descriptions and blended con-
figurations (dimensions). The task is a higher order design that places 
technologies as lower order steps in the context of a sequence of technolo-
gies with the task. In the task description, we include a brief summary of 
the language learning objectives from multiple views (sociological aims, 
language content aims, and strategy/skill aims). Through these cases, it 
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may become clear that technologies are highly localized and only make 
sense when described in a particular learning context.

In each illustration, I describe the design and conditions of blended 
language learning programs with the following framework of blended 
technologies:

• Pedagogical actions: narrative, interaction, adaptive, communicative, 
productive technologies

• Pedagogical timings: synchronous and asynchronous learning, inten-
sive and periodic pacing.

• Pedagogical groupings: pair, small group, whole group
• Pedagogical spaces: physical spaces/furniture for classroom and indi-

vidual work, virtual spaces
• Pedagogical texts: video/audio/image, facial/voice/gesture, multiscreen 

interfaces
• Pedagogical tools: digital/analogue, machine/network, fixed/wired 

and mobile/wireless devices.

In this chapter, the design and conditions of blended language learn-
ing tasks and technologies are designed within the framework of blended 
language technologies (Chap. 2) and the framework of blended learning 
considerations (Chap. 1). These considerations are chosen values, which 
ask the following questions of the design of blended language learning:

• Is the lesson design purposeful? Are the principles thought through?
• Is the configuration appropriate? Does the process fit the level of the 

students, and is it sensitive to their needs?
• Are the materials and interfaces multimodal? Do they combine physi-

cal/facial communication with image/audio/video-recorded commu-
nication and textual/printed communication?

• Is the plan sustainable? Does it energize teachers and students for the 
long term?

The following sections introduce three cases that illustrate the micro 
level of blended language learning. Each case first examines the aims and 
background of the task, and then charts the flow of steps in the process, 
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followed by an analysis of how each technology was blended and config-
ured in the lesson. The first case, a blended oral communication task, is 
especially detailed in the flow description and the switching that happens 
between face-to-face and online interactions. Later cases are briefer in 
description.

 Case 1: Blended Oral Communication Task

The Hokkaido Guidebook is a basic oral communication skills task to 
prepare students to host visitors in their local community. In a university 
EFL program in Japan, teachers noticed that more students were likely to 
host visitors on campus than actually go abroad and visit another cam-
pus. Since English as a second language was frequently used for hosting, 
this task was intended to build practical skills and needed language for 
handling such communicative tasks. This task has been developed over 
several years by action research teams and reported in institutional jour-
nals (Kay et al., 2007; Hinkelman et al., 2008; Grose et al., 2009). The 
action research questions first identified a weakness in CALL laboratory 
learning–poor interpersonal interaction (Hinkelman, 2005) and then a 
different weakness in project-based learning–poor language structure/
vocabulary support (Hinkelman, 2009). The resulting blended task relied 
on multiple teaching approaches and a large number of hybrid technolo-
gies. Many of these technologies, described in this case, were developed 
or configured locally and may only be useful in this local context.

This task demonstrates how face-to-face and paper-based technologies 
such as pair work, booklet exercises, and teacher-led lectures have been 
combined with online and electronic technologies such as language sup-
port quizzes, slideshows, and LMS assessments. In a blended model of 
language learning, technologies using paper are held in equal regard with 
electronic technologies. Although some researchers predicted that paper-
less classrooms could become the norm in language learning (Robb, 1997), 
the experience with this blended task tells us that the use of paper is not 
diminishing, but rather is being transformed in its role by new uses within 
blended tasks (Hinkelman, 2009). Some of these new roles for paper can 
be seen in the forms, handouts, and booklets described in this case.
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 Task Background and Aims

This is a blended task for an introductory EFL class of university false- 
beginners (learners with passive, beginning level speaking skills, but with 
more extensive reading, grammar, and vocabulary knowledge). The goal 
of the task is to produce an English language guidebook (printed and 
online) and poster presentations that visitors from abroad might find use-
ful in touring the local community. Hokkaido, an island in northern 
Japan, is also the locale of the campus, and student exchange visitors are 
always interested in sightseeing, sports, and shopping in a number of cit-
ies there. This task gives knowledge, skills, and products that can help to 
engage a university student in conversation with a visiting student. The 
language learning aims are as follows:

• Overall communicative aims: explaining and exaggerating the quali-
ties of a place; describing familiar spots using a foreign language;

• Functional aims: describing places, giving advice, giving directions, 
choosing useful information, telling time, explaining transportation 
schedules, giving reasons, giving advice;

• Strategy aims: asking for repetition, asking for spelling, asking for clar-
ification, varying politeness;

• Grammatical aims: simple present tense, imperatives (directions);
• Vocabulary aim: descriptive adjectives;
• Assessed product: a manual with 20 recommended places, printed for 

visitors, and posted online for reference.

The task was composed of 19 separate steps, which were covered in 
three ninety-minute, once-a-week classes and out-of-class homework. 
Three teachers jointly prepared a booklet, which listed the steps and gave 
checkboxes for student self-assessment. Each of these steps received 1–20 
points within a 100-point assessment scale. The primary assigned space 
was a blended classroom (24 movable desks/chairs, 24 computers on the 
periphery, with projector/screen at the front). In addition, a class website 
on the school LMS was provided for discussions, quizzes, resources, 
assessment, and class management.
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 Step-by-Step Lesson Flow

In the first period, Class 1, the lesson begins with the teacher using a 
projector to show photos of Korean and Thai students traveling to Japan 
to visit the students in their campus and classroom. Then the teacher 
facilitates a live action scenario. An eager student is chosen and a simple 
role-play between the host student and the teacher (playing the role of a 
visiting foreigner) is conducted in front of the class. The students realize 
how little prepared they are to host a visitor and answer the questions of 
a foreign guest. From this motivational context, students are asked what 
the students will want to know about in their home campus and the sur-
rounding region. Students then brainstorm possible sights, restaurants, 
bars, parks, recreation areas, and shopping centers, which are listed on 
the blackboard in front of class (or written on a piece of paper that is 
projected by a document camera). This becomes the vocabulary list gen-
erated by the students. Already students are experiencing a variety of 
face- to- face and electronic technologies that are blended, from photos 
on a large projection screen, to a drama enacted in front of the whole 
class, and finally a brainstorm with a chalkboard or a paper projected on 
a screen.

Using that vocabulary list, students then do an information-gap pair 
conversation. Before starting the conversation, the teacher models sen-
tences to be used, and emphasizes sentence stress and discourse intona-
tion within the dialogue. These supra-segmentals are also modeled in the 
paper handout. Stress is marked in bold and intonation changes with 
colored arrows superimposed on the sentence. These printed models are 
projected on a large screen that is used to direct students in a choral rep-
etition drill so that they can respond in unison with the patterns. After 
pronunciation practice, the teacher directs students into pair groupings 
and begins an activity with an information-gap technology. On the first 
round of the information gap, students write their partners’ answers in 
the blanks on the form. In the second round, the paper prompts are 
removed and the students stand up to perform the dialogue from mem-
ory with direct eye contact, facial expressions, and gestures.

The class continues with students moving from their desks in the cen-
ter of the room, to the computers lined up along the walls. At the com-
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puters, they log onto their class website (an LMS webpage) and find the 
section on today’s class. There they begin a guided web search. Looking 
at a handout paper (one page in the task booklet), these student begin-
ners see ten questions followed by blanks to fill in. They go to the links 
already provided on the website and find the missing information. This 
requires reading strategies such as scanning and skimming, and the 
vocabulary from previous steps is reused several times. As students finish 
the web search, the teacher models the homework exercises on the same 
site using the large screen projector. Most students have begun the home-
work as the bell rings. This is important because with low-level, low- 
motivation students, often verbal and visual instructions are ignored. The 
teachers believe that starting the homework in class helps students under-
stand how to complete the task step on their own. Table 11.3 summarizes 
these first eight steps in the lesson.

Class 2 picks up on the conversation from the previous week. This 
time the students do the information gap five times, using a rapid- 
switching pair work in lines (carouselling) at the front of the classroom. 

Table 11.3 Lesson flow in blended oral communication task—Class 1 of 3

Class 1 Steps 1–7 Points Face-to-face technologies Online technologies

1.  Orientation to 
task

2 Photo projected (narrative)
Demo role-play (narrative)
Teacher lecture (narrative)
Teacher Q&A (interactive)

Lesson outline on 
website (narrative)

Video with quiz 
(narrative, 
interactive)

2.  Vocabulary 
generation

2 Brainstorm (interactive) –

3.  Pronunciation 
practice

2 Choral drill (interactive)
Sentence diagram forms 

(narrative)

–

4. Conversation gap 2 Information gap (adaptive) –
5. Web information 10 Booklet report form 

(interactive)
Internet search

6.  Vocabulary 
practice

2 Teacher modeling 
(narrative)

LMS website quiz 
(interactive)

7.  Grammar 
exercises

2 – LMS website quiz 
(adaptive)

Note: The ‘Points’ column refers to the assessment weighting of each task step. 
The numbers in the column total 100, showing a full score in all steps. The ‘+’ 
mark means a bonus/optional exercise
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Under time pressure, students have one minute while standing to com-
plete the pair conversation, then immediately switch to the next person 
in line. In the first attempt, prompts (with a paper handout) are allowed, 
and then these prompts are removed in later attempts. This face-to-face 
technology was used periodically during the semester to give sufficient 
repetition with speaking partners. Next, students prepare presentation 
slides on their assigned research topic (a sightseeing spot, restaurant, or 
entertainment place) and then interview a partner on each other’s topic. 
Interview responses are recorded on the paper booklet form and three 
comments or questions written on printed slides. The homework includes 
doing an online listening quiz and posting research results on a class wiki. 
A demo in class includes a paper handout with step-by-step screenshots 
for completing the step. For bonus points, eager students can addition-
ally post their research text and images to a university blog. Table 11.4 
summarizes the next seven steps in the task, conducted in Class 2 of the 
‘Hokkaido Guidebook’ lesson.

After completing the quiz and wiki as homework, students return for 
Class 3. In this final session, students finish the task by doing three assess-
ment activities. The first assessment is a pair dictation. This is a face-to-
face fluency assessment where one student delivers a speech to a partner 
who dictates the speech onto a test paper. Despite weak reliability mea-

Table 11.4 Lesson flow in blended oral communication task—Class 2 of 3

Class 2 Steps 8–14 Points Face-to-face technologies Online technologies

  8. Conversation   2 Rapid-switch line pair work, 
paper prompts (adaptive, 
communicative)

−

  9. Presentation slides 10 Teacher commenting 
(adaptive)

LMS assignment 
upload (narrative)

10. Interview   4 Pair work (communicative) −
11.  Slide commenting   4 Booklet report form 

(communicative)
−

12. Listening exercise   4 − LMS website quiz 
(interactive)

13. Report posting 4+ Screenshot handout 
(narrative)

LMS wiki or simple 
Wikipedia 
(productive)

14.  Out-of-class 
practice (optional)

  2 − Blog (narrative)
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sures reported in large classes (Hinkelman, 1996), this technology offered 
high ratings for practicality and high washback effects by giving extensive 
practice for students within a short time period. By having the whole class 
conduct the test in parallel, time required is only ten minutes instead of 
the hours required in a serial, one-by-one speaking class. After the pair 
dictation, the class is divided into two groups, one doing an online test on 
the computers along the walls in this blended classroom. The other half of 
the class presents its slide shows, first in spoken form to the teacher with 
classmates as an audience. The audience is also graded according to the 
amount and quality of questions. In weaker level classes, the students 
write questions on a slip of paper, while in more advanced classes they 
communicate verbally with the speaker. Finally, after the speeches, stu-
dents begin to prepare posters for their welcome party with visiting stu-
dents from abroad. Table 11.5 summarizes the flow and context of the 
final five steps and identifies eight technologies included in Class 3 of the 
‘Hokkaido Guidebook’ task.

The previous three tables (Tables 11.3–11.5) show how the task was 
complete in 19 steps. These were spread over three classes (4.5 hours) and 
two homework sessions (1–2 hours). The number of activities and tech-
nologies employed (21 face- to- face technologies, 13 online technologies) 
suggests a difficult job for the teacher to train students in the procedures. 

Table 11.5 Lesson flow in blended oral communication task—Class 3 of 3

Class 3 Steps 15–19 Points Face-to-face technologies Online technologies

15. Final 
assessment A: 
online quiz

10 – Online quiz (interactive) 
Evaluation survey 
(communicative)

16. Final 
assessment B: 
fluency test

10 Pair dictation 
(productive)

–

17. Final 
assessment C: 
interaction test

20 Speech (productive) and 
small group discussion 
(communicative)

Recorded speech 
uploaded (productive)

18. Poster making 10 Illustrated handout/
sample (narrative)

–

19. Presentation to 
visitors upon 
arrival

+
Bonus

Poster making 
(productive)

Poster session 
(communicative)

–
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However, most of these technologies were introduced in earlier tasks 
within the semester, and thus a faster pace was possible.

The task involved a rich mixture of 34 face-to-face and online tech-
nologies, to the point where, within the steps, the technologies were often 
so deeply combined that it was difficult, and perhaps unnecessary, to 
classify them separately. The teacher’s role was varied, ranging from (1) a 
highly directive lecturer in narrative activities, (2) a content selector/
question designer for online quizzes, (3) a facilitator for pair and group 
activities, or (4) a coach in encouraging students to accomplish some 
steps on their own. Both teacher and students were involved in the assess-
ment system, which awarded points for each of the steps based on learner 
participation. The final three assessment steps were teacher-assessed and 
comprised 40 points of the 100 points for the task. The final step (#19) 
was a bonus for the best performers—introducing foreign visitors to 
interesting places in the campus locale.

