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Tim Flanagan is a seventh-grade English 
language arts teacher in Stonington, 
Connecticut. He has been working to 

improve instruction in his classroom for a number 
of years and recently decided to return to school to 
build up his skill set as an educator. He was very inter-
ested in global education and technology, and as he 
searched, he looked for programs that would adapt to 
his schedule as an educator. Tim was not interested in 
traditional higher education or professional develop-
ment series chronotopes dictating that he needed to 
be present at a specific place and time. He wanted 
something that would break away from traditional 
learning practices and allow him to negotiate differ-
ent times, spaces, and places and use diverse tools 
situated in his life.

Tim ultimately entered the Instructional 
Technologies & Digital Media Literacy Program, 
designed as a hybrid, or blended, learning program. 
He had already heard 
about hybrid learn-
ing and was excited 
to see how this was 
different from a tradi-
tional online learning 
experience. Tim also 
believed that the pro-
gram would help him 
with the current goals 
in his classroom. His 
school district wanted 

to increase students’ access to technology, acquiring 
several Chromebook carts. At the same time, Tim 
began noticing students’ advanced online literacy 
practices, such as social media, fan fiction writing 
forums, and video-gaming communities, and wanted 
to include these interests in his teaching. For more 
information on the Instructional Technologies & 
Digital Media Literacy Program, visit this blog post: 
wiobyrne.com/itdml.

Tim focused on authentically and effectively em-
bedding technology into his classroom instruction. 
Students’ technology access and motivation chal-
lenged him to consider how to best adapt what he 
was learning in his coursework to his classroom, yet 
he enthusiastically wanted to implement these learn-
ing experiences. He began building a hybrid learn-
ing model and decided that a significant amount of 
his students’ online learning would occur on Google 
Docs (https://www.google.com/docs/about) as a space 
for writing and editing. In addition, Tim created a 
workshop period called Digital Texts and Tools, al-
lowing him to work with students to explore digital 
tools and ultimately allowing students to create on-
line tutorials using screencasting. Although Tim has 
experienced a number of challenges, he continues to 
explore how hybrid models will best help him meet 
students’ educational goals. To learn more about Tim 
and connect with him online, you can visit his web-
site: timflanagan.flavors.me.

What Is Hybrid Learning?
Hybrid learning is a pedagogical approach that 
combines face-to-face (F2F) instruction with 
computer-mediated instruction (Ferdig, Cavanaugh, 
& Freidhoff, 2012). The terms blended learning, hy-
brid learning, and mixed-mode learning are used in-
terchangeably in current research; however, in the 
United States, hybrid learning is used most often 
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(Martyn, 2003). Although hybrid learning can be di-
verse in how it is implemented, educators agree that 
this approach is “any time a student learns at least in 
part at a supervised brick-and-mortar location away 
from home and at least in part through online deliv-
ery with some element of student control over time, 
place, path, and/or pace” (Staker, 2011, p. 5).

Hybrid learning models are expanding as many 
educators, like Tim, are creating online environments 
for their students. Although this model is relatively 
new, the goal is similar to other educational innova-
tions: “for helping teachers achieve what they strive 
to do every day—deeply understand and enable each 
student they work with to reach the very highest levels 
of educational mastery” (Powell, Rabbitt, & Kennedy, 
2014, p. 6). Yet, researchers tout that hybrid learning 
has the potential to provide a transformative experi-
ence in which new modes of education can challenge 
teachers to consider the best ways to educate students.

Much of the power in hybrid learning comes from 
modification or manipulation of time, space, and place 
to improve teaching and learning. Asynchronous and 
synchronous learning events have different properties 
that may be exploited for different pedagogical purpos-
es (Sotillo, 2000). Synchronous refers to real-time com-
munication that mimics elements of a conversation or 
discussion (Mason, 1994; Riva, 2002). Using digital 
texts and tools, synchronous learning is only possible 
when using text, video, or audio chats. Asynchronous 
refers to communication of learning activities that 
occur outside of real time (Curtis & Lawson, 2001; 
Warschauer, 1997). Digital texts and tools that encour-
age asynchronous learning include videos, bulletin 
boards, readings, and writing or blogging activities. 
Asynchronous learning events allow the educator to 
build in elements of metacognitive delay, in turn al-
lowing learners to “press pause” on learning or perhaps 
delay an immediate response. Although these are dif-
ferent ways to structure an online experience,

in the hands of experienced teachers, both 
modes of [computer-mediated communication 
(i.e., synchronous and asynchronous)] can be 
used as novel tools to enhance the learning 
acquisition process by encouraging interaction 
among participants, collaborative text construc-
tion, and the formation of electronic communi-
ties of learners. (Sotillo, 2000, p. 82)

Hybrid learning should be viewed as an inter-
mediate step between fully F2F and fully online 
learning environments. Although there is no perfect 

or mandatory mixture, the best approach is one that 
attends to student learning objectives and scaffolds 
learners (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004). The purpose of 
this column is to consider the affordances and con-
straints that teachers like Tim encounter when they 
work to digitalize course content. For additional in-
formation on research and opportunities for literacy 
instruction in virtual, blended, and hybrid learning 
environments, visit this literature review and webinar: 
wiobyrne.com/hybrid-learning-environments.

Pedagogical Considerations  
and Opportunities
Often, educational technologies are incorporated in 
the classroom to provide opportunities for student 
learning to be independent, personalized, and sus-
tainable (Graham, 2006; Heinze & Procter, 2004). 
Hybrid learning provides an opportunity for sus-
tainable, disruptive transformation of some of the 
challenges that permeate teaching and learning in tra-
ditional contexts. It should also be noted that simply by 
adding technology to instruction does not mean that 
all learners will be motivated or engaged. Integrating 
technology into the classroom should not drive in-
structional decision making; rather, pedagogical goals 
and objectives should determine whether a hybrid 
model is the best instructional design. Hutchison and 
Woodward (2014) argued that when incorporating 
any digital technology into the classroom, the instruc-
tional goal should be the first consideration and also 
provide the impetus for reflection after the tool has 
been implemented. This can be true of hybrid learn-
ing models. Educators must consider their objectives, 
learning outcomes, and why this instructional model 
is most effective for student learning and engagement.

