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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to provide a discussion of the transformative potential of blended learning in the

context of the challenges facing higher education. Based upon a description of blended learning, its potential to

support deep and meaningful learning is discussed. From here, a shift to the need to rethink and restructure the

learning experience occurs and its transformative potential is analyzed. Finally, administrative and leadership

issues are addressed and the outline of an action plan to implement blended learning approaches is presented. The

conclusion is that blended learning is consistent with the values of traditional higher education institutions and has

the proven potential to enhance both the effectiveness and efficiency of meaningful learning experiences.

D 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Blended learning; Leadership; Higher education; Higher-order learning; Communities of inquiry; Transformation;

Action plans

1. Introduction

Online learning is pervading higher education, compelling educators to confront existing assumptions

of teaching and learning in higher education. Indeed, leaders of higher education are challenged to

position their institutions to meet the connectivity demands of prospective students and meet growing

expectations and demands for higher quality learning experiences and outcomes. Given the increasing

evidence that Internet information and communication technologies are transforming much of society,

there is little reason to believe that it will not be the defining transformative innovation for higher
1096-7516/$ - see front matter D 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2004.02.001

* Corresponding author. Tel.: +1-403-220-6764; fax: +1-403-282-0730.

E-mail address: garrison@ucalgary.ca (D.R. Garrison).



D.R. Garrison, H. Kanuka / Internet and Higher Education 7 (2004) 95–10596
education in the 21st century. Transformation of learning environments in higher education settings for

an increasingly electronic world is critical to ensure that the benefits are fully realized (Williams, 2002).

In agreement with Hicks, Reid, and George (2001), there are demands for universities to ‘‘provide for a

larger and more diverse cross-section of the population, to cater for emerging patterns on educational

involvement which facilitate lifelong learning and to include technology-based practices in the

curriculum’’ (p. 143).

A source of this transformation stems from the ability of online learners to be both together and

apart—and to be connected to a community of learners anytime and anywhere, without being time,

place, or situation bound. Moreover, the increasingly prevalent practice of the convergence of text-based

asynchronous Internet-based learning with face-to-face approaches is having a volatile impact on

traditional campus-based institutions of higher education. To this point, the President of Penn State

University cites the convergence of classroom and online education as ‘‘the single greatest unrecognized

trend in higher education today’’ (Young, 2002, p. A33).

The purpose of this position paper is to discuss the emerging trend in higher education to blend

text-based asynchronous Internet technology with face-to-face learning—often referred to as simply

blended learning. We posit that blended learning is an effective and low-risk strategy which

positions universities for the onslaught of technological developments that will be forthcoming in the

next few years. As society and technology fundamentally alter the manner in which we commu-

nicate and learn, this inevitably alters how we think. This is being driven further by the expectation

placed on higher education to meet the need for intellectual talent. Forms of communication and our

ability to manage information challenge our cognitive abilities and the traditional classroom

paradigm. Institutions of higher education need to discover their transformative potential. Internet

information and communication tools provide flexibility of time and place and the reality of

unbounded educational discourse. This does not represent the demise of the campus-based

institution, but will cause us to recognize how best to utilize both face-to-face and online learning

for purposes of higher education.

To begin, this paper will describe blended learning along with its capability to support meaningful

learning outcomes. The core of the discussion, however, is on uncovering the transformative potential of

blended learning approaches in higher education settings and providing an examination of develop-

mental and leadership issues.
2. Blended learning described

Blended learning is both simple and complex. At its simplest, blended learning is the thoughtful

integration of classroom face-to-face learning experiences with online learning experiences. There is

considerable intuitive appeal to the concept of integrating the strengths of synchronous (face-to-face) and

asynchronous (text-based Internet) learning activities. At the same time, there is considerable complexity

in its implementation with the challenge of virtually limitless design possibilities and applicability to so

many contexts.

To begin, it is important to distinguish blended learning from other forms of learning that incorporate

online opportunities. First, blended learning is distinguished from that of enhanced classroom or fully

online learning experiences (see Fig. 1). However, it is not clear as to how much, or how little, online

learning is inherent to blended learning. In fact, this is only a rough, indirect measure that may be



Fig. 1. A continuum of e-learning.
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misleading. The real test of blended learning is the effective integration of the two main components

(face-to-face and Internet technology) such that we are not just adding on to the existing dominant

approach or method. This holds true whether it be a face-to-face or a fully Internet-based learning

experience. A blended learning design represents a significant departure from either of these approaches.