 Technology Dimensions Within the Lesson

This section analyzes the multiple dimensions of the technologies in the 
blended oral communication task ‘Hokkaido Guidebook’. As the task 
was a blended task, it involved configuring 34 different technologies to 
achieve a broad balance in pedagogical actions and variance in modality. 
For this research question, it is not important to focus on the online/face- 
to- face differences, but rather discern what choices the teacher made in 
designing the task (dimensional choices and constraints) and why the 
teacher designed it that way. To understand these choices in configuring 
technologies used in this task, this section investigates six dimensions of 
blended technologies—actions, groupings, spaces, timings, interfaces, 
and tools—to give added insight.

 Pedagogical Actions

The lesson included all five types of pedagogical actions described earlier: 
narrative, interactive, adaptive, communicative, and productive. Narrative 
actions included mini-lectures, explanations, and demonstrations by the 
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teacher. The initial role-play was a demonstration by the teacher, so it 
served as a narrative that students watched, provided a concrete image of 
the final communicative goal that the students would attain. Texts dis-
played on large screen projection gave additional contextualization and 
teachers could continue directing the class in the target language, rather 
than switch to the first language to give instructions, which was often the 
case in past practice.

Besides the narrative tools, interactive actions included choral drills, 
quizzes, and web information searches with fill-in-the-blank sentences. 
Adaptive actions are harder to notice, but the information-gap techniques 
gave students a chance to practice the language, and adapt the sentence 
patterns with varying vocabulary. Some teachers in other classes attempted 
board games such as concentration or question/answer with dice. These 
and online simulation games are adaptive technologies where students 
can act out various hosting scenarios in a micro world. Communicative 
actions included pair dictation, role-plays, and pair conversations. Finally, 
for productive technologies, there were almost too many options for stu-
dents to produce their work—a wiki posting, pair dictation, speech, and 
poster presentation, for example. Overall, this lesson gives a highly bal-
anced impression, with the use of all pedagogical types. This blended 
learning design does not rely heavily on narrative-type lectures/ readings, 
a common phenomenon in many universities. Nor does it overemphasize 
pure production that a project-based learning curriculum can lead to.

 Pedagogical Groupings/Spaces

The main space for this blended task was a blended classroom, which 
had flexible spaces for whole group work, small group work, pair work 
and solitary work, online and on desks. The layout of the blended class-
room included a large screen at the front with a projector mounted on 
the  ceiling. The default seating arrangement was the desks arranged in 
groups of four students facing each other in a square. At times, students 
would turn the desks to face the front, for watching a video or listening 
to a teacher’s exercise, explanations, or lecture or for interactive work-
book exercises that are projected on the screen. There was also an open 
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area in the front of the classroom where students made two lines for 
rapid-switching pair work. Therefore, inside the physical classroom 
space, we found not one space, but flexible switching between three 
types of spaces:

 1. theater-style classroom,
 2. pair/group areas,
 3. open space for activities with physical movement.

The other main space was a virtual space, an LMS website which com-
prised about 40% of the task steps. In this virtual space, students man-
aged their work, received feedback on quizzes, assessments, posted 
assignments, and checked attendance and participation. The physical 
locations of the website access usually were at the computer desks lining 
three walls of the classroom, though access at home and other parts of the 
campus were encouraged. Despite the potential for the LMS to automate 
much participation tracking and because much work in the task was 
done offline, the five-page task booklet served as a main recording device 
for students to track their participation. Thus paper and online spaces 
merged in their functions for the task. Finally, solitary learning spaces at 
students’ homes, the university library, and university computer labs 
offered solitary learning areas for task homework.

In the step-by-step lesson flow description, five different physical 
groupings in this task were shown: (1) whole group, (2) small group, (3) 
sitting pairs, (4) standing pairs, and (5) individuals. In Steps 1, 2, 3, and 
17, students worked as a whole group. Also, introductory explanations 
and modeling were done as a whole group in Steps 4–16 and 18–19. For 
example, in Step 1, the teacher began the task by viewing an experience 
of hosting a foreign guest. This built a common image of the task goal. In 
Step 4 (information-gap conversation) and Step 10 (interview), the 
grouping is a sitting pair work at desks in the classroom. Steps 8 (rapid- 
switch line pair work) and 16 (pair dictation) are for standing pairs. The 
necessity of modeling tasks and the efficiency of repetition may be one 
explanation of why many oral communication teachers have balked at 
using computer-based tools, a question for further research.
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 Pedagogical Timings

Both synchronous and asynchronous technologies were employed across 
this task. Generally, all classroom steps are done synchronously, that is, 
students interacting at the same time. Some technologies, however, excel 
at asynchronous communication. These include online quizzes, booklet 
report forms, wikis, and blogs. Asynchronous tools have less time pressure 
for interaction and allow students to prepare answers as they think about 
them. For example, the teacher chose to make some steps for individual 
work, such as grammar and vocabulary practice, as an asynchronous 
homework assignment. This allowed more time in class for group work 
and pair work, and gave students flexibility in scheduling their individual 
work. Within the synchronous class time, the teacher wanted to switch 
between face-to-face and online exercises more frequently, but the time to 
move and turn on computers was too wasteful. If instant-on mobile com-
puting was available, it is likely that option would be more utilized.

 Pedagogical Texts/Interfaces

In this task, the main interfaces or texts were an illustrated booklet with 
exercises, videos embedded on the website, LMS screens with quiz/wiki/
blog information, and physical non-verbal signals communicated in role- 
plays and pair conversations. Repetition of the key texts happened with 
changes in modality. A role-play was recorded, then replayed online for 
another task step involving commenting. All classroom materials were 
integrated online by posting or recording to the class LMS. Some exam-
ples of texts or interfaces included:

• Voice: in a choral drill, students repeat key words or phrases modeled 
by the teacher.

• Voice: in a task explanation, students listen.
• Whiteboard: pronunciation charting of intonation/stress patterns.
• Website screen: in a search exercise, students view selected outside 

websites.
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• Large screen: Internet site-searching demonstration, LMS website 
demonstration.

• Large screen: video playing (no VHS).
• Large screen: brainstorming.
• Printed booklet: students view model dialogues with missing 

information.
• Printed booklet: students prepare their own materials for 

presentations.
• Faces: in a conversation, students respond to partner’s facial expres-

sions and eye contact.
• Faces: in a role-play, students communicate confusion, surprise, fail-

ure, and success.
• Faces: meeting foreign visitors, students adapt to the visitor’s questions 

and mood.

The texts were a combination of teacher-selected (videos, printed web 
pages), teacher-created (handouts, explanations), and student-created 
(audio recordings, speeches, slides) materials. The teachers chose not to 
use a commercial textbook, but to prepare localized materials that were 
appropriate for the task. While oral practice of a dialogue using paper 
handouts or textbook is sufficient, it can be enhanced in combination 
with electronic document cameras, projectors, and other non-computer 
devices. This small ecosystem of blended practices was developed by 
teachers to capture students’ attention visually as well as orally. The teach-
ers attempted to embed the texts from an earlier step into a later one. For 
example, the vocabulary brainstormed in Step 2 was used in the 
information- gap exercise in Step 4 and often utilized in the research proj-
ects (presentation slides) in Step 9.

 Pedagogical Tools

The main tools in this case, included a fixed projector/screen, movable 
desks/chairs, fixed computers with wired Internet, document camera, 
and a teacher’s computer equipped to play audio and video. In addition, 
a simple switchbox worked as an integrating tool for all media display. 
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This allowed a teacher to instantly switch the projected image from one 
interface (book, video, website) by pressing one of five buttons. One 
teacher used this system to orient his class of 25 EFL students to daily 
tasks, then introduce games and review assessments of the students in 
general. First, he would turn on his teacher’s computer at the console in 
front of the class to pull up the class website in the LMS and other 
Internet resources and keep them in browser tabs ready to show students. 
The LMS, however, was the main page and almost all other links were 
copied into the weekly units on the LMS so students could refer to them 
again. All students are enrolled in the LMS site, which sometimes acts as 
a mirror of activities in the classroom and sometimes an extension of it. 
The LMS itself has many backend tools embedded within it, including 
custom-made modules designed by the teachers to support their blended 
learning activities.

It may occur to many practitioners that mobile tools could have been 
used to improve aspects of the lesson. Actually, an attempt to use mobile 
electronic tools to aid the lesson was attempted early in the development 
of the ‘Hokkaido Guidebook’ task. The teaching team had originally 
decided not to use wired desktop computers, but instead use mobile 
phones for the language support exercises. This was justified by the pro-
liferation of mobile phones; by 2005 over 99% of students in universities 
in Japan were using them extensively. Furthermore, experiments in 
‘m-learning’ had attracted attention in conferences and journals 
(Thornton & Houser, 2005). Due to this, myself and three other teachers 
did an action research study (Hinkelman et al., 2008) describing how we 
added mobile phone quizzes to once-a-week EFL communication classes, 
which included the ‘Hokkaido Guidebook’ task. The team diagnosed 
that a key problem with their face-to-face classes was infrequent contact 
hours in a once-a-week format. Given students’ enthusiasm for the 
 possibility of studying English by mobile phone as shown in a survey, the 
lead teacher organized the other teachers to design and build a mobile 
phone component to accompany their classes. Although the design by 
the teachers was workable and the programming costs were feasible, the 
project was finally abandoned because authoring the content was just too 
time-consuming for teachers. The quizzes in the LMS and the quizzes on 
the mobile phone were incompatible and double authoring for the same 
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content was necessary. However, since that time, smartphones have 
replaced the older mobile phones and mobile computing can better sup-
port this task with less duplication of effort. The lesson learned is that 
premature intervention resulted in an unsustainable situation.

 Discussion of Blended Technologies as Embedded 
in a Lesson

Another insight from this analysis is that electronic tool  stereotypes of 
technology are not useful in a multidimensional, pedagogical descrip-
tion. In the Hokkaido Guidebook task, less than 11 of the 33 technolo-
gies employed computers. Face-to-face technologies were far more 
prevalent such as the use of role-play demonstrations, fast-pair switching, 
choral drills, and teacher-student reporting. Even with electronic tools, 
the use of a document camera was more prominent in the classroom than 
computer use. Teachers designed their lesson around worksheets drawn 
on paper that were projected onto a screen. Previously, teachers wrote on 
a blackboard, which was tedious for students to wait for, and required a 
teacher to turn his or her back to the audience. By using a projector, 
however, the prompts and phrases could be prepared in advance, enabling 
a faster pace in the classroom. It also allowed a teacher to face the stu-
dents while writing or drawing—an important semiotic shift.

Second, this lesson demonstrates hybrid ecologies. The use of a docu-
ment camera, combined with a projector, a screen, a switchbox and a 
paper text is very much a hybrid technology or a mini-ecology (mashup) 
of tools and texts. Classic categories are difficult to apply here. It is not 
simply a paper technology or a video technology replacing a chalk tech-
nology. It is not CALL in the strict sense because no computer is involved. 
Yet, it is hard to categorize this as a ‘paper’ technology because sometimes 
other ‘texts’ were projected, such as DVDs and LMS webpages. The 
teacher’s oral presentation may still be the main ‘actor’ in this assemblage 
of tools. If each device is separated and described out of context, the 
meaning of its educational role is not possible to realize. The most useful 
descriptive categories would be to call this a ‘hybrid’ of paper/electronic 
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tools, webpage/book texts, and group/individual actions in a synchro-
nous format.

Although the teacher, acting as a bricoleur, was often blending tech-
nologies simply out of convenience, there was also an added extra value 
to the combination. Teachers were configuring an array of devices in a 
way that allowed the task flow to progress and maintain an activity 
rhythm and a group attention captured in the target language. For exam-
ple, when a teacher holds up a textbook to give an instruction, the paper 
page is only A4 size. Enlarging and projecting the page size to 2 m × 3 m 
on the projection screen dramatically captures student attention.

Finally, this analysis shows that the technological ecologies were rela-
tively easy to describe pedagogically using technology dimensions frame-
work, including Laurillard’s five categories of pedagogic action. For 
example, one pedagogical action in these configurations was the narrative 
nature of the activity. The narratives were a video presentation of model 
student performances (contained in a website) and a list of task instruc-
tions (projected on a screen). Table 11.6 summarizes all five dimensions 
of blended technologies in this case.

 Discussion of Blended Learning Considerations 
in a Lesson

This discussion applies the four considerations of blended language learn-
ing to the case of ‘Hokkaido Guidebook’ lesson design. The first question 
to ask is ‘Is the design purposeful?’ When language teachers use a task- 
based lesson on hosting/informing foreign visitors, they are adopting a 
principle that learning is a shared endeavor. The assumption in the task 
plan is that students can rephrase the topic and the issues involved. The 
task has a purpose because needs-analysis shows the importance and use-
fulness of a real-world activity.

The second question concerns appropriateness of the design. Does the 
outcome meet curricular goals? Does the process fit the level of the stu-
dents and is it sensitive to their needs? In this case, the technologies sup-
ported a process where student-generated materials were used rather than 
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commercially developed materials. In addition, the process was appropri-
ate to the technological level of the teachers and students. Some tools 
required training in operation, but they were quickly mastered through 
peer support. In large foreign language classes of 20–60 students, the 
teachers found it difficult to explain task procedures to students or direct 
activities by pointing to pages in a textbook, or pausing to write details 
on a blackboard. By adjusting the technologies to include a projecting an 
image of the printed page onto a large screen, the teacher could draw 
attention to the intended focus of the task or activity in the task. Normally, 

Table 11.6 Dimensions of blended technologies in oral communication task

Dimension Examples

Actions Narrative: role-play video demonstration, projected task 
instructions

Interactive: choral drills, quizzes, web searches
Adaptive: information-gap exercises, simulation games
Communicative: pair dictation, role-playing, pair 

conversation
Productive: wiki posting, speech, poster presentation

Groupings/
spaces

Sitting pair work: at desks and chairs facing each other
Standing pair work: in open space in the classroom
Group work: desks and chairs arranged in a square
Whole class work with desks arranged theater-style
Individual work with networked computers along walls
Individual work with networked computers in library or at 

home
Timings Sequencing synchronous face-to-face work in class

Asynchronous exercises out of class
Synchronous assessments (presentations, posters)

Texts/interfaces Illustrated printed booklet photocopied handouts and forms
Teacher and student faces, gestures, eye contact, voice 

inflection
Recorded video of role-play
Playback videos/view materials on computer LMS website
Playback videos/view materials with projector and screen
Writing and drawing on whiteboard

Tools Fixed projector/screen with document camera and switchbox
Movable desks/chairs in center of room
Fixed computer desks along walls
Fixed computers with wired Internet
LMS website and software apps
Teacher’s computer equipped to play audio and video
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this would be done with oral instructions, but many students lost con-
centration or could not follow those instructions in a second language. 
The mashup technology was far more appropriate than previous 
processes.

