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Abstract: Due to the pandemic situation, teachers around the world were forced to implement new ways of
teaching, experimenting, willingly or not, what involves online learning. Blended learning, the meaningful
combination of learning at a distance and in school, through a careful choice of different tools and strategies, is
becoming nowadays increasingly common in schools. Some time ago, the benefits of blended learning have been
long recognized and go beyond the immediate needs created by the pandemic. Blended learning provides
teachers and students more opportunities to customize the learning process as an important step towards a
competence-based education where the learner stands at the center of an active learning process.

Now, blended learning has become more useful than ever. First of all, it is a challenge or a threat - it depends on
which side we look at things, in order to find the most appropriate teaching methods in the still current pandemic

situation.
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SARS-COV is a virus that has subdued the planet. It has shown us, once again, that the future
is unpredictable and that it can throw us into some unprecedented situations, as it was during
2020, a year that caused many difficulties, on all levels. This virus has left its mark on all
areas of activities and the education field... was not the exception.

Because health is always a priority, the best alternative for the educational process during the
pandemic situation - it has been online learning. Willingly or not, online learning had to be
implemented as a ,lifeline’’ in a circumstantial and seemingly hopeless situation. If the

university environment was somehow familiar with this concept by developing the form of
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distance learning, for most those from the pre-university environment, it was a huge
challenge. A land more or less known but certainly too little experienced.

The closure of schools represented for all the factors involved - teachers - students - parents, a
new approach to what it means ad-litteram learning from home. Being an unprecedented
situation, the teachers had to rethink, at least at the beginning, each for himself, a new and
especially efficient learning process.

Synchronous and asynchronous learning, notions that at first raised many questions for
teachers, are now well known after a year of experimenting with online learning. Synchronous
learning involves real-time interaction between all participants in a learning session at the
same time, using methods of teaching such as live lectures, explanations, debates through
video conferencing, teleconferencing, live chats, etc. Asynchronous learning is also achieved
through online channels but without interaction at the same time, starting from the idea that
students research the same teaching material but at different times and different locations.
This involves creating materials with appropriate scientific content for individual
documentation, guided and well-structured lessons, homework and assignments, the existence
of virtual bibliographic sources, discussion forums, or other social media platforms for
interacting.

After a year of researches, worries, clarifications, experimentations when we must
implement, correctly or less, the online learning system, we can say now that due to a virus,

all those involved in the education system need to reconsider other dimensions of education.

1. What is blended learning?

Because technology in any domain opens up horizons, offers new development opportunities,
education specialists captured some time ago the perspectives that new technologies would
bring for improving the teaching process. Even more, the educational system, to performing
and be efficient, must be anchored to the present reality, a reality in which technological
progress is almost omnipresent. Thus, the system of ,,blended learning’’ has been piloted and
tested being used more and more frequently in various studies and research in the field.

We can say that due to the COVID pandemic we have implemented, consciously or not, in
one form or another, blended learning (especially in the case of the hybrid scenario). At first,
a big threat because many teachers were reluctant from fear or because they did not master the

very well digital techniques, now we see it as an opportunity to introduce a more permanent
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blended learning model in schools, allowing this way a greater personalization of student
learning.

And certainly, the future of education cannot be denied by technology and an attractive and
effective integration mix of school-to-school in conjunction with distance schooling must be
found.

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers around the world have been forced to
implement new ways of teaching and learning at a distance and in classroom conditions. The
benefits of blended learning have long been recognized and transcend the immediate needs
created by the pandemic. Blended learning gives teachers more opportunities to personalize
their students' learning process and can therefore increase their autonomy, motivation, and
self-direction. Blended learning can therefore be an important step towards competency-based
education, in which the student is at the center of the active learning process.

The term blended learning is frequently used, but there is also an ambiguity about what is
meant by it. Blended learning is a general term that includes, as the name suggests, not only
the mix of different types of education (school and distance learning, usually facilitated by
technology) but also other mixtures, such as combinations of different methods, training,
pedagogical approaches, and tools.