It represents a fundamental reconceptualization and reorganization of the teaching and learning dynamic,

starting with various specific contextual needs and contingencies (e.g., discipline, developmental level,

and resources). In this respect, no two blended learning designs are identical. This introduces the great

complexity of blended learning.

The core issue and argument is such that, when we have solid understandings of the properties of the

Internet, as well as knowledge of how to effectively integrate Internet technology with the most desirable

and valued characteristics of face-to-face learning experiences, a quantum shift occurs in terms of the

nature and quality of the educational experience. At the heart of this argument is the quality and quantity

of the interaction and the sense of engagement in a community of inquiry and learning, achieved through

the effective integration of Internet communication technology. Focusing for a moment on the properties

of the Internet, we know that much of the satisfaction and success of blended learning experiences can be

attributed to the interactive capabilities of Internet communication technology (Garrison & Cleveland-

Innes, 2003; Swan, 2001). A closer examination reveals the ability of asynchronous Internet commu-

nication technology to facilitate a simultaneous independent and collaborative learning experience. That

is, learners can be independent of space and time—yet together. A concomitant property of learning with

Internet communication technology is that it has a significant educational implication resulting from the

emphasis on written communication. Under certain circumstances, writing can be a highly effective form

of communication that encourages reflection and precision of expression. When thoughtfully integrated

with the rich dynamic of fast-paced, spontaneous verbal communication in a face-to-face learning

environment, the educational possibilities are multiplied.

What makes blended learning particularly effective is its ability to facilitate a community of inquiry.

Community provides the stabilizing, cohesive influence that balances the open communication and

limitless access to information on the Internet. Communities also provide the condition for free and open

dialogue, critical debate, negotiation and agreement—the hallmark of higher education. Blended

learning has the capabilities to facilitate these conditions and adds an important reflective element with

multiple forms of communication to meet specific learning requirements. For example, at the beginning

of a course, it may be advantageous to have a face-to-face class to meet and build community. In

contrast, discussing a complex issue that requires reflection may be better accomplished through an

asynchronous Internet discussion forum.

Whether face-to-face or online, communities of inquiry consist of three elements: cognitive, social,

and teaching presence (see Fig. 2; Garrison & Anderson, 2003).

The sense of community and belonging must be on a cognitive and social level if the goal of

achieving higher levels of learning is to be sustained. This requires the consideration of the different



Fig. 2. Community of inquiry.

D.R. Garrison, H. Kanuka / Internet and Higher Education 7 (2004) 95–10598
cognitive and social characteristics of each medium of communication. In this regard, blended learning

presents a special challenge and, thus, highlights the importance of the third key element—teaching

presence. Teaching presence manages the environment and focuses and facilitates learning experiences.

With the combination of synchronous verbal and asynchronous written communication in the context of

a cohesive community of inquiry, blended learning offers a distinct advantage in supporting higher levels

of learning through critical discourse and reflective thinking.

The range and quality of interactive dialogue that can be facilitated through blended learning is

congruent with the widely accepted means of facilitating critical thinking and higher-order learning.

Hudson (2002) argues, for example, ‘‘that the very basis of thinking is rooted in dialogue, drawing

on a socially constructed context to endow ideas with meaning’’ (p. 53). The emphasis must shift

from assimilating information to constructing meaning and confirming understanding in a

community of inquiry. This process is about discourse that challenges accepted beliefs, which is

rarely accomplished by students in isolation. At the same time, to be a critical thinker is to take

control of one’s thought processes and gain a metacognitive understanding of these processes (i.e.,

learn to learn). A blended learning context can provide the independence and increased control

essential to developing critical thinking. Along with the increased control that a blended learning

context encourages is a scaffolded acceptance of responsibility for constructing meaning and

understanding.
3. Meaningful educational experiences

The literature on the potential of Internet information and communication technology to support

meaningful educational experiences has been well documented. For example, it has been widely argued

in the literature that asynchronous computer-mediated conferencing supports flexibility, reflection,

interpersonal and teamwork skill development, motivation, and collaborative learning environments—

resulting in deep and meaningful understandings and communities of inquiry (e.g., Garrison &

Anderson, 2003; Hiltz, 1997; Marjanovic, 1999; Rimmershaw, 1999; Williams, 2002).
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Perhaps most significantly, though, is that discourse facilitated through asynchronous Internet

communication tools provides a platform where participants can confront questionable ideas and faulty

thinking in more objective and reflective ways than might be possible in a face-to-face context. The

rationale supporting this view is that there is a greater focus on the substantive issues and less distraction

or noise in an asynchronous text-based Internet environment. Furthermore, Internet discussion forums

can provide a permanent record and expand time; as such, discussions are often more thoughtful,

reasoned, and supported by evidential sources (Meyer, 2003). While some competency in terms of

writing skills is required, it also provides opportunity for students to learn to express themselves in

written form. Alternatively, face-to-face discussions have energy and enthusiasm that are spontaneous

and contagious—but also viewed as ‘‘off the hip/lip’’ (Meyer). Students have to remember what has

been said and be verbally quick and assertive or opportunities to contribute are lost. Clearly, both are

complementary in a quality learning environment, and when creatively and effectively designed, can be

achieved through blended learning.