Third, are the materials and interfaces multimodal? Do they combine 
physical/facial communication with image/audio/video-recorded com-
munication and textual/printed communication? In this case, there was 
broad variety of content types with heavy use of both verbal and non- 
verbal communication in pair work, speeches, interviews, choral drills, 
and pair dictation tests. In addition, a teacher-designed booklet with fill- 
in- the-blank forms was the key paper material in the course. Audio lis-
tening was included in homework and visual engagement happened 
through presentation slides, wiki postings, individual blogs, and posters.

Fourth, was the plan sustainable? Does it energize teachers and stu-
dents for the long term? In this case, the teacher has continued to follow 
the process for over five years. It is sustainable in terms of longevity for 
one teacher. However, only one other teacher at the school has picked up 
on the process, thus showing a weakness in transferability. Perhaps other 
teachers did not share the same willingness to take the time to use a large 
variety of technologies. Indeed, even the two blended learning enthusi-
asts in the teaching faculty abandoned earlier attempts to integrate mobile 
technology due to its unsustainability. Fascination with a popular elec-
tronic tool faded in that episode and was replaced by a pragmatic disap-
pointment toward the lengthy time required to build sharable materials. 
Yet that seeming failure in one premature tool, showed how a hybrid 
ecology using the document camera was far more appropriate to the local 
conditions. Table 11.7 summarizes these four considerations of blended 
learning in the oral communication task.

 Case 2: Blended Process Writing Task

This second illustration of blended learning in practice is a process writ-
ing lesson that employs both print-based classroom and online technolo-
gies. Newsletters, essays, journals, advertisements, and other forms of 
written expression are often the product in a process writing approach. 
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Blogs offer an opportunity to interactively engage wider audiences to 
these student-created texts with their features of public commenting.

In this case, two EFL university teachers created a blended learning 
approach to process writing. This approach was applied to two introduc-
tory courses in writing with 20 students in each class. The course began 
with paragraph writing and moved to multi-paragraph essays. Teachers 
emphasized writing production and chose to create their own teaching 
materials instead of using a course book. They created handouts covering 
topic sentences and paragraph structure, as well as worksheets for brain-
storming and reviewing common errors. With the heavy editing, rewrit-
ing, and correcting chores inherent in the teaching of writing, this kind 
of class had great potential for adopting automated management online.

The first attempt at automation was to have students upload their essay 
files into an assignment module on the LMS. This allowed a teacher to 
collect the digital files and give a grade to the assignment, all in one spot. 
However, the LMS module for grading file uploads assessed only the final 
product and there was no systematic way to give feedback on drafts that 
would be improved in subsequent drafts. This was not a good solution for 
handling multiple drafts, an essential part of process writing. An attempt 
at using a blog also met with problems, as there was no way to mark up 

Table 11.7 Analysis of blended learning considerations in the oral communica-
tion task

Consideration Analysis

Is the technology 
purposeful?

The technologies supported a task-based approach with an 
authentic audience. Communication strategies for oral 
communication were added as needed. A focus on form 
complemented the task through quizzes.

Is the technology 
appropriate?

Appropriate for low-level, low-motivation university 
students with little interest in foreign language 
communication.

Is the technology 
multimodal?

Heavy use of verbal/non-verbal face-to-face modalities. 
Paper forms, audio quizzes, visual role-plays/videos used 
additionally.

Is the technology 
sustainable?

Five years in development with continuous improvement. 
Two teachers heavily involved. Some teachers did not 
adopt the lesson plan because of the heavy use of 
unfamiliar technologies, and a preference for teaching 
with single textbook.
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the text with structural and comprehension problems. It was convenient 
for students to share, read, and add comments or questions. However, the 
major need after a first draft is structural/organizational assessment and 
then grammatical checking on later drafts.

The team then tried two other approaches. One teacher used a forum 
tool on the LMS and the other tried a paper-based system. With the 
forum tool, students opened a ‘topic’ and posted their first draft of an 
essay. Other students were assigned to read the essays from other students 
in their group of four and post a comment. The teacher also posted a 
reply, but instead of a comment, re-posted the first draft with color cod-
ings of text and comments written into the original text. The original 
student then took this peer and teacher input and wrote a second draft, 
posting it within the same forum topic. The forum is an excellent tool for 
asynchronous communication and keeps a linear sequence of postings 
that is easy to view in one spot. The flow and path of improvement from 
initial draft to final draft is obvious with a forum interface. One problem 
was the LMS had no way of assessment using a multi-scale rubric. The 
only options were a single letter or numeric grades.

One teacher hesitated in the forum approach and instead had students 
submit paper drafts that were passed around the class for reading. Each 
student had to read the draft and write two comments and two questions 
on each paper. The teacher then passed out a check sheet with over 20 
structural points to assess in the title, introduction, main points, and 
conclusion. Peers checked these points and returned the check sheets to 
the original writer. Armed with comments and check sheets, the second 
draft would be expected the following week with not only corrections, 
but also rewriting and additional words. Each student kept these paper 
drafts and check sheets and collected them along with pre-writing research 
notes in a folder with clear plastic pockets for each draft. At the end of a 
final draft, the student would clip all the drafts, notes, and sheets together 
and submit it to the teacher with self-scored grade sheet. The teacher 
would verify all the paper sheets (up to 20) and make a final grade as well. 
This heavily paper-based process allowed public reading and comment-
ing in a limited form and created a clear trail of all tasks and assessment. 
The technologies employed are summarized in Table 11.8.
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The remarkable aspect of this final approach is that while computers 
have dominated the individual draft production in writing classrooms 
since the early 1990s, the overall process has been difficult to integrate 
into the Internet and LMSs. Paper formats have evolved and progressed 
at a faster rate than online formats. The dominant tool in the process 
writing classroom is a ‘clear file’ plastic folder and not the LMS website 
or even a blog site. Blog sites, however, may evolve for publishing the end 
product and building an ongoing community of readers and responders. 
Stand-alone, commercial software products are available as writing aids, 
but the situation for these two teachers allowed only free or open source, 
customizable tools. Perhaps as an evolutionary result to this problem, in 
2017, the teachers developed a plugin for open source LMSs called the 
Essay (auto-grade) Question Type which combined the rapid feedback of 
online analysis and tracking with the ability of a teacher to manually 
override scores given automatically by a teacher-programmed LMS plu-
gin (Bateson, 2017).

For production of fluent, well-organized, and coherent essays, teachers 
realized that students needed to be socialized into a pattern of learning 

Table 11.8 Dimensions of blended technologies in a process writing task

Dimension Examples

Actions Narrative: printed handouts on paragraph writing
Interactive: worksheets to locate common grammatical errors
Adaptive: choosing a topic and developing multiple drafts
Communicative: forum postings to comment and ask questions
Productive: publishing final products on a class blog

Groupings/
spaces

Whole class work with desks arranged in a U-shape
Sitting pair work to generate ideas and offer comments
Individual work with networked computers along walls.
Individual work with networked computers in library or at home

Timings Synchronous one-to-one consultations in class
Synchronous idea generation as a whole class asynchronous 

posting of essay drafts
Texts/interfaces Photocopied handouts and forms

Rubric sheets and check sheets for processing writing drafts
Writing and drawing on whiteboard and document projector

Tools Plastic folders to collect printed student work
LMS website for forum posting, assignment submission
Word-processing application for writing drafts
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habits that they had never tried before. A pattern of assignment responsi-
bilities that included weekly papers to hand in and pass around proved 
reliable, tangible, and productive. Table 11.9 reviews some of these con-
siderations in the designs by these two writing teachers.

 Case 3: Blended Inter-class Exchange

This third language learning case covers an inter-class exchange task, 
illustrating six technologies in the process. This case deals with a common 
unresolved issue in all foreign language education, that the actual audi-
ence or only interlocutor is an L1-using classmate. Particularly in mono-
lingual learning situations it is difficult to sustain communication in the 
target language as students quickly revert back to using their native lan-
guage to complete the task. Without immersion or some authentic usage 
of the second language, students may not progress in their goal to be 

Table 11.9 Analysis of blended learning considerations for a process writing task

Consideration Analysis

Is the 
technology 
purposeful?

The technologies supported a process writing approach to 
produce paragraphs and essays. However, there was little 
concern for an intended audience. Most task steps were 
geared to improve the process or skills of writing. Error 
correction factored into the final draft.

Is the 
technology 
appropriate?

The teachers held conflicting views on which technology was 
best for multi-draft writing. Attractive technologies such as 
LMSs or blogs were rejected for poor draft handling. One 
teacher chose a forum-based approach while another 
chose a paper-based approach. Teacher preference or 
teacher familiarity influenced the decision.

Is the 
technology 
multimodal?

Primarily text-based. Little of the visual, facial, audio 
modalities employed in the writing. Teaching was a 
balanced mix of face-to-face supervision and online 
management for one teacher, and heavily print-based for 
the other teacher. Texts were most student-generated.

Is the 
technology 
sustainable?

The drafting process remained on paper because it was the 
easiest for students and teacher. A clear plastic folder 
became a new tool to keep the notes and drafts in one 
place. Draft submission via forum proved to be possible 
and manageable as well.
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proficient in another language (Johnston, 2007). This need drove initial 
experiments in email exchanges to seek an authentic audience for com-
munication (Warschauer, 1995). By forming a relationship with a non- 
L1 student in an inter-class relationship, learners are forced by the 
grouping to use L2.

In this case, a Japan-based teacher describes a blend of technologies for 
inter-class recorded forum exchanges developed from over ten years of 
experimentation, initially using analogue tools (Hagley, 2016). The 
teacher, whom we will call Eri, connected her students with students in 
several different countries, non-classmates, often using a tandem lan-
guage learning approach. Tandem learning involves students with differ-
ing native languages and differing target language goals teaching each 
other (O’Rourke, 2005). In her practice, Eri attempted to blend in-class 
conversation training with between-class interchange. The exchange 
comprised a set of tasks spread across ten to fifteen weeks. It progressed 
week by week with tight integration in a standard topic/functional com-
munication syllabus.

Eri was given a computer laboratory, seats facing forward, for her com-
munication class. It was not her ideal choice, because the bolted-down 
desks and computer screens made physical movement difficult. 
Nonetheless, she devised pair-work exercises and listening practice that 
engaged students and had them moving over barriers in the room. At the 
end of each lesson, she had students make an audio recording as a sum-
mative exercise. In the first week, it was a self-introduction. In the second 
week, it was a description of their daily lives. Those two topics cover 
themes familiar to many teachers using a communicative syllabus. While 
most teachers stop at that point, Eri designed homework that used these 
recordings for authentic communication with overseas peers. She found 
a teacher of Japanese-as-a-foreign-language (JFL) in the United States 
with 60 students who were interested in practicing their Japanese with 
cohorts learning English in Japan.

Both classes had a similar functional/grammatical level in their L2, so 
the US-based students each made a similar audio recording or forum post 
each week on the same site the Japanese students were posting their 
recordings. Two separate forums were set up each week, divided between 
the two target languages. On one forum, the US students would make 
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postings in Japanese, with the Japanese students responding with com-
ments and questions in Japanese. On the other forum, the Japanese stu-
dents would post in English, receiving English replies from the US-based 
students. In order to manage the replying and commenting between 120 
students, the partner teachers made 7 groups of about 18 students, half 
American, half Japanese.

The students in each group were responsible for replying to all mem-
bers of the group once a week, approximately nine responses. This level 
of homework was considered to be rather heavy by the students in this 
particular university, and, accordingly, students initially complained. 
Nonetheless, the work was energizing for the students, and fewer than 
10% dropped out of the optional class. Those that dropped out could 
take an alternate English course focused on TOEIC test preparation, but 
few chose that option.

The software tools chosen by Eri were an integration of LMS modules 
and external programs for sound recording and telephony, all either free 
or open source software. School class schedules between nations and 
continents are usually difficult to coordinate for simultaneous activities, 
so asynchronous communication tool (an LMS forum) made the most 
sense. She and her US teacher set up ten weekly forums for students to 
respond to group members. Students recorded their messages to their 
group on separate recording software. She deliberately did not use email 
because email could not be tracked in the LMS, and could not be seen 
by more than the two people interchanging information. With the 
forum tool, all students in the group could see the results and grades 
assigned. In her design, the visibility of texts was an important configu-
ration factor.

Additional texts to provide language support (grammar, vocabulary, 
usage) were embedded in the LMS as webpages for reference by the 
 students. She did not use a separate printed textbook because the lan-
guage forms and strategies she taught needed to be specifically tailored to 
the project goal. If she had asked students to purchase a course book, 
more than 50% of the pages would be unused and students would com-
plain. Instead, she wrote her own text pages, illustrated with charts and 
images, and distributed these through the website. The sequence of learn-
ing followed the topic/function sequence and recording goal of the week. 
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Although students could print copies of the web texts, they referred to 
the pages as needed to accomplish projects. In addition, they needed to 
refer to these guides in order to complete weekly quizzes.

The forum-based interchange between classes used an asynchronous 
timing; however, the teacher chose synchronous skype-based activities 
during class due to the additional modalities afforded. In addition, the 
teachers chose to repeat the activities on a weekly basis to establish a dis-
cipline of in-class and out-of-class behavior. The learning habits expected 
of students in this type of class are unusual for students used to listening 
to lectures, so it required time for them to develop habits of regular com-
munication. This alternate sequence of pacing was especially helpful for 
lower level learners common in mass foreign language programs.