According to the European Commission (2021), blended learning is a teaching and learning
process that integrates different factors: learning environments (home, online, school, others);
skills development process (continuous and professional learning); the affective domain
(motivation, satisfaction, discouragement, frustration); and people (students, teachers, parents,
other staff). For this reason, it is important to consider blended learning in the continuous
development of the whole school and all stakeholders associated with it.

Although blended learning involves different mixtures, in the following we will focus on

combining online distance learning with learning in a common physical space - the classroom.

2. Why focus on blended learning?

Nowadays, blended learning has become more useful than ever. First of all, it is a challenge or
a threat - it depends on which side we look at things, in order to find the most appropriate
teaching methods in the still current context of the pandemic. How to choose the right tools to
encourage students to actively participate and, at the same time, allow us the teachers, to

achieve the planned goals. Each form of teaching has its advantages and disadvantages and in
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the end, it is up to us teachers to familiarize ourselves with as many learning techniques,
synchronous and asynchronous, as possible to approach and implement and to find a measure
in their use by making the best suitable choice.
Technology has changed society, the way people live and communicate with each other, and
also school needs to evolve because children/teenagers/young learners and even adults are
different: learning environments are changing and need to be integrated as naturally as
possible, and the school must be able to prepare citizens for the skills of the 21st century and
motivate young learners and even adults for an autonomous lifelong learning process.
To respond to different motivations, to approach different learning skills, and rhythms and to
adapt to different learning situations, must be developed new tools, new ways of teaching
work. This means being able to effectively integrate and combine old and new ways of
working in a completely new process, from planning to evaluation and carry out an attractive
and constructive learning process that allows the expected learning outcomes to be achieved.
At the same time, blended learning offers students and teachers multiple benefits:

v" chance to develop ICT skills;

v" increases students' motivation to participate in the lesson and activities;

v" call multiple intelligences and different learning styles;

v’ offers certain independence in time because the activities can be completed at the pace

of each student;
v' offers the possibility to create the final product of a project that fits their aesthetic
criteria because ICT offers a variety of ways of expression.

The pandemic crisis was the moment when we were ,,pushed’’ to reconfigure the teaching
and learning environments. Because of this forced distance learning, teachers themselves have
learned new electronic tools to achieve educational goals, and although it has been very
difficult for most of us to turn a classroom learning process into a distance learning process.
The lessons taught during the period of school closure highlighted several of advantages and
disadvantages and have contributed to the improvement of new skills or competencies and
even the teaching act as a whole.
Undoubtedly, the physical space of a school is and will be of the greatest importance, both for
children/adolescents and their families, and students must attend school from Monday to
Friday in a ,,normal’’ program. Diversity is the key to success in any field, including

education, and we do not have to lock ourselves in a room again to learn a discipline or return
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to school in the 19th and 20th centuries. The school must exist to provide support and
facilities for real learning.

The general definition of blended learning is that of a ,,thoughtful fusion of face-to-face and
online learning experiences” (Garrison si Vaughan, 2008), where the online component takes
place at a distance. This means that face-to-face and distance learning experiences should
complement each other in a meaningful way and use their strengths.

This definition is quite broad and this is because there is no specific plan for the
implementation of blended learning. This is different from other pedagogical approaches,
such as project-based learning or collaborative learning, which are much narrower and more
concrete in their definitions. How blended learning is implemented will be dictated by the
situation in the learning locations (classroom and distance), the pedagogical approaches used
with it, the factors related to technology (ease of use, accessibility, availability, etc.), as well
as the competence of different actors involved.

The different proportions of face-to-face and online involvement become a mixed learning
environment.