Connection with others is essential to realize a community of inquiry characterized by reflective

written or spontaneous verbal dialogue. A sense of community is also necessary to sustain the

educational experience over time so essential to move students to higher levels of thinking. This is

important as ‘‘students with stronger sense of community tend to possess greater perceived levels of

cognitive learning’’ (Rovai, 2002, p. 330). Critical thinking moves through discernable phases of a

triggering event, exploration, integration, and application (Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Garrison &

Archer, 2000). A community is essential to engender commitment and ensure students progressively

move through the phases of critical inquiry. Communities of inquiry blend online learning and

knowledge management into a dynamic and meaningful educational experience where the focus is

constructing knowledge.
4. Not more of the same

One thing is certain, blended learning does not represent more of the same. It is not just finding the

right mix of technologies or increasing access to learning, although a secondary outcome may be

increased efficiency and convenience for students and professor. Blended learning inherently is about

rethinking and redesigning the teaching and learning relationship. To paraphrase Marshall McLuhan, it is

not enough to deliver old content in a new medium. We must seriously reflect on how to design and

deliver higher education. With the limited results of higher education in facilitating critical thinking

(King & Kitchener, 1994), and the need for these abilities in our information age, it is becoming clear

that it is essential we do better at facilitating critical, creative, and complex thinking skills. Blended

learning offers possibilities to create transformative environments that can effectively facilitate these

skills. It also represents a new challenge for higher education instructors to provide the necessary

teaching presence in a blended environment.
5. The transformative potential

As has been discussed, blended learning is an integration of face-to-face and online learning

experiences—not a layering of one on top of the other. From this perspective, the Internet has been
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considered to be a disruptive technology that requires a careful consideration of the educational goals,

structures, and processes (Archer, Garrison, & Anderson, 1999). There is evidence that blended learning

has the potential to be more effective and efficient when compared to a traditional classroom model

(Heterick & Twigg, 2003; Twigg, 2003). The evidence is that students achieve as well, or better, on

exams and are satisfied with the approach.

Results to date show improved student learning in 19 of the 30 projects, with the remaining 11

showing no significant difference. Other outcomes achieved by the redesigns include increased course

completion rates, improved retention, better student attitudes toward the subject matter, and increased

student satisfaction with the mode of instruction compared to traditional formats. We believe that

redesign is the watchword of technology’s promise for higher education [emphasis added]. (Heterick

& Twigg, 2003, p. 28)

There are a variety of possible explanations for these outcomes. In essence, though, we assert that

it begins by questioning the dominance of the lecture in favor of more active and meaningful

learning activities and tasks. In the studies reviewed by Heterick and Twigg (2003), typically, a large

enrolment course replaces one or two lectures each week with any combination of online discussion

groups, simulations, discovery labs, multimedia lessons, tutorials, assignments, research projects,

quizzes, and digital content. These may be effectively facilitated by teaching assistants under the

supervision of a professor. The professor then has more time to give to individual students and

enhance the quality of the course through sustained course development and innovation as well as

teaching development. Twigg (2003) argues that perhaps ‘‘the most significant aspect of this process

has been the need. . .to teach the design methodology. . .since neither faculty nor administrators

traditionally employ this approach to restructuring courses using IT’’ (p. 8). Blended learning has

enormous versatility and potential but concomitantly creates daunting challenges on the front end of

the design process.
6. The front end: administration and development

Issues pertaining to the front end of blended learning (administration and development) fall into the

following categories: policy, planning, resources, scheduling, and support.