From this description, there are six primary technologies described in 
this lesson:

 1. voice lecturing,
 2. pair conversation,
 3. listening/speaking information gap,
 4. recorded conversation,
 5. conversation responses,
 6. simultaneous voice conversation (occasional)

The descriptions show that the technologies were blended between 
spaces (online LMS, classroom face-to-face activities, and home-based 
individual communication). The fourth technology, ‘recorded conversa-
tion’, is important because the grouping (inter-class) fundamentally 
changes the technology. If this were an intra-class exchange involving 
classmates, the entire task could be done synchronously within a single 
class period. Dealing with an ‘authentic’ audience that is on a different 
schedule and likely to be in a very different time zone, means additional 
complications and required coordination. Between Columbia and Japan, 
for example, synchronous video conversation was possible and techni-
cally easy to set up, but due to the opposite time zones, it almost never 
happened. Table 11.10 lists the various dimensions of the technologies 
used in the inter-class exchange task.
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The assessment of student performance in these sets of lessons was 
integrated into the LMS. Student participation was tracked through indi-
ces such as number of original posts, number of responding posts, and 
number of words spoken. There were also mid-term exams (more forma-
tive) and end-of-term exams (summative). The final exam was in two 
parts: a recorded spoken pair conversation and an online extended quiz 
of grammar, vocabulary, and communication strategies. The spoken exam 
was a two-person role-play where the students had to prepare two roles 
and were assigned one role at the last minute. The criteria for evaluating 
the result were (1) fluency: average number of words spoken (wpm), (2) 
communication appropriateness (whether the interactions match), (3) 
pronunciation, (4) accuracy. The online exam was done on the LMS reus-
ing questions from the whole term and adding some random questions 
from a large question bank covering the functions and grammar of the 
term. This question bank was a shared repository among LMS-using 
teachers at that university.

Table 11.10 Dimensions of blended technologies in inter-class exchange task

Dimension Examples

Actions Narrative: handouts, mini-lectures, LMS webpage texts.
Interactive: listening practice and quizzes.
Adaptive: pair-work exercises.
Communicative: inter-class forums and telephony.
Productive: recorded conversation, role-play.

Groupings/
spaces

Two classes physically located in different countries.
Sitting pair work in class at the computer to practice/ record 

conversations.
Individual work with networked computers in class.
Individual work with networked computers outside class at 

school/home.
Timings Synchronous training exercises in class

Asynchronous audio conversations by forum.
Synchronous conversations by telephony.

Texts/interfaces Photocopied handouts and illustrated text pages.
Student faces gestures, eye contact, voice inflection, in class 

and skype.
LMS forum screens, audio recordings.

Tools Sound recording and video telephony software applications.
LMS modules for forums, surveys, text chat. Computer 

laboratory with fixed seating.
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In terms of purposeful alignment with language learning theory, the 
types of activities suggested that a wide range of learning perspectives 
were represented. The narrative explanations socialized students into the 
learning community using instructional technologies. The learning com-
munity (two classes in different countries) was bound together through a 
common website. It was goal-oriented and fitted definitions of task-based 
learning. The lesson was also constructivist in the way listening and gram-
mar exercises helped students discover the conventions of conversation 
and rules of grammar. Table 11.11 elaborates on these considerations for 
blended language learning.

 Summary

This chapter illustrated the practice of blending technologies for language 
learning in three different types of lessons: (1) basic oral communication 
skills, (2) process writing of paragraphs, (3) international multi-class 
exchange. In each lesson, a teacher chose a pedagogical strategy to drive 
the lesson design, such as multi-draft process writing or oral 
 communication with overseas students. From this purpose, appropriate 
technologies were configured by the teacher using existing equipment 

Table 11.11 Analysis of blended learning considerations in inter-class exchange 
task

Consideration Analysis

Is the technology 
purposeful?

The teacher believed an authentic audience was important 
for student motivation and found technologies to support 
that. Tasks were heavy on socialization and training for 
regular, direct conversations with overseas classes.

Is the technology 
appropriate?

Topics were appropriate for higher level university students 
with an interest in foreign cultures.

Is the technology 
multimodal?

Heavy use of verbal/non-verbal face-to-face modalities in 
the live video conversations. Weekly audio recordings of 
conversations. The remainder of the activities was written 
texts.

Is the technology 
sustainable?

The teacher has continued this task for over three years, so 
the lesson has managed to be sustainable for student 
interest, teacher preparation time, funding, and 
equipment.
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and opportunities. The teachers strove to add audio, video, images with 
printed texts, and human contact to enrich the mix of modalities used in 
the lesson. Finally, each lesson survived past the first year of enthusiasm 
and was replicated in subsequent annual cycles as proof of the sustain-
ability of those technologies.

The technologies displayed here were not simply tools, but a rich con-
figuration of actions, spaces, groups, texts furniture and equipment that 
intuitively made sense for the teacher and were workable in the local 
classroom situation. The teachers chose a synchronous or asynchronous 
technology not from a theoretical position that suggests one is superior to 
another, but from a pragmatic desire to build and blend the technologies 
so that the lesson works. Unfortunately, each teacher was generally work-
ing individually in these examples. It is possible that if their institutions 
could support these teachers in a collaborative effort, the potential to 
learn from mistakes and create broad-based programs could be dramatic. 
In the next chapter, several examples of these possibilities are examined.
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12
Blended Language Programs in Practice

Having explored the practice of blended language learning in technolo-
gies and lessons, this chapter investigates the practice of blending tech-
nologies at the program level of a tertiary institution. The purpose of this 
chapter is to provide illustrations, through case studies, of institutional 
factors that influence the development of blending language learning. 
Throughout, I explore the situation within the same two universities 
described as research sites in Chaps. 8 and 9, and as pedagogic cases in 
Chaps. 10 and 11, but this time turning from lesson design to program 
design. Each university, located in Japan and given anonymous names of 
‘Kita’ and ‘Minami’, developed an EFL program where a majority of its 
classes were blending technologies in face-to-face classrooms by using 
networked computers and mobile learning spaces.

In this chapter, three themes illustrate blended programs in practice: 
(1) faculty research, (2) materials development, and (3) infrastructure 
design. I first examine how faculty research, along with curriculum devel-
opment and personnel practices affected the adoption of blended learn-
ing practices. In the section following that, institutional patterns of 
materials design that evolved in blended language learning environments 
are examined. Thirdly, physical and network infrastructure evolution 
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demonstrates how the design of space and configurations of computer 
networks can impact effective blending of technologies.

At the end of each theme description, I pose questions about program 
design according to four considerations of blended language learning, 
purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability, introduced 
previously in Chap. 1. These questions include:

• Is the program design purposeful? What pedagogical principles perme-
ate the infrastructure, organization, and materials authoring?

• Is the configuration appropriate? Does the process fit the needs of the 
organization and its students?

• Are the materials and interfaces multimodal? Do the syllabus, infra-
structure, and faculty practice combine face-to-face modalities with 
both image/audio/video-recorded communication and textual/printed 
communication?

• Is the plan sustainable? Does it energize teachers and students year after 
year? Is it financially stable over the long term?

Following these theme descriptions, further analysis of the autoethno-
graphic, action research and institutional ethnographic data of these two 
EFL programs, results in a set of principles to guide the blending of tech-
nologies in language learning programs.

 Theme 1: Blended Learning Faculty Teams

These cases of blended programs in practice explore how Minami 
University created curriculum research and development teams and how 
Kita University formed teaching teams for the blended learning rooms.

 Distributed Structure of Authority and Research

Bolstered, perhaps, by its success with putting physical infrastructure in 
place to support blended learning, Minami University staff then devel-
oped an organizational structure that allowed curricular adjustments to 
be part of a systematic and sustainable process. Minami University 
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English language center staff collaborate through eight action research 
and curriculum development teams. These formal groups functioned as 
the key driving force in their ‘collaborative curriculum’ and, as such, the 
course objectives, materials, and assessments are developed in-house 
through committee work. Working in conjunction with program coordi-
nators and consultants, the instructor-led teams meet once a month to 
consider policies, develop materials, and conduct action research. 
Participation in the research teams was mandatory for all faculty in the 
English language center.

When Minami University constructed the new media center, each of 
the teams contributed to the planning of the project under the direction 
of one design team of four teachers. Although writing the specifications 
for the building, equipment, and furniture was given only a six-month 
time period to prepare, each of the action research teams had been active 
for years and could contribute useful guidelines based on their experi-
ence. This included research projects that had focused on the use of peda-
gogical spaces and the design of self-access centers. A curriculum research 
budget allowed team members to visit self-access learning centers in 
Hong Kong and locations in Japan as part of their ongoing research. By 
removing individual discretionary spending in the research budgets, and 
pooling those funds, the English language center could focus research 
funding strictly on its curriculum priorities.

Individual instructor involvement in the action research teams was 
highly active, resulting in several hundred research papers and presenta-
tions at conferences of professional teaching associations. This was the 
result of clear incentives within the design of teaching contracts, which 
required participation in research, administration, and professional devel-
opment. At Minami University’s language center, the majority of posi-
tions are held by full-time two-year contracts (once renewable), and the 
role of casual, part-time faculty for teaching accounts for less than 10% 
of the staff.

In contrast, most universities in Japan have the majority of languages 
taught in classes by part-time, adjunct staff. At Minami University, broad 
annual contracts specified the teaching load, research requirements, and 
extra-curricular responsibilities for each faculty member. Those who 
 performed well were allowed to extend their contracts beyond the stan-
dard two-year, full-time positions. As such, then, involvement in the 
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action research teams was both required and encouraged, and work on 
such activities was locked into schedules. Indeed, staff promotion from 
an initial two-year contract to a second two-year contract is contingent 
upon completion of reports and research publications.

Leadership of the teams was rotated frequently after completing two 
years of service. In addition, one tenured, full-time staff member coordi-
nated the action research teams and supervised professional development. 
The heads of each group accepted significant responsibilities for leading 
research and were given additional salary as part of that job. An example 
of a typical staff project, such as one that was completed by the CALL 
team, was to write a manual to introduce new teachers to the learning 
management system. All training in the LMS was done in-house. Besides 
shifting control and training of the LMS to the peer teachers, adoption of 
an open source LMS allowed significant cost savings. As a result of these 
faculty teams, technology integration was largely driven by a structured 
system of motivated action research teams.

In addition to a required participation in collaborative curriculum 
building, the university provided funding for projects and conference pre-
sentations to all teachers, depending on their initiatives and relation to the 
aims of funding committee, which supported only curriculum- related 
research projects. This type of management, however, is not typical of 
most Japanese universities where full-time staff expect a higher degree of 
independence in research and teaching. These personnel and management 
policies fuelled the sustainable development of blended learning environ-
ments as it gave each teacher the power to make iterative change within an 
institutional curriculum. According to a staff manual, the aim of the 
research teams is to provide a more empowering atmosphere for teachers 
and ‘foster an enjoyable, collaborative work environment and enhance the 
quality of practice’. These training and policy guidelines are further speci-
fied in this list of ten functions for the research teams:

 1. Group management: work delegation, constructive criticism, group 
bonding

 2. New member socialization: orientation, training sessions, core readings
 3. Conflict resolution: grievance procedures, roles of members and 

managers
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 4. Meeting management: time management, decision-making, 
implications

 5. Materials development coordination: allocation and deadlines for 
production

 6. Research coordination: idea generation and monitoring, ongoing 
reports

 7. Personal duties specification: duty statement negotiation, annual 
report

 8. Equipment operation and maintenance: transitions, training, 
auditing

 9. Budgetary management: grant proposals and applications, 
recordkeeping

 10. Circulating information: verbal reports, written reports, in-house 
journal.

While the second language teacher development literature strongly sup-
ports this kind of collaborative research (Edge, 1992, 2002; Freeman, 
1998; Burns, 1999; Johnston, 2009), few examples of the way collabora-
tive teams may work have been documented in foreign language programs. 
In second language professional development, classroom research and 
action research largely concern individual initiatives (Johnston, 2009) 
rather than systematic institutional processes. In this sense, the institution-
alized collaboration at Minami University is remarkable. The next section 
analyzes this systematic aspect of the Minami faculty research teams.

 Sustained Professional Development

In the case of Minami University’s English language center, the institu-
tion explicitly directed research by faculty to be primarily focused on 
common curriculum issues rather than individual scholarly pursuits. 
Instead of automatically giving each teacher a research budget annually to 
be used with personal discretion, the research monies were pooled and 
dispersed to the research groups, with some proposals competitively cho-
sen. In addition, some funding was allocated to individuals outside the 
groups. Individuals could put in proposals outside the group structure. 

 Blended Language Programs in Practice 



360 

Overall, the competitive and accountable nature of research funding 
helped align research groups to act more collaboratively and thus choose 
topics that were appropriate to the institution. In this case, we see the 
institution and its student needs placed at the political center of priority 
for research.

In this blended learning environment, incremental changes in research 
happened each year as the teachers defined problems and chose topics for 
individual or group papers. All teachers were mandated to carry out 
research in addition to teaching, student counseling, and materials devel-
opment duties. Despite the high turnover of staff, a knowledge base of 
teaching practice, materials, and learning results was built and passed on 
to incoming instructors. Action research papers are documented in a uni-
versity journal, and document management of the teams is placed on 
internal server.