Successful implementation of a blended learning approach requires assurance that the time
students spend at a distance supports and leads the work they do in school and vice versa, thus
contributing to the achievement of learning outcomes. Blended learning is not just about
giving a little homework or setting up an online repository for lessons. Significant integration
of school and distance interaction and the use of the benefits provided by these learning
environments is what makes the implementation of blended learning successful. Learning in
the two environments should be integrated, complementary, and overlapping, and learners
should have some control over time, place, and pace. (Maxwell, 2016; Staker & Horn, 2012)
www.blendedlearning.org suggests several blended learning models that can help teachers to
significantly integrate teaching and learning in school and at a distance. These are examples
that should provide an understanding of the very different ways in which blended learning is
organized. The examples given may provide enough ideas to start conceptualizing the own
blended learning model as just starting points for your version of combining school and
distance learning.

One of the examples of good practice regarding the implementation of blended learning can

be viewed here https:/youtu.be/m 55kgyRjqQ



http://www.blendedlearning.org/
https://youtu.be/m_55kgyRjqQ
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3. Reflections on learning environments - at school and/or online?
Each learning environment offers some of advantages and disadvantages, the key to success is
precisely finding that balance in combining the advantages and minimizing the disadvantages
as much as possible, leading to the achievement of the expected learning outcomes.
Below are several of the strengths and weaknesses, the most relevant, regarding the learning
environment - in school or at distance, mentioned by teachers, lists that can be completed by
sharing experiences or views of other colleagues:
Strengths of school learning:
- interpersonal relationships that contribute to better acquisition of skills, with a
positive impact on the development of student's personality;
- developing oral communication skills, in front of a physically present audience,
offering better control and management of emotions;
- observing students and adapting real-time learning tasks to each person's learning
needs;
- learning routines and practices have a predictable pace;
- when students are together at school, they learn about what it means to be part of a

community and how a community works while discovering themselves;

Weaknesses of school learning:

- too many students in a class which makes it difficult to monitor students, especially
those with more learning difficulties;

- hyperactive students or those with concentrating difficulties who may disrupt the
activity of other colleagues, contributing to a tense learning atmosphere;

- inadequate space as equipment, uncomfortable, which would make learning difficult
(furniture, lighting, heat, technological equipment - laptop, video projector, internet

connection - improperly);

Strengths of online learning
- the use of different learning platforms allows a more interesting and captivating
approach for pupils/students. The curriculum becomes relevant and more connected to

the real world;
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- using various online tools or applications, the teaching-learning-assessment activity
becomes more fun and allows immediate feedback;

- distance learning can lead to more autonomous pupils/students, who feel responsible
for the own learning process. So they develop their ability to assume and organize
their learning process according to the own pace of learning becoming more
autonomous;

- students will be more involved and skilled in the use of modern, flexible, and
independent technology;

- improves the student's individual ability to discover, solve problems, seek solutions,

be creative;

Weaknesses of online learning
- it is a more ,solitary’’ teaching that does not facilitate the interaction between
classmates;
- contributes to a sedentary lifestyle, poor sociability, low levels of attention and
listening, lower participation, fragmented learning;

- more attention on ICT than on the subject taught;

4. And why blended learning?

Because well-organized blended learning can have many of advantages. Some authors -
Garrison and Kanuka (2004) - argue that blended learning is effective because it questions the
traditional lecture-based teaching model, allowing time in the classroom to focus on more
active and meaningful activities.

Garrison and Vaughan (2008) point out that blended learning is not simply a ,,supplement” to
traditional teaching strategies but rather a redesign of teaching and learning that combines
distance learning with face-to-face encounters, creating new learning opportunities. Mixing
in-school and distance learning can help teachers personalize their students' learning,
personalize learning according to each student's strengths, abilities, and interests, and create
inclusive learning environments that offer a variety of learning pathways that could be

followed to achieve learning goals. Blended learning courses offer flexibility to teachers in
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the way they present their teaching materials and to students in the pace and variety of

learning approaches they could experience.

In conclusion, all we have to do is find a bridge between traditional learning and online
learning, look for solutions and adapt to the demands of today's world, a world strongly
connected to technology, and try, with small but sure steps, to implement blended learning.

Maybe, in the near future, this becomes a common way of approaching the learning process.
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