6.1. Policy

Most traditional universities offer some form or forms of technology-mediated education to selected

populations of students—often based on individual faculty interest. These programs or courses are

typically managed by the individual faculties, or teaching faculty, and require little administrative

policy—because the number of students is usually quite small. However, a defining characteristic of

blended learning is the ability of the Internet to provide an interactive learning experience to large

numbers of students (e.g., high enrollment and/or high demand courses) in ways that are accessible and

cost effective (see for example, the Pew Foundation at http://www.center.rpi.edu/). As a result, there is a

need for a more formal approach to the development of policies and operations required to support

blended learning approaches.

 http:\\www.center.rpi.edu\ 
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6.2. Planning

Related to policy is planning. There are two essential levels of planning required to develop and

sustain blended learning: strategic and operational planning. Strategic planning involves the identifica-

tion of needs, goals, and objectives; potential costs; and available resources. Of the strategic planning

aspects, cost identification is the most complicated and important. Costs that need to be determined will

include technology, delivery model and schedules, human resources (e.g., administrative support, course

developers, instructors, and technical assistance), and infrastructure (e.g., hardware/software, Internet

access, and office space).

Operational plans are necessary to operationalize the goals and objectives in an action plan. With

respect to blended learning, operational planning involves attending to the noninstructional

components including the following: promotional and advertising strategies; creating relationships

for shared resources (e.g., registration, fees); managing technology; and creating an effective

assessment process.

6.3. Resources

The need to carefully assess the resources required to implement and sustain effective blended

learning environments cannot be overemphasized. The resources required fall into three broad

categories: financial, human, and technical.

Financial resources are necessary to initiate and support blended learning initiatives. New initiatives,

such as blended learning, need ‘seed money,’ but in the longer term may prove to be both more effective

and efficient (Heterick & Twigg, 2003). Sustained incentives for computers and release time as well as

support for instructional design and development are required. However, this cost is remarkably

affordable and can be found in existing budgets with a reassessment of priorities. As such, it is essential

that there be the commitment from senior administration.

Human resources are essential to the development and delivery of blended learning courses.

Individuals with instructional design, curriculum development, and technology skills are necessary to

support teaching faculty new to blended learning. In addition to these skills, individuals who can provide

personal attention and motivational strategies for teaching faculty who are not convinced of the value of

blended learning approaches are required.

Finally, technical resources that are dependable and transparent are required to ensure that the

technology can enhance the learning process—rather than obstruct it. This requires having course

management tools in place that have the capability of meeting the learning needs, is up-to-date, and the

technical tools are reliable and easy to use.

6.4. Scheduling

Blended learning approaches require considerable thought to the scheduling of courses. Specifically,

both teaching faculty and administration will need to rethink how courses are being offered. Will blended

learning courses be scheduled in the traditional format? (e.g., 3 days a week for 1 h). Or can a more flexible

format be developed whereby flexible scheduling can be implemented in ways that provide learners and

instructors with the ability to ‘time-shift?’ (In traditional higher education institutions, any kind of course

scheduling changes required by the registrar’s office change can be an enormous challenge).
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6.5. Support

Providing support for both students and teaching faculty is a critical component of blended learning.

At a minimum, providing effective support for blended learning requires an understanding of the course

management environment that students and teaching faculty will be using, in addition to situational,

dispositional, informational, and institutional barriers. More specifically, there needs to be a dedicated

student service support center to help students with technology access, which includes not only access to

a computer with the necessary software and Internet connections, but also support with the skills

necessary to succeed in a blended learning environment. Most traditional universities currently have

adequate support services for their students’ technology needs.

Teaching faculty also require support services, but, unlike their students, these supports are often not

in place. Teaching faculty require assistance with course development needs, time management of their

learning curve, and technical assistance. The most effective support systems for teaching faculty are

those that provide a course development team for the development of blended learning courses. This

team is typically comprised of the instructor as content expert, an instructional designer who assists with

course design, and a media specialist who assists with the technical creation of course materials.
7. Organizational and leadership issues

We hardly need to be reminded that higher education institutions, especially universities, are notorious

resisters to change. However, some are carefully rethinking their undergraduate experience, drafting

policy to guide technological innovation, and cautiously developing prototypes that will preserve the

traditional values of higher education. It should be noted that the interest and early success of blended

learning is due to the fact that it is an approach that can preserve and enhance the traditional values of

higher education. When thoughtfully designed, blended learning offers an opportunity to enhance the

campus experience and extend thinking and learning through the innovative use of Internet and

communications technology.

The current challenge for administrators, policymakers, and faculty of higher education institutions is

to acknowledge and accept that there have been significant and irreversible changes in societal demands,

funding shortfalls, competition, technological innovations, and student demographics. As a result, there

is a critical need to move creatively and assertively to confront and adapt to these changes. Successfully

responding to these demands involves a change in mind-set and a commitment to reposition higher

education institutions in terms of teaching and learning. Addressing this challenge requires creative and

innovative action; it also requires a shift in thinking in the way we conduct the educational enterprise.