Sustainability of the Minami University English language center 
research system is evidenced by a consistently high level of external pre-
sentations and publications during its 20-year history. During that time, 
administrative staff estimate that approximately 50 articles were pub-
lished in Japanese university journals, 30 articles published in national 
and international journals, 200 regional and national conference presen-
tations delivered, thousands of pages of materials developed, and count-
less reports presented to joint research group meetings. Time to produce 
this collaborative research was supported by institutional policies that 
included classroom research and research group time as part of every 
teacher’s contracted workload. Although this management system was 
designed for high staff turnover due to fixed-term contracts, it did pro-
vide the institution with an ongoing curriculum that was developed col-
laboratively. Currently, teaching materials developed by the working 
groups are not shared publicly (as are proprietary commercial materials), 
so pan-institutional collaboration and sustainability among the interna-
tional teaching community has not been attempted.

From this narrative, I analyzed the evidence from Minami University 
according to the framework of four considerations of blended learning to 
describe what affected the development of blended language learning 
environments. Table  12.1 lists this analysis by the 20 concepts (sub- 
themes) associated with the ‘purposeful’, ‘appropriate’, ‘multimodal’, and 
‘sustainable’ considerations.
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Table 12.1 Considerations of blended learning in program faculty teams at 
Minami University

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme title and summary evidence 
from program sites)

Purposeful
How did the faculty 

organization affect the 
purposeful blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Principled: The mission and values of the English 
language center were devoted to developing 
learner autonomy and communicative 
competency, not simply knowledge of English as 
a foreign language.

Empowering: Each faculty member could choose a 
research team of their greatest interest, and 
affect the overall curriculum directly through 
that committee work.

Collaborative: Eight research teams were instituted 
for the purpose of curriculum development.

Accountable: Research teams produced monthly 
and annual reports of their work. Teachers were 
contractually required to produce 
papers/presentations on their committee work.

Assessable: The research teams continually rebuilt 
the institutional student assessment system to 
reflect changes in curriculum.

Appropriate
How did the faculty 

organization affect the 
appropriate blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Sensitive: Historical and academic views on 
curriculum of the tenured staff and external 
consultants were balanced with the non-tenured 
teachers’ innovative ideas and intimate contact 
with students.

Configurable: The research themes that received 
internal funding were changed each year 
according to institutional priorities.

Accessible: In the documents of the research 
teams, there was more concern for local needs 
than global standards for accessibility.

Aligned: The research teams choose themes of 
inquiry based on needs of the institution and 
connected these to needs of the second language 
learning research community through academic 
publication.

Authentic: Curriculum and technologies designed 
by the research teams were checked for student 
responsiveness and needs.

(continued)
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These 20 concepts and statements suggest that action research has 
become institutionalized at Minami University. This aligns with Burns’ 
(2009) recommendation that action research be part of an ongoing sys-
tem of collaborative teacher reflection, creating a ‘community of inquiry’. 
Burns claims that such a community will have greater impact on teaching 
practice than individual teachers learning on their own. My experience in 
creating faculty teams at Kita University and observing the research 

Table 12.1 (continued)

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme title and summary evidence 
from program sites)

Multimodal
How did the faculty 

organization affect the 
multimodal blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Balanced: Face-to-face modes of technology were 
given equal or greater priority in research grants.

Varied: In-house training in technologies by the 
research teams raised expectations and abilities 
to incorporate new media.

Authorable: The assumption was that all 
technologies should be simple enough that any 
faculty member can adopt them for blended 
learning at the institution.

Thematic: There was no goal for using particular 
media, only goals to improve the task themes 
with varied inputs (video).

Comprehensible: With few international course 
books used, the faculty teams focused on 
meaningful activities for the particular student 
population accepted at Minami University.

Sustainable
How did the faculty 

organization affect the 
sustainable blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Incremental: The research teams had an annual 
development set of goals and schedule that 
forced continual change. From curriculum 
initiatives, technology integration was added.

Supported: Administration supports a curriculum- 
centered research system, and continues to do so 
after the founder retired.

Repeatable: The faculty teams trained new 
members in the curriculum and technology 
infrastructure.

Transferrable: Kita University and other universities 
adopted similar research teams on a limited scale.

Committed: The faculty team system has continued 
for nearly 20 years. Contracts required 
participation in research and development.
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groups of Minami University strongly suggests that a collaborative 
approach to research is necessary to support a blended language learning 
approach. Step-by-step, iterative change that is appropriate and sustain-
able is possible when individual teachers apply the principles of blended 
language learning. However, when conducted systematically in a collab-
orative action research community and published beyond the institution, 
it has the potential to impact the whole field of second language learning. 
This suggests that issues of curriculum development in blended learning 
(and all environments) may be rooted not just in learning theory debates 
or technological selection, but also in management design. Minami 
University developed a collaborative teaching/research system that forced 
a reflective pace of innovation and development through funding and 
employment practices. In addition to these prescribed institutional poli-
cies and practices, a team of Minami faculty was involved in voluntary 
professional development activities that included mutual support for aca-
demic collaboration, peer observation, and related social events.

 Theme 2: Blended Learning Materials 
Development

This second theme examines the institutional development of teaching 
materials and blended technologies at Kita University. For six years, a 
small team of teaching staff voluntarily agreed to collaborate in order to 
share materials and experiment with several blended approaches to EFL 
instruction. Their experience demonstrates the complexity and difficul-
ties of blending materials development where there are no institutional 
policies to force or encourage collaboration. In addition, as a university 
with broad diversity of specialties, Kita University represents a case with 
more typical ambitions for foreign language education than Minami 
University. Unfortunately, I did not have access to the in-house materials 
at Minami University because administrators there were reluctant to 
share what was considered private property and an important reason for 
the success of their program. Nonetheless, materials development worked 
hand-in-hand with faculty team research at that university.
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The situation at Kita University for selecting or developing foreign 
language learning materials gave teachers highly independent discretion. 
For the past 30–40 years, each teacher in a general English program had 
been deciding on a personal syllabus and choosing appropriate materials. 
English was a required subject for all students and the expectation was to 
give two years of college-level English to build on students’ six years of 
secondary school training. The required curriculum was divided between 
classes taught by Japanese teachers of English (this ‘A’ curriculum was 
taught in L1: Japanese) and classes taught by native speakers of English 
(this ‘B’ curriculum was taught in L2: English). Most of the Japanese 
teachers used lecture or translation methods while native-speaking teach-
ers focused on communication skills.

 Years 1–2: Internet Projects and Wireless Notebooks

In year one, four teachers created a teaching team to share materials and 
use a common syllabus. Participation in the team was voluntary and it 
was formed over a shared interest to make use of notebook computers, a 
ubiquitous technology owned by all students in one department of the 
school. The four teachers designed projects, which engaged the computer 
science majors with topics of their concern and utilized the notebook 
computers within L2 tasks in every class. Projects often involved Internet 
research and reports given with multimedia slides. An LMS allowed 
teachers to create accompanying quizzes, forums, and polls to reinforce 
classroom activities. Unfortunately, the wireless notebooks had signifi-
cant problems when using the Internet because each student had custom-
ized settings and lost connections with roaming notebook addresses. A 
‘roaming’ wireless system in student-owned computers meant constantly 
changing Internet addresses. In contrast, Minami University used school- 
owned notebooks with fixed addresses, which allowed greater stability 
and made class tasks go more smoothly. The roaming system at Kita 
University led to complex, insurmountable technical issues, resulting in 
teacher frustration at the constant interruptions. The ‘flow’ of interaction 
in a classroom was far more important than imagined and the unstable 
technologies proved disastrous for the initial pilot. After two years, the 
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notebook computer experiment was closed and classrooms with wired 
Internet in fixed, desktop computers replaced it. The teachers unani-
mously chose to abandon the notebooks as the flexible system continu-
ally frustrated students and teachers alike. In addition, a full-time engineer 
had to stand by in the hallway to service the problems of the four classes 
held simultaneously, a highly unsustainable cost in support services. 
Hidden behind this distracting breakdown was weak production of mate-
rials that all teachers were willing to use. A divide and share approach did 
not work because each teacher had differing priorities for tasks and goals. 
Clearly a greater investment in collaborative time to agree on syllabus 
goals and methods was required.

 Years 3–4: In-House Project Booklets

Although the wireless plan failed in the first two years, the team evolved, 
took on new members, and tackled a larger problem in the third year of 
collaboration, creating a common EFL communication curriculum for 
all departments, involving 1500 students and 15 teachers. This effort 
began with monthly meetings to decide pedagogical aims and materials. 
Generally in Japan, universities choose course books for communication 
classes from international publishers. These texts then determine the syl-
labus, aims, and assessment norms of the class. This was the case for many 
years in this university, until the teaching team decided that there was no 
course book suitable for all teachers and began a cooperative effort to 
divide the syllabus among teachers and create mini-textbooks or ‘book-
lets’ centered on the project themes. This quickly failed when teachers 
could not agree on the topics and emphasis in the projects. Within the 
team, one teacher wanted to emphasize a single topic per class with an 
assessment activity closing the session. Another teacher wanted to create 
original materials based on a communicative strategy syllabus. Three 
other teachers attempted a project-based approach with a common 
printed booklet supported by quizzes and other language-building tools 
on the LMS. However, the weekly composition and printing of booklets 
for ten different classes per week became an exhausting task. One teacher 
opted out of the project-based syllabus to use a standard textbook.
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Despite the ambitious efforts, the project-based team also had to 
deal with a reprimand by the school administration for printing on 
school equipment and charging students to cover additional expenses 
for color cover sheets. However, that was a minor issue compared to 
the fundamental impasse in deciding common themes in the syllabus. 
There was little chance of consensus on materials making and wide 
divergence in preferred methods of second language teaching. To find 
some common ground, the group decided to focus on a core set of 
communicative functions and grammar aims. Although all teachers 
initially valued the opportunity to make materials on their own, the 
time required to make quality packages was overwhelming. Thus the 
following year, team members returned to using course books plus 
personal supplemental worksheet, the system that had previously 
worked for many years. The problem was that there was no way to 
assess students across the program and little reason for teachers to 
share and collaborate in an independent system. Increasingly, the pro-
gram had been under criticism for not having specific goals and mea-
surable results.

 Years 5–6: Customized Content-Based Materials

Collaboration was hampered by the voluntary nature of the curriculum 
improvement process. Due to the independent institutional culture, the 
school administration could not require contract staff or part-time staff 
to utilize a particular teaching method or material. The team learned that 
construction of booklets was beyond their capacity and enthusiasm 
waned. In the fourth year, the two tenured teachers proposed and estab-
lished a set of semesterly aims and moved toward assessment of those 
aims. The aims were listed under three categories: grammatical, func-
tional, and communicative strategy.

Generally, teachers ignored these aims because it was more convenient 
to follow the aims of the textbooks they were using. In the fifth year, the 
team rewrote the aims to fit the most popular textbook, one used in 40% 
of the classes. In the sixth year, the team revived the first year goal of set-
ting department-by-department goals and content. To compensate for 
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the time required to create special materials, teachers who volunteered to 
make customized materials were awarded the top-level, most motivated 
students.

 Considerations in Materials Development

In contrast to Minami University’s common curriculum with strong fac-
ulty teams and long history of in-house materials, Kita University faced 
many difficulties in creating blended learning materials. Furthermore, as 
full-time staff changed over the years, the collaborative culture unraveled, 
as independently minded staff demanded ‘freedom’ of aims, syllabus, and 
materials. Without a strong authority or contract to mandate collabora-
tion, the ethos of shared curriculum design can rapidly break down into 
more time-efficient, uncoordinated planning and practices. Many of the 
results can longer be described as purposeful, appropriate, multimodal, 
and sustainable, the four core considerations in this framework blended 
language learning. Yet it is worth asking ‘how’ the blended learning pro-
grams demonstrated these values, even in small ways. Although Kita 
University has a more typical, low-collaborative language learning pro-
gram, the narrative of its experience may reveal problematic issues more 
than the successful story of Minami University. Table 12.2 attempts to 
describe how these considerations relate to Kita University’s program.

 Theme 3: Blended Learning Infrastructure

The third theme of blended programs in practice explores the ways in which 
two universities built, or rebuilt, room layout, equipment configuration, 
and network design in ways that could encourage the development of 
blended language learning. Designing or renovating the learning spaces of 
an institution or a program is a rare opportunity. The  construction of new 
facilities is relatively expensive, and happens over decades, rather than in 
year-to-year cycles. Thus involvement in the details of facility planning is 
not an option for most teachers. More commonly, teachers and administra-
tors make use of available rooms; if funding permits, they are then able to 
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Table 12.2 Considerations of blended learning in program materials develop-
ment at Kita University

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Purposeful
How did the materials 

development affect 
the purposeful 
blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Principled: The main teaching team chose a project- 
based syllabus initially, and then switched to a dual 
approach with commercial course books for lower 
level students and custom-built content- based 
materials for higher level students.

Empowering: Teachers appreciated being able to 
control and adapt the course materials. Independence 
was a strong value.

Collaborative: Full-time staff began meeting regularly. 
Intensive coordination is now continuing in a few 
courses where a tenured faculty leads the team in 
day-to-day planning.

Accountable: General curriculum aims were discussed 
once or twice a year. However, reports on progress 
toward those aims were not required. No real 
assessment of aims.

Assessable: An online placement test was given at the 
beginning and end of the year based on those aims. 
Closed items represent listening and reading skills, no 
speaking or writing.

Appropriate
How did the materials 

development affect 
the appropriate 
blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Sensitive: The in-house curriculum materials for 
top-level classes were custom-designed for the 
particular needs of students according to their 
department major.

Configurable: Each teacher had permissions and 
training to change the settings on online activities 
and classroom lesson plans.

Accessible: Alternate tests and exercises were provided 
to deaf students. Movable desks and chairs were 
helpful for wheelchair-using students.

Aligned: Most students were not career-oriented in 
basic English classes, so course themes emphasized 
communication skills for student exchange, rather 
than professional licenses.

Authentic: Several purpose-built textbooks that 
focused on special issues within various majors of 
students learning English.

(continued)
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adjust the furniture and equipment. In the case of both Minami University 
and Kita University, both institutions built or rebuilt their infrastructure 
(including rooms, furniture, networks, learning management systems) 
replacing dedicated CALL laboratories with blended learning spaces, trend 
that began ten years ago in EFL programs (Hinkelman, 2005). Each situa-
tion was different, but both chose to involve teachers in significant ways.