Models for Hybrid Learning
Although educators and researchers are still experi-
menting with various forms of hybrid learning, it is 
important to note that there are multiple models for 
blending online and F2F instruction. One of the 
more comprehensive models (Staker, 2011) details six 
versions of hybrid learning: F2F driver, rotation, flex, 
online lab, self-blend, and online driver.

Teacher Development Considerations 
and Opportunities
Although the six models provide a glimpse at current 
ways to structure hybrid learning, it is important to 
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note that research shows that there is no one perfect 
method to balance out F2F and online instruction in 
a way that is perfect in every situation (Garrison & 
Kanuka, 2004). Most importantly, teachers need to 
be trained and given the pedagogical liberty to uti-
lize traditional classroom methods while engaging in 
enhanced training to develop skills targeted for on-
line and hybrid learning environments (Kennedy & 
Archambault, 2011).

Watson (2007) indicated the following addi-
tional skills needed by educators as they build, teach, 
and learn in hybrid spaces. First, educators and stu-
dents need to build enhanced communication skills. 
Participants cannot rely on nonverbal or proximal 
cues to address misunderstandings. Second, time 
management may be a challenge in asynchronous 
classes. Students can be online at any time, so teach-
ers cannot predict when heavier workloads will occur. 
Third, teacher planning time needs to be extended 
and enriched. Most hybrid lessons need to include 
a multimedia component, which may require addi-
tional planning. Fourth, educators must be prepared 
to differentiate for different learning styles or abilities. 
Teachers must be able to adapt online content for 
reaching students with physical or learning disabilities.

Although this may seem like an insurmountable 
goal, getting started is really quite easy. Our advice 
is to begin by reviewing and digitizing digital copies 
of all of your teaching and learning materials. As you 
review teaching materials, rebuild those that may not 
be effective. This might include using and sharing on 
Google Docs or uploading materials to websites such 
as SlideShare (www.slideshare.net) or Scribd (https://
www.scribd.com). The important part is making doc-
uments easily accessible for students as they work on-
line. We do not advise uploading documents as Word 
documents, PDFs, or PowerPoint files, as this can be 
problematic for students and colleagues because it re-
quires that they download and use other software to 
access your materials. Google Docs allows you to up-
load existing documents, or begin using Google Apps 
(https://www.google.com/edu/products/productivity-
tools) to create and share materials.

After reviewing and digitizing all of your teach-
ing and learning materials, create one learning hub 
to house all of them. This means that each educator 
should have one website or blog where they save and 
embed all materials that will be shared with students. 
This ensures that students know where to access teach-
ing materials without requiring students to follow a 
trail of bread crumbs and links across the Internet to 

find resources. For more information on consider-
ations for building your digital learning hub, review 
this webpage: wiobyrne.com/building-your-hub.

Once you have your teaching and learning materi-
als uploaded and embedded on your learning hub, start 
folding them into your classroom instruction. Have 
students read a website or document online as opposed 
to in class. Have them review a video online and come 
in to class prepared to discuss. Creating opportunities 
for hybrid learning allows you to assess how changing 
time, place, space, and modes affects instructional ob-
jectives. Continue to modify and iterate your design 
and materials based on student performance.

Conclusion
As technology increasingly modifies aspects of path, 
pace, time, and place in our own lives, it also is affect-
ing spaces for teaching and learning. Many teachers, 
including preservice teachers coming out of methods 
courses and inservice teachers in graduate work or 
professional development opportunities, are enrolling 
in hybrid learning programs. In turn, teachers are in-
creasingly trying to identify opportunities to embed 
learning experiences for their students that blend F2F 
and online environments.

To gain this knowledge and experience, teachers 
similar to Tim are enrolled in graduate programs with 
the emphasis of online learning in their teaching de-
livery and pedagogical focus. In addition to formal ed-
ucation or professional development, many teachers 
are also participating in online learning communities 
via Twitter, Google+, or massive open online cours-
es to learn more about engaging students in hybrid 
learning opportunities. However, this is not always as 
simple as reproducing what has been done. Teachers, 
like Tim, who are enthusiastic about using technol-
ogy to create hybrid learning opportunities still have 
to weigh the affordances and constraints of creating 
these environments for their students.

Regardless of the methods and means by which 
educators experience and connect with hybrid learn-
ing, there needs to be a focus on instructional objec-
tives. As online education and massive open online 
courses take off, we fear a growing sense that good 
pedagogy might not be as important in online and 
hybrid learning experiences. Sometimes there is a be-
lief that if we just put computers in front of students, 
or “get an app for it,” they will learn. There may be a 
devaluing of the importance and effect of pedagogy 
and instructional design in hybrid learning.
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Educators and students need to be given the lati-
tude to teach and learn in these hybrid spaces while 
being protected and supported by schools. Ultimately, 
teachers and students bear an equal responsibility as 
they collaboratively learn and experiment in these 
evolving spaces. An appreciation is required for the 
complexities, pitfalls, advantages, and limitations 
inherent in using these online learning spaces. A 
thoughtful, highly trained educator might hold the 
key to identifying best principles and new horizons in 
hybrid learning. We need to empower educators and 
students to work together to collaboratively define and 
redefine what it means to be able to teach and learn 
across time, pace, path, and place.
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