Successful adoption of a blended learning approach to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of

teaching and learning will require the following:

� creation of clear institutional direction and policy
� frame the potential, increase awareness, and commit
� establishment of a single point of support, quality assurance and project management
� creation of an innovation fund to provide the financial support and incentives to faculty and

departments to initiate blended learning course transformations
� investment in establishing a reliable and accessible, technology infrastructure
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� strategic selection of prototype projects that prove to be exceptionally successful exemplars of

effective learning
� development of formal instructional design support available through a blended format
� systematic evaluation of satisfaction and success of the teaching, learning, technology and

administration of new course
� create a task group to address issues, challenges and opportunities as well as communicate and

recommend new directions to the University community.

This represents a considerable challenge to the leaders and academic faculty of higher education

institutions. It is clear that learning technologies must play a strategic role in the academic plans of

higher education. The question is, what are we doing to position our institutions for the transformational

changes that are very difficult to predict but are certain to disrupt the traditional structure and operational

dynamic of higher education? The question is whether current academic leaders have the vision,

courage, and decisiveness to position their institutions to be academic leaders in the 21st century. This is

not inconsistent with traditional values and practices or of high risk, politically or financially. To ignore

this is to neglect the core purpose of higher education, which is scholarly inquiry by students and faculty.

Leaders must apply the core values of higher education, skepticism, and inquiry, to how they conduct

their core business. This is happening on the research side of the house with the adoption of various

forms of technology. But it is rarely in evidence on the teaching side of the house. Where is the true spirit

of exploration and experimentation when it comes to teaching and learning? Where is the investment and

risk taking to move higher education from the 19th century to the 21st century? Little attention and effort

is being focused on the challenges of the classroom, increasing expectations, and conceptualizing the

properties and potential of blended learning approaches. Is higher education really committed to the

values we espouse; that of involving students in a learning community—a community of inquiry? While

we cannot say what the future will look like, neither can we say we have been up to the task of

understanding current realities, existing deficiencies, and engaging faculty and students in exploring new

and emerging possibilities.

Nor can senior academic officers continue to manage at a distance. They must take positions and

commit resources to developments, such as blended learning, where the financial investment is modest

and the academic return can be enormous. What remains is the will to act and focus on meaningful

change—not simply trying to win the public relations battle. Considering its potential congruence with

the traditional values and goals of higher education, it should be clear that blended learning is not a

technological fad. It is an approach and strategy that can be built upon in a progressive, systematic, and

thoughtful manner, and over time, will transform the institution in a manner congruent with our highest

ideals. This is the ‘‘good to greatness’’ strategy. With regard to technology, how we react to

technological change is a good indicator of its inner drive for greatness versus mediocrity. Great

institutions respond with ‘‘thoughtfulness and creativity, driven by a compulsion to turn unrealized

potential into results; mediocre companies react and lurch about, motivated by fear of being left behind’’

(Collins, 2001, p. 162).

Higher education institutions must react to technological change with understanding and vision but

also with the courage and decisiveness that will free resources to produce desired results and realize

potential. To date, most institutions of higher education can be described as lurching about.

It has been speculated that the survival of many higher education institutions are at stake. The

rationale underpinning this position is that competition for the best students and faculty has already
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become intense. Tuitions continue to rise and students want value for their investment. Not only are

students increasingly demanding a quality learning experience, they also want service and convenience.

There is growing evidence and a sentiment that sitting in a large lecture hall three times a week is not

intellectually stimulating or perhaps worth the commute to campus.
8. Conclusions

It is inevitable that campus-based higher education institutions will adopt blended learning approaches

in a significant way. As has been demonstrated by several institutions, once there is clear policy and

strong leadership, the evolution will be quick (e.g., University of Central Florida). In a matter of a few

short years, higher education institutions can be transformed in a manner consistent with their values and

mitigating the fiscal and pedagogical challenges and deficiencies currently challenging the quality of the

classroom experience. The academic benefit, evidence, and competitive advantages are clear; only the

will and commitment remains. Blended learning can begin the necessary process of redefining higher

education institutions as being learning centered and facilitating a higher learning experience.

In closing, as we explore the use of blended learning, it is important that we assess and evaluate its

effectiveness. Tracking transformations resulting from the use of blended learning approaches, with

respect to learning outcomes, student satisfaction, retention and achievement, are important to use as

baseline measures of change that result from blended learning courses. In addition to assessing the

learning outcomes, the learning process should also be assessed. Assessing and evaluating the effects of

blended learning on the learning process in terms of higher levels of learning (e.g., critical and reflective

thinking) is a priority. It is essential that researchers begin to explore the impact of blended learning in

achieving more meaningful learning experiences.
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