Table 12.2 (continued)

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Multimodal
How did the materials 

development affect 
the multimodal 
blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Balanced: Balanced: Roughly 80% of class time used 
print materials in face-to-face activities. 20% of class 
time used online materials with some audio and 
video.

Varied: The web-based LMS allowed students to do 
listening activities at home 24 hours/day. Multimedia/
multimodal texts appealed to a variety of student 
learning styles.

Authorable: The use of the LMS allowed easy exchange 
of audio and video materials. A print material 
repository was also created.

Thematic: The curriculum based on communicative 
functions required intensive use of face-to-face pair 
work and group work.

Comprehensible: Teachers were assigned to various 
classes who were streamed according to ability levels. 
Teachers adapted standard texts or digital worksheets 
to fit student levels.

Sustainable
How did the materials 

development affect 
the sustainable 
blending of 
technologies in the 
program?

Incremental: Annual development schedules of class 
materials forced continual change. A steady stream of 
team-produced materials with improved versions 
were collected in an LMS repository.

Supported: The school provided free printing/copying 
services and teachers provided simple plastic covers to 
protect the printed materials.

Repeatable: Costs were low, so teachers reused or 
reprinted materials from previous years.

Transferrable: An international ‘hub’ or repository of 
shared materials was developed with other teachers 
using the same LMS.

Committed: Full-time staff gave extra hours of time to 
attend monthly staff meetings. Staff exchanged ideas 
and reported progress on content-based materials.
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 Curriculum-Driven Facilities Designs

Nearly a decade ago, Minami University took advantage of a funding 
opportunity and built a new media center with half the building dedi-
cated to a self-access learning center (SALC), teaching rooms called 
‘blended learning spaces’, counseling stations, and socializing areas for 
the EFL program. In coordination with an architectural firm, the pri-
mary responsibility of design for the new center went to a team of four 
instructors who collaborated with other faculty members. One hallmark 
of the Minami University curriculum for English is the frequent use of 
project teams and self-access activities to teach language; accordingly, fre-
quent socializing and mentoring among students and faculty is a priority 
for the institute. Based on curricular principles, the facility planning 
team designed a series of open spaces that had flexible, movable furniture 
to allow for a variety of activity options.

Importantly, none of the language instructors at Minami University 
were CALL specialists, and the institute had never built dedicated CALL 
laboratories in its history. The academic leadership deliberately avoided 
design of CALL rooms in order to focus on self-access and blended 
spaces. Further, the curriculum did not cater for lectures, but rather small 
group teaching, and there were no large theater-style rooms with fixed 
seating. Rather than lecture halls, self-access language resource rooms, 
writing consultation areas, and social interaction areas were situated next 
to the flexible, blended teaching rooms.

In the new design, all six of these teaching rooms were planned to 
promote blended learning. As such, they were fitted to have unobtrusive 
cabinets that contained wireless notebook computers for each student. 
Teachers could use the computers, or run the class entirely with face-to- 
face activities. Such a design allowed instructors, working either alone or 
with colleagues, to determine the level of integration of technologies in 
their lessons. Later, as blended teaching rooms became more popular, an 
additional four spaces were added for a total of ten blended learning 
rooms.

To promote blended learning, Minami University provided profes-
sional development support for instructors, such as orientation seminars 
and mandatory classroom observation by peers and administrators. 
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Teachers who used the blended learning rooms were asked to reflect on 
and justify their use of various pedagogical approaches to their colleagues. 
Under this system, a variety of approaches to blended learning developed 
that included variations of project work, process writing, homework, and 
blended language learning tasks. Each of the blended activities was based 
on the adaptation of existing materials and syllabuses. Gradually, in the 
annual revisions, the standard lesson and materials evolved to include 
blended approaches.

In the case of Minami University, then, the instigation and develop-
ment of blended learning was encouraged by a range of key factors 
that included (1) a set of rooms and other connected spaces, designed 
specifically to align to curricular principles, (2) a curriculum that 
embraced small group teaching and social activities, (3) the absence of 
dated, and poorly used, legacy facilities for educational computing; 
(4) the used furniture and equipment that could be easily moved and 
arranged, and (5) clear institutional support for ongoing, collegial 
professional development.

To examine this possibility in greater detail, in Table 12.3, I analyzed 
these infrastructure cases according to the four key considerations of 
blending technologies (Purposeful, Appropriate, Multimodal, and 
Sustainable), which were described in Chap. 1. In addition, each comment 
is tagged with one of the five concepts related to each consideration.

 Legacy Facilities and Redesign

At Kita University, there was no opportunity to work with architects and 
colleagues to build new facilities. Instead, a major facilities renovation 
occurred in 2007 when the university replaced its outdated computers. 
In line with its budgeting process, the renewal of school-wide hardware 
and software occurs in six-year cycles. As part of these mass replacements, 
11 rooms that were originally designated as computing laboratories were 
renovated into flexible teaching rooms. Just ahead of the 2007  renovation, 
foreign language teachers were surveyed in regards to their computing 
and equipment needs. Results of the survey indicated that 60% of the 
academic staff wished to use the Internet in the classroom. In contrast 
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Table 12.3 Considerations of blended learning in program infrastructure at 
Minami University

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Purposeful
How did purposeful 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Principled: The spaces supported a communicative 
teaching approach to language education, and were 
combined with self-access programs that were 
intended to increase learner independence.

Empowering: The rooms are lively, colorful, open, and 
inviting to students. Each blended learning space 
could be used with or without computers. The 
teachers had the power to use or not use any piece of 
equipment.

Collaborative: The spaces were designed by 
collaborative research teams of teachers.

Accountable, Assessable: The use of networked 
computers and an LMS allowed greater tracking of 
progress.

Appropriate
How did appropriate 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Sensitive: The design was built by active classroom 
teachers and reviewed by all teachers in the 
organization.

Configurable: The LMS had numerous settings for 
teachers to change. The LMS could be custom 
programmed for a reasonable cost. The projectors 
could be directed to any wall or whiteboard in the 
room. Each room had teacher’s equipment that 
teachers can arrange.

Accessible: Furniture was easily movable. Teachers 
could use any face-to-face technology and accept 
wheelchair-using students. An LMS was available in 
the room via wireless Internet, and outside of the 
room 24 hours/7 days per week via Internet.

Aligned: The infrastructure was similar to professional 
offices and network environments.

Authentic: Although, there are no nationwide 
curricular standards, the practices could match the 
institutional standards that are included in the 
in-house proficiency test.

(continued)
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with this finding, few communication teachers were interested in using a 
dedicated CALL laboratory, mostly because of the constraining room lay-
out that CALL rooms impose.

Following a visit to Minami University, academic staff at Kita University 
developed a way to retrofit existing computer laboratories into blended 
learning rooms by adapting some of the blended learning principles in the 

Table 12.3 (continued)

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Multimodal
How did multimodal 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Balanced: 45% of rooms are ‘blended leaning spaces’ 
with movable desks and notebook computers.

Varied: Students can access materials and activities at 
home.

Authorable: Using digital cameras and devices, teachers 
could add audio/video recordings.

Thematic: The rooms do not force any particular 
technology, but allow curricular goals to determine 
activities.

Comprehensible: More than 95% of materials are 
developed in-house, adjusting to the levels of 
students.

Sustainable
How did sustainable 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Incremental: Each teacher adapted lessons weekly. 
Changes were discussed monthly in committee 
meetings and incorporated annually in new course 
manuals.

Supported: The administration enthusiastically supports 
blended learning spaces, providing ten years of 
funding and expanded the number of rooms in new 
construction.

Repeatable: The process of change and innovation 
continued for more than eight years since 2002. 
Blended learning spaces required little ongoing 
maintenance costs and no licensing fees, after initial 
installation. The initial cost was approximately 10% 
of a standard CALL room in Japan.

Transferrable: The blended learning space concept was 
adapted to two other schools. In some cases, wireless 
Internet was added for greater access.

Committed: An eight-person faculty research team 
supports training in the use of the spaces, and 
develops new uses. Spaces are in high demand, no 
daytime periods of non-use.
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Minami University design. Instead of cabinets of wireless notebook com-
puters, the Kita University design placed networked workstations along the 
walls with wired Internet for more stable connections. The average class size 
for foreign languages at Kita University is 20–25 students, so each room 
was equipped with 24 small desks/chairs in the center of the room and 24 
computers along the periphery. The desks could be moved to face in any 
direction, accommodating pair work and group work, as well as whole class 
exercises facing the front of the room. Since a computer was available for 
each student, the computers along the walls were used for individual work, 
typically journals, quizzes, and forums on the class website. Class websites 
all used an open source learning management system (Moodle), which 
could be configured by individual teachers and allowed custom plugins and 
rubrics to be added by action research teams (Hinkelman, 2014). A large 
screen and a whiteboard filled the front of the room along with a teacher’s 
desk that was equipped with a computer, projector, and media player cabi-
net. A simple box with push buttons allowed the teacher to switch from a 
computer screen to a video player or to a document camera.

The renovation reused the previous furniture and instead of purpose- 
built CALL hardware/software, employed Internet-based resources and 
an open source LMS. This dramatically decreased equipment costs by 
three-quarters and met the requested needs of almost all foreign language 
teachers. By removing purpose-built hardware and commercially licensed 
software, five blended learning rooms were able to replace a single CALL 
laboratory. In addition, the use of a consistent suite of hardware and soft-
ware for the entire university ensured that ongoing maintenance could be 
handled by university IT staff rather than outsourcing a contract with 
specialists in CALL hardware and software.

Because of problems of stability of access and difficulties with making 
securely locked cabinets, the use of wireless notebook computers was 
rejected at Kita University. Two years before the renovation, a pilot study 
for mobile CALL was conducted with 70 computer science students who 
were provided with the same model of wireless notebook computers as 
they worked through required English classes. The teaching team pre-
pared materials and learning tasks for the low-level learners. Unfortunately, 
during class, instructors soon discovered that the flow of a lesson was 
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often interrupted by technical problems such as failed Internet connec-
tions, dead batteries, no printers, and missing power cords. The extent 
and frequency of these problems grew to the point of requiring a full- 
time IT staff engineer to stand by during each lesson. Such difficulties 
convinced Kita University to install hard-wired workstations rather than 
wireless notebooks. With this computers-on-the periphery design, the 
technical problems noted in the trial study dropped virtually to zero. 
Teachers reported that they could, with confidence, plan and execute 
blended lessons with no interruptions.

The approach to blended learning at Kita University was based on a 
range of factors that included (1) a clear understanding of teacher needs 
as reported in the faculty survey, (2) a concern for costs that drove the 
need to buy standard hardware and make use of open-source software, 
(3) the need for instructors to be familiar with the equipment, and (4) 
the ease of use and stability of access to the Internet. Table 12.4 expands 
on these points and analyzes the infrastructure according to four consid-
erations of blended learning.

 Role of Infrastructure in Blended Language Learning

Designing a strong blended learning program in both institutions required 
changes in infrastructure and facilities management. For Minami 
University it involved new room construction, a flexible LMS and mobile 
computers. At Kita University, infrastructure changes included room ren-
ovation, a configurable, low-cost LMS, and fixed Internet workstations. 
Because of broad adoption of the blended learning infrastructure, nearly a 
majority of classes in both Minami and Kita University used blended 
learning rooms. Table  12.5 shows the number of EFL  communication 
classes in a recent semester at each university (2008) and the percentage of 
classes using blended learning spaces.

This data also shows the popularity of blended rooms over CALL 
laboratories. CALL rooms were not available in Minami University 
and although one was available in Kita University, it was rarely used 
for communication-related classes. Although non-computer rooms 
were used a majority of the time at Minami University, most teachers 
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Table 12.4 Considerations of blended learning in program infrastructure at Kita 
University

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Purposeful
How did purposeful 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Principled: Student seating that allowed pair work and 
group work based on a communicative teaching 
philosophy was given priority in the room design.

Empowering: Furniture could be arranged in groups, 
pairs, or theater-style facing the front of the room.

Collaborative: Use of the spaces evolves through team 
meetings monthly and professional development 
activities. Spaces were designed by a small faculty 
committee and with survey/focus group input.

Accountable/ Assessable: Students viewed their grades 
and participation each class on the LMS website 
displayed on the large projector screen or individual 
computer screens. The LMS gave assessable homework 
for each student.

Appropriate
How did appropriate 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Sensitive: The room design was made by language 
teachers actively working in the institution.

Configurable: The room seating can be instantly 
changed by students and teachers.

Accessible: Deaf students, wheelchair-using students, 
visual/auditory/kinesthetic learning styles are 
accommodated.

Aligned: Blended rooms support the school’s ‘barrier 
free’ policies and core EFL curriculum.

Authentic: The rooms are not limited to a single 
technique or grouping. Pair work, group work, and 
individual work supported.

Multimodal
How did multimodal 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Balanced: 80% of activities are face-to-face and 20% 
online in the blended rooms.

Varied: Students can access materials and activities at 
home.

Authorable: Each room has a teacher’s computer that 
can change the LMS settings and materials on-the-fly.

Thematic: The rooms allow communication in simulated 
conditions with multiple partners and non-verbal 
communication.

Comprehensible: The LMS does not limit teachers to a 
single set of materials, but offers self-authored and 
level-sensitive activities.

(continued)
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did not prefer them and were forced to only because blended rooms 
were fully booked.

Another common pattern of blended learning infrastructure is that the 
teachers of each institution created the design of the rooms, furniture, 
equipment, and networks. Team knowledge of infrastructure contributed 
to the design of new facilities that were curriculum-based. When asked 
about the factors that led to their award-winning building, the lead 
designer in the faculty stated, ‘The best thing was we had the curriculum. 
We had a curriculum that necessitated all of these things.’ This comment 
suggests that an emphasis on curriculum development may lead to more 
sustainable and appropriate choice of technologies (Kennedy & Levy, 
2009) and thus be an important factor in the design of infrastructure in 
blended language learning environments.

Table 12.4 (continued)

Consideration
Analysis (sub-theme and summary evidence from 
program sites)

Sustainable
How did sustainable 

blending of 
technologies affect 
the program 
infrastructure?

Incremental: Faculty members took the initiative to 
make changes and shared them in monthly meetings.

Supported: The IT committee supported the blended 
rooms with equipment, technical staff, and ongoing 
renovation.

Repeatable: The rooms use standard school furniture 
and equipment, requiring less than 20% of the cost of 
a CALL room.

Transferrable: Low-cost design allows easier adoption by 
other schools.

Committed: The rooms have been in place for three 
years used by the same teachers.

Table 12.5 Adoption of blended learning rooms in two university EFL programs

Institution

Non- 
computer 
rooms

CALL 
laboratories

Blended 
learning 
rooms

Total 
classes per 
semester

Classes conducted 
in blended 
learning rooms

Minami 
University

25+ 0 10 373 163 (43%)

Kita 
University

9+ 1 5 77 55 (71%)
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 Principles for Blended Program Design

The previous section addressed the question ‘What affects the blending of 
technologies in programs?’ and investigated three themes of research, 
materials, and infrastructure. In this section, I move to a second analysis 
(a cross-theme analysis), asking ‘what principles can guide program 
design?’ From key words and themes, I propose preliminary principles 
and specific guidelines for institutional design of blended language learn-
ing environments. To develop principles and guidelines for blended pro-
gram design, the first step was selecting and displaying theme data from 
the three research approaches I used to study the question of program 
design: action research, institutional ethnography, and autoethnography.

Within the autoethnographic approach of this study, I found that 
‘learner-centered modalities’, ‘economical costs’, ‘integrated web tools’, 
‘collaborative curriculum design’ were key themes related to program 
design. From these themes, I assigned key words that indicate the institu-
tional cultural value that the theme was referring to: ‘affordable’, ‘uni-
fied’, ‘common’, ‘aligned’, ‘variable’, and ‘user-centric’.

Within the action research approach of this study, I found that ‘institu-
tional/global materials repositories’, ‘daily cycles of feedback’, ‘event- driven 
project goals’, ‘common multi-metaphor aims’, and ‘collaborative course 
development booklets’ were key themes related to program design. This led 
to the key words: shared, recycled, affordable, ubiquitous, aligned, variable, 
transparent, intensive, formative, collaborative, and localized.

Within the ethnographic approach of this study, I found that ‘princi-
pled, institutional values’, ‘curriculum-based, research groups’, ‘multirole 
employment contract’, ‘full-time faculty budgetary priority’, ‘required 
professional development’, and ‘curriculum-driven, language support 
services’ were key themes related to program design. Table 12.6 displays 
these findings.

These values form the basis of the ‘culture’ of the institution, one of the 
key aims of the ethnographic approach to naturalistic inquiry. These 
institutional culture key words were then clustered to define four main 
principles. The following sections describe these four principles of insti-
tutional blended language learning programs and recommend 20 specific 
guidelines for administrative practice.
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 Principle 1: Collaboration

The principle of collaboration is based on institutional culture values 
such as ‘research-oriented’, ‘growth-oriented’, ‘integrated’, ‘collabora-
tive’, ‘common’, ‘aligned’, and ‘shared’. The two institutions in this study 
dealt with collaboration in different ways, but both found that collabora-
tion among teachers and administrations was essential in building envi-
ronments where technologies were changing and materials development 
was localized. In Minami University, full-time faculty were required to 

Table 12.6 Data themes related to program design and institutional culture key 
words

Approach Data
Themes related to the 
question of ‘programs’

Key words of institutional 
cultural values

Autoethnography 
themes

Economical costs
Integrated web tools
Collaborative curriculum 

design
Learner-centered modalities

affordable
unified
common, aligned
variable, user-centric

Action research 
themes

Institutional/global materials 
repositories

Economical, standard 
equipment

Multi-metaphor rubrics/
incentives

LMS tracking and display
Weekly cycles of feedback
Collaborative course booklets 

development

shared, recycled
affordable, ubiquitous
aligned, variable
transparent
intensive, formative
collaborative, localized

Institutional 
ethnography 
themes

Principled, institutional 
values

Curriculum-based, research 
groups

Multirole employment 
contract

Full-time faculty budgetary 
priority

Required professional 
development

Curriculum-driven, language 
support services

principled
research-oriented, 

practice-based
accountable, 

comprehensive
committed
accountable, 

growth-oriented
integrated
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participate in committee work, called ‘research teams’, and shared an 
ethos of growth through professional development and curriculum-
design responsibilities. In Kita University, collaboration began through 
common research projects and a desire to spread the workload of materi-
als creation. Although, the in-house course book intervention initially 
failed, the collaborative teamwork continued in team-taught courses and 
in monthly meetings to share lesson plans.

• Guideline 1: Institute distributed authority for curriculum design, 
materials development, and assessment systems within an array of 
teacher-researcher committees.

• Guideline 2: Require research funding to be team goal-oriented and 
practice-based toward institutional needs.

• Guideline 3: Ensure committed faculty by prioritizing funding for 
full-time status.

• Guideline 4: Establish professional development through team teaching, 
peer observation, presentations, publications, and meeting leadership.

 Principle 2: Localization

The principle of localization is based on institutional culture values such 
as ‘affordable’, ‘localized’, ‘practice-based’, and ‘recycled’. Localization 
means technological change is not dependent on national trends or top- 
down initiatives, but is directed from the classroom as teachers make 
small, incremental changes within flexible environments. This is called 
an iterative bricolage approach to development (or ‘make do with what 
you have’) rather than an invent-and-distribute approach. Training and 
development of technological skills is handled internally through peer-
teacher coaching and externally through regional teaching associations. 
In Minami University, the responsibility for materials creation and 
course assessment practices is pushed down to the level of research teams. 
In Kita University, an ethos of individual teacher autonomy allows teach-
ers to make their own materials or collaborate with others as needed. In 
their blended learning rooms, teachers are not required to adopt new 
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technologies, but have multiple options built into their spaces with net-
worked computers available on demand.

• Guideline 5: Renovate teaching spaces to flexibly handle pair work, 
group work, whole group activities, and individual computer work.

• Guideline 6: Shift from dependence on marketed course books to a 
mix of flexible, in-house materials and globally shared materials.

 Principle 3: Variability

The principle of variability is based on institutional culture values such 
as ‘principled’, ‘variable’, ‘user-centric’, ‘unified’, ‘intensive’, ‘inclusive’, 
and ‘project-based’. Variability means promoting multiple venues, mul-
tiple modalities, and multiple metaphors of learning. In this way, an 
institution adopts policies that promote teaching and learning with a 
variety of face-to-face, visual, audio, and text modalities and creating a 
pedagogic vision that accepts multiple metaphors of learning including 
instruction, acquisition, and participation. In Minami University, the 
desire to use multiple formats of audio/video texts were a driving force 
in promoting and justifying the blended learning spaces. In Kita 
University, multiple venues were available in blended learning rooms, 
which allowed rapid switching between large screen projections of 
video and texts to online activities on the computers on the periphery 
of the classroom.

• Guideline 7: Instill a vision of multiple pedagogic metaphors, includ-
ing instruction in language, acquisition of skills, and participation in 
projects.

• Guideline 8: Offer multiple venues for students—online and face-to- 
face in the classroom, and both open community and closed LMS 
tasks for language learning.

• Guideline 9: Build blended facilities and network infrastructure, 
which allow easy use of video, audio, written, and face-to-face modali-
ties of texts.
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 Principle 4: Accountability

The principle of accountability is based on institutional culture values such 
as ‘accountable’, ‘comprehensive’, ‘transparent’, and ‘committed’. 
Accountability means teachers, learners, and administrators know the aims 
and semester objectives of each course in the curriculum and the results are 
transparently available for reflection by all parties. The principle of account-
ability focuses on responsibilities of teachers and administrators to ensure 
transparency in the learning process and commitment to define and attain 
standards of language learning performance. In Minami University, these 
responsibilities were defined in full-time teacher contracts, and expanded 
continuously through professional development. The program itself was 
accountable to institutional standards of assessment (an annual proficiency 
test of four skills) as well as syllabus-defined assessments built by curricu-
lum teams. In Kita University, these responsibilities became increasingly 
transparent as assessment scores were shared among teachers and the LMS 
combined teaching approaches when teaching teams were used.

• Guideline 10: Formalize multirole teacher contracts or team agree-
ments that cover an individual’s comprehensive responsibilities for 
teaching, researching, socializing, and administrating.

• Guideline 11: Define assessment standards at the course level and the 
program level based on multiple literacies.

• Guideline 12: Make course results transparent through systematic 
feedback and reporting to students, teachers, and administration.

These four principles and their related 12 guidelines are summarized in 
Table 12.7.

 Contributions to Practice

This institutional ethnography study of two EFL programs at tertiary 
institutions contributes to the practice of second language teaching and 
learning by specifying a preliminary framework of program environments 
as conditions for innovation. This is not a generalizable result from which 
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claims can be made onto other program designs. However, this result can 
be assessed in terms of ‘transferability’ (Guba & Lincoln, 2005), which 
judges the usefulness of the insights, described in details that enables 
other teachers and researchers to transfer to their situations.

The framework was based on a critical perspective of innovation that 
emphasized an iterative, teacher-controlled pace of change. This view 
challenges metaphors of change based on diffusion theory or the normal-
ization of computers metaphor. The four principles proposed are (1) 
Collaboration, (2) Localization, (3) Variability, and (4) Accountability. 
From these principles, I extracted 12 specific guidelines of institutional 
policy. These policy guidelines can prevent overly ambitious and 
 short- sighted planning of technological change, leading to unsustainable 
designs, which can often be attributed to the Hawthorne effect (Clark & 
Sugrue, 1991; Jex, 2002).

 Summary

In both programs, teams of teachers acted as the core designers of blended 
language learning. This aligns with Graves (1996), who recommends 
empowering teachers to play the primary role as course developers, and 
Tomlinson (2003), who advocates teachers developing their own materials 
to be more appropriate to learners’ needs. In both cases, teachers did not act 
independently but in collaboration by discussing and forming a commonly 
agreed curriculum. This process took considerable time, five years in the 
case of Kita University and more than 20 years of continuing development 
at Minami University. Harwood (2010) notes that materials development 
can take extensive periods of time and cites the description of a four-year 
process of materials design by Swales et al. (2001). This slow, iterative nature 
of change has partly to do with the complexity of interrelationships of cur-
riculum goals, syllabus schedules, materials production, and assessments. 
According to Dufour (2004), this process is similar in university programs 
of any subject, and can lead to a ‘learning community’ of teachers:

The powerful collaboration that characterizes professional learning communities 
is a systematic process in which teachers work together to analyze and improve 
their classroom practice. Teachers work in teams, engaging in an ongoing cycle of 
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questions that promote deep team learning. This process, in turn, leads to higher 
levels of student achievement… Collaborative conversations call on team mem-
bers to make public what has traditionally been private—goals, strategies, mate-
rials, pacing, questions, concerns, and results. (p. 3)

At the meso and macro levels, blending of technologies has more to do 
with these complexities, than technical features. The framework of 
 considerations in blended program development is one attempt to con-
nect complexities to technical change.
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Throughout this book, I set out to explore the theory and practice of 
blending technologies in university foreign language programs. From the 
start, the most critical point is that the blending of technologies in face- 
to- face language learning is best achieved through purposeful, appropri-
ate, multimodal, and sustainable practices that are developed within a 
community of practice. The aim of these chapters is to expand the con-
cept of technologies as multidimensional clusters of pedagogical actions 
that include variations in groupings, timings, texts, and tools. Along the 
journey and intuitively, teachers have known that blended learning “is as 
old as CALL itself ” (Neumeier, 2005, p. 163) and, indeed, aligns with 
current perspectives of language learning that blended language learning 
is best understood as a “dynamic complex in which technology, theory, 
and pedagogy are inseparably interwoven” (Garrett, 2009, pp. 719–720).

To help make sense of this ‘dynamic complex’, this study examined 
the influences and designs of language programs as a learning ecology 
consisting of micro, meso, and macro levels. In an effort to pinpoint 
areas of influence, I argued that teachers need to explore strategies of 
task-based teaching, flipped classrooms, and gamification within learn-
ing communities. Further, to build warrants for continued development, 
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ethnographic and action research projects can be undertaken to better 
understand the processes of creating, and establishing, blended 
approaches in university language programs. Finally, through case stud-
ies, I provided detailed examples of blended approaches within technol-
ogy design, classroom lesson planning, and throughout the culture of an 
institution.

The purpose of this postlude is then to encourage further discussion of 
some of the many challenges that may emerge when considering the adop-
tion of a blended approach to language learning and teaching. Beginning 
with assessment futures, a critical aspect of blending technologies, I chart 
some possible future directions for blending second language technologies.

 Assessment Futures

Nearly a decade ago, Bennett (2002) wrote that there was no longer any 
debate about whether or not to use a variety of technologies in assessment 
but rather it was a question of “how to do it responsibly, not only to pre-
serve the validity, fairness, utility, and credibility of the measurement 
enterprise but, even more so, to enhance it” (p. 15). Although Bennett 
saw the use of digital technologies in assessment was ‘inexorable and 
inevitable’, many academics still struggle to blend them into their reflec-
tions of student performance. As the spread of multiliteracies grow, how-
ever, so does the pressure to rebuild assessment practices (Brown et al., 
2010). Given this background, the future of assessment in blended envi-
ronments may be moving in these directions: (1) e-assessments captured 
in LMSs and other online databases, (2) video-recorded assessments of 
oral production, and (3) use of learner analytics, and (4) alignment with 
institutional values and international proficiency goals.

 Moving to E-assessments

Elliot (2007) characterizes the stages of digital technology integration in 
assessment in ways that correspond with the development of the Web, 
that is, as ‘1.0, 1.5 and 2.0’. In Assessment 1.0, efforts are generally 
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paper- and classroom-based, are synchronized in terms of time and place, 
and have a formal administration, control, and individual focus. A next 
stage, ‘Assessments 1.5’, share a common move to be ‘e-assessments’ that 
are found in online portfolios, online quizzes, and computer-based tests 
(Crisp, 2007). A further increment, Assessments 2.0, can be imagined 
but have not yet been fully realized as they involve facets that include 
greater authenticity, personalization, and, for example, the use of exer-
cises that involve more problem-solving.

The challenges of Assessment 2.0, Elliot writes, are familiar: limited 
digital literacies among students and instructors, a lack of criteria for 
evaluating new practices, difficulties in marking group assessments, and 
meeting the demands of increased mobile access and speed. Efforts to 
address many of these challenges can be found in resources such as those 
found at sites, for example, Assessment Futures, Transforming Assessment, 
or Central Michigan University Assessment Toolkit (n.d.). Further work 
on e-assessments is promoted by a number of scholars (for additional 
reading, see Chapelle, 2008, 2010; Suskie, 2009). Questions emerging 
from this research and teacher practice involve how data mining tech-
niques can be applied to feedback and assessment to analyze learner par-
ticipation and production.

 Adoption of Video Assessment of Performance

Assessment of reading and listening (receptive skills and tasks in a second 
language) is comparatively well developed in contrast to assessment of 
writing and speaking (production of second language). Testing of reading 
and listening relies more on teacher-created test items, and results are eas-
ily recorded on paper or online. In contrast, assessment of speaking per-
formances requires evaluating student-created tasks and live teacher 
assessment. Thus due to time constraints, technical difficulties in record-
ing, or practical management of video files, teachers neglect formative 
assessment of speaking skills (Rian et al., 2015).

While written production of second language use has adopted record-
ing techniques such as word-processing over the past two decades, this 
has spurred the growth of process writing as a formative assessment 
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approach. Oral production, however, has seen little change as teachers 
assessing oral speeches continue to rely on paper-based rubrics. 
Overcoming obstacles in management of video recordings and prolifera-
tion of online rubric tools has seen significant change with open source 
LMS plugins that combine easy video recording with multiple-scale 
rubrics (Hinkelman, 2014).

Assessments that make use of computer-based technologies often 
require a reworking of established criteria to acknowledge new skills, con-
structs, and modalities (Brown et al., 2010; Myers, 2002; Spanos et al., 
2001). Given the complexity of the issues that arise, blended assessments 
for learning can provide a basis for ongoing development before they are 
used in high-stakes summative assessments. Rubrics, perhaps based on a 
learning taxonomy, can be modified after each successive use (Siemens, 
2003) and acknowledge multimodal interactions (Churches, 2011). 
With recorded video and online rubrics, students can engage in self- 
assessment and peer-assessment, thus ensuring greater understanding and 
attention of high-quality performance and allow re-doing and improve-
ment of the performance by continuing attempts (Hinkelman, 2014).

 Use of Learner Analytics

Learner analytics, or the mining of data from online participation, feed-
back, and assessment, is rapidly attracting attention of learning research-
ers. The Horizon Report (Johnson et  al., 2014) identifies ‘data-driven 
learning and assessment’ as one of six technologies to be in mainstream 
use in educational institutions by 2020. Silver (2012) defines a three-fold 
purpose to learner analytics in blended learning environments: “identify 
at-risk students in a timely manner; monitor student persistence on a 
regular basis; and develop an evidence base for program planning and 
learner support strategies” (p. 35).

However, Picciano (2014) warns against committing to large-scale 
contracts for learner analytics software and administrative personnel, also 
known as a ‘big data’ approach. He also points out that software for 
learner analytics tends to be focused on fully online courses and has not 
been adapted to blended or face-to-face learning. Other critics argue that 
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a big data approach to learner analytics has a tendency to collect large 
amounts of meaningless data and faces dangers of poor predictions 
(Silver, 2012).

In my experience, an organic approach is needed where teacher- 
designed apps and plugins produce relevant data for formative assess-
ment, especially in an open source community where development code 
is custom-coded and shared freely. Learning management systems can 
collect data in the process of learning if assessment data is collected 
online, even if the assessment activities are actually conducted face to 
face.

 Alignment with Values and Goals

Blended approaches to assessments can help meet many of the challenges 
in Assessment 2.0 in ways that are purposeful, appropriate, multimodal, 
and sustainable. When adopting a new approach, colleagues will need to 
first discuss how pedagogical goals and objectives align with assessment 
practices (Gray et al., 2010). In such discussions, an informal survey of 
resources and abilities can inform which, and how much of, technologies 
are suited to the context. Staged, integrated, and longitudinal assessments 
such as the requirement of work plans, abstracts, outlines, and drafts in a 
collaborative writing project (Elola & Oskoz, 2010) can make use of a 
variety of modes of presentation. Purpose can be built into justified 
course designs; sustainability can be achieved through careful attention to 
core pedagogical values of a program as well as to the ongoing profes-
sional development and support of academics, both tenured and casual.

Developing assessment practices with new technologies can potentially 
touch on macro- and meso-level policies, design techniques, and profes-
sional development; once again, the need for teacher training and sup-
port appears throughout the action research studies highlighted in this 
chapter as well as throughout the related literature (Chambers & Bax, 
2006; Corbel, 2007; Oxford & Jung, 2007). Adopting an attitude of 
sustainable assessment too, as advocated by Boud (2007), may spur a 
further move toward blending technologies, and we acknowledge our 
students’ changing needs for education:
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We need to move away from privileging our own academic content and of 
assessing students as if our part of the course was more important to anything 
else, to a position that is more respectful of the use of knowledge, of the pro-
gramme as a whole and the need to build the capacity of students to learn and 
assess for themselves once they are out of our hands. (Boud, 2007, p. 42)

Finally, the efforts needed to create and deliver blended assessments 
must be calculated into course and program evaluation. As Chapelle 
(2007, p. 30) asks: “How can those who are investing significant resources 
into learning and teaching be shown that innovation might be for the 
best?” A cycle of construction, action research, and ongoing development 
may help to show warrants for efficacy and success.

 Conclusions and Questions: A Third Space for Learning 
and Teaching

Having set out ideas and drawn on a base of new assessments, further 
issues of blending technologies are in four core areas of university lan-
guage programs: teaching, learning, and outcomes; professional develop-
ment and training; policy and leadership; and, finally, research and theory 
building.

 Teaching, Learning and Outcomes

For teachers, the key attraction in adopting a blended approach is that it 
creates a ‘third space’ between colleagues who either strongly advocate, or 
strongly resist, the use of electronic technologies in language learning and 
teaching. Ideally, blended approaches equally advocate face-to-face tech-
nologies, online technologies, print technologies, and emergent forms 
that we have yet to anticipate. They evolve and grow from teacher initia-
tives that are incremental and sustainable. In turn, curriculum change 
becomes an integral part of a university language program in ways that 
foster ownership and collegiality. Questions, perhaps based on some of 
the considerations that have been proposed to ground blended approaches, 
may help to spur discussion (Table 1).
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 Professional Development and Training

Without a doubt, a keystone of blended learning is professional develop-
ment and training. In some fields, this also known as ‘faculty develop-
ment’, a term which combines professional development, curricular 
development, and organizational development (Sorcinelli et al., 2006). 
Experienced teachers must gain a better understanding of the opportuni-
ties afforded by multidimensional technologies, and students training to 
teach languages must begin to both imagine and implement innovations 
that arise with such opportunities. Party to such challenges, language 
academics need to be taught and encouraged how to best exchange digital 
and analog instructional material. A focus on the issues raised by exchang-
ing materials involves licensing and copyright issues, as well as dealing 
with non-standard classifications, metadata, and formats. Considerations 
as to purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustainability can be 
raised (Table 2).

 Policy and Leadership

On the whole, universities have made massive investments in educational 
technologies over the last decade. Smart classrooms, wireless networks, 
and fully featured LMS facilities are available at many institutes that have 

Table 1 Considerations and questions in blended teaching, learning, and 
outcomes

Consideration Questions for discussion

Purpose In which ways do blended approaches lead to demonstrably 
improved language learning outcomes?

Appropriateness How do blended approaches fit with current learner needs 
and experiences, both within and out of, the language 
learning classroom?

Multimodality What complexities are introduced when a range of 
modalities (or, ‘modes of presentation’) are used in 
summative assessment processes?

Sustainability How can investments in university blended teaching and 
learning programs be sustained in the long term?
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made blended approaches truly viable. Nonetheless, more discussion is 
needed at the meso level, in particular, concerning the role of technolo-
gies. In Chap. 4, surveying the literature reveals work on macro-level 
challenges, such as standards and statements of expected graduate attri-
butes, as well as a host of work that attends to matters at the micro level 
of the classroom. Program coordination, however, has been largely 
neglected as a focal point of discussion that may be stimulated by a series 
of questions as shown in Table 3.

Table 2 Considerations and questions in professional development and training

Consideration Questions for discussion

Purpose Working with busy academics, what would be the key drivers 
in uptake of blended approaches to minimize resistance?

Appropriateness How do investments in professional development fit within 
performance assessment of academic staff and career 
goals?

Multimodality What are the most effective ways to teach blended 
approaches to new and experienced language teachers?

Sustainability How can a community of practice be fostered among 
colleagues such that it embraces both tenured and casual 
academics and draws on shared experiences and resources?

Table 3 Considerations and questions in policy and leadership

Consideration Questions for discussion

Purpose What is the primary motivation, or warrant, that 
necessitates the adoption of a blended approach in 
university language programs?

Appropriateness To what extent does a policy that encourages blended 
approaches align with the overall goals and policies of the 
university?

Multimodality What level of equipment and support needs to be in place 
to make available the means to produce blended lessons 
and activities?

Sustainability How can sources of funding, often crucial to curriculum 
change, be made available to interested language 
academics and associated casual members of a language 
programs?
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 Research and Theory Construction

At this time, I argue that the most important topic to investigate within 
blended approaches is, simply, collaboration. Supported by the founda-
tions of socio-cultural theory, we need to better understand how we—
that is, teachers and learners and university administrators and community 
stakeholders—can best work together. From team teaching to the assess-
ment of group work to trans-institutional exchanges of online reposito-
ries, the inner workings of blended approaches depend on keen insights 
of collaboration. Other research questions, particularly in regard to four 
considerations of purpose, appropriateness, multimodality, and sustain-
ability, come to mind (Table 4).

As a way to provoke further discussion, I have compared blended 
approaches with single-venue approaches (face-to-face dominant or 
online-dominant) in terms of power, process, product, worldview, and 
ontology. In a blended approach, the power in the design process is 
distributed and localized, co-created by the teacher and faculty teams, 
and possibly with learners as well. In environments where face-to-face 
lecture- narrative teaching is popular, or course-book-designed courses 
are prevalent, the power in design tends to be specialist-centered, pub-
lisher-centered, and software developer-centered. In terms of design 
process and product, blended approaches are in continual, iterative 
change resulting in configurations of unique classroom ecologies. The 

Table 4 Considerations and questions in research and theory

Consideration Questions for discussion

Purpose How do blended approaches to assessment influence the 
construction of measures and the demonstration of 
performances of language proficiency?

Appropriateness How do blended approaches converge, and diverge, from 
established theories of second language acquisition?

Multimodality What particular contribution do the differing modalities 
make to the dynamic complex of blended language 
learning?

Sustainability How do blended approaches equip learners to continue to 
learn languages beyond the completion of a degree 
program?
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orthodox process of design, however, is to prepare an invention in a 
research lab, encapsulate/brand it, then release and market it to global 
markets. Philosophically, blended approaches do not ascribe the causes 
and effects of innovation as determined by technological or social 
forces, but see a web of relations that view our human/material world 
as a hybrid of human/material action. These conceptual shifts highlight 
potential differences in the framing of approaches to designing learning 
environments (Table 5).

Research efforts may also be spurred by close thinking on a range of 
issues brought to the fore by blended approaches:

• Issue of Authenticity: How can practice-based communities be designed 
and fully incorporated into the language learning process?

• Issue of Flexibility: How can technologies be configured on the fly by 
teachers and students?

• Issue of Marketability: How can language programs maintain, and 
increase, attractiveness of the classroom and institutional learning?

• Issue of Transferability: How can teachers, learners, and designers best 
exchange educational tools, lessons, and materials?

• Issue of Capability: How can academics be encouraged to undertake 
professional development needed to build the capacity for blended 
approaches?

• Issue of Mobility: How can language educators make better use of flex-
ible, mobile technologies both inside and outside institutional 
boundaries?

Table 5 Conceptual framing of blended approaches to learning environments

Single-venue approaches Blended approaches

Power Specialist-centered Co-created
Process Design as initial stage Design as a continual 

process
Product Encapsulated inventions Networked 

configurations
Worldview Technological determinism or Social 

determinism
Pragmatic

Ontology Categorical, essentialist Hybrid, relational
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• Issue of Scalability: How can the success of one project be adapted to fit 
larger, and more time-consuming, educational projects?

• Issue of Accountability: How can teacher-made assessments be designed 
to provide links to standardized proficiency testing; further, how can 
program evaluation capture multidimensional affects?

• Issue of Transdisciplinarity: How can data collection and analysis be 
shared effectively to produce research among interested disciplines, 
commercial partners, and dispersed sites?

These questions are not questions about how to integrate electronic 
tools into classrooms, but how to integrate a culture of collaboration and 
continuous improvement into classroom practice. Blending learning, 
therefore, is all about learning, about how teachers blend technologies in 
classrooms to achieve second language learning. Echoing Bax’s (2003) 
predication that CALL will normalize and become ‘invisible’, the term 
‘blended learning’ itself may also disappear soon, simply to be replaced by 
‘learning’.
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