
“Impact of Blended Learning within classroom based teaching at Key Stage 4”

Teachers have ideas about learning that are informed by their experience and by theories/models that contain concepts and beliefs. The current dominant models (in the west) are individualistic and cognitive. Teaching Methods are strategies used in conjunction with learning approaches that promote, engage and enhances student learning. Coherence, developing autonomy and progression in student learning are key considerations when selecting teaching methods. Learning is not an agreed phenomenon (like teaching) and evidence to support is often complex and contested. Our children, and their following generations are already and will continue to grow up in a world that’s a stark reminder of how rapidly the human civilization has changed, a society and world where smartphones and tablets are widespread, affordable, and replacing most computers and laptops (Giarla, 2018)
“I never teach my pupils. I only attempt to provide the conditions in which they can learn.”  ~ Albert Einstein. The rapidly changing landscapes should be a marker to show that teaching methods need to evolve to keep up with the times and incorporate integrated technologies into the learning modal, these technologies aren’t going to go away, they’ll continue to be integrated into our society and it’s time to embrace them for the advantages they bring. Teaching and Learning of the modern world is one in which can create pathways to motivate and inspire. Our role as a teacher, regardless of the subject is for the learning outcomes to benefit the pupils that are sat in front of us – regardless of ability, knowledge or subject preference. “Our children and young people only have a relatively short time at school. We must use that time judiciously and productively to help each one of them to grow as a capable, healthy, well-rounded individual who can thrive in the face of unknown future challenges”, Donaldson (2015). 
Blended learning is commonly used throughout education. Blended learning is a technique where teachers and pupils combines the traditional classroom methods with online digital media, feedback and assessment. This is said to support leaning outside the classroom environment. Mason & Rennie (2006) believe “blended learning is said to combine the power and effectiveness of the classroom with the flexibility and anytime nature of e-learning and allows learning to be more tailored and more individualistic." Thomas and Net (2003) believed that blended learning gives the students to tools to self-discover, this inspiring them to complete tasks quickly. The flexibility inherent in this form of delivery enables teachers to rethink where and how they focus learning activity and students to develop self-directed learning skills and digital literacies. (Unknown Author, 2018). This methods of teaching and learning is innovative as it allows the learners to access a plethora of resources, taking more control and responsibility and how, when and where they study. Used imaginatively, blended learning can also develop skills in collaborative working and team-working, for example through project-based learning. In turn, it can improve both engagement and attainment – and so boost the reputation of any school/college (Unknown Author, 2017).
As part of my Learning Autonomy Professional Learning Community within school Blended Learning was an area of focus for me to implement within my GCSE Physical Education Year 11 theory class. The class used for this investigation are Set One and score above average on all areas of the national testing that they are subject to throughout their school education. Challenges has arisen due to the change of the GCSE specification and the need to develop new resources and lesson plans that are set to motivate pupils whilst ensuring that they are grasping the new content some of which is of A level standard. Within this method of teaching I varied a number of teacher led sessions, to pupil & peer led research enabling them to be responsible for their own learning. Independent learning as quoted by Collins & Moonen (2002) believe that “students will increasingly require educational programmes and a way of experiencing them tailored to their own situations”. By giving the pupil ownership of their learning within the classroom and online it allows them to have a greater deal of responsibility of their learning and in turn preparing them for higher education experiences should they wish to continue within the education system. Coupled with my motivation and drive to create innovative lessons it has been a project that has been very rewarding. Bradon (2004) describes innovative teaching as a “constructivist, social constructivist, and student-centred process”. This means that the learners are in an environment that is supportive where they feel comfortable to fully engage themselves in dependable situations and “relatable problem-solving activities to stimulate learning”.
During this investigation, the primary task was to facilitate the learning of pupils to grasp a greater understanding of the new topics that had been implemented by the WJEC GCSE Physical Education syllabus. This is the first cohort to sit the exam so the unknown and lack of specimen materials was a concern for both pupils and staff alike. During this investigation to help facilitate the pupils learning we focused on two areas; Planes and Axis of Movement and Commercialisation. Both of these topics lend themselves well towards the blended learning methodology coupled with pupils using their own knowledge and motivation to research and develop further understanding of the topic via their own means; independent learning. Pupils leave at the end of the academic year and it is important that pupils aren’t ‘spoon fed’ throughout their final year at school to ensure that they are able to transfer skills, knowledge and application across the Key Stages (KS3 Comprehensive School - KS4 Further Education). I planned to do this by giving pupils the best experience in the classroom. Combining the use of audio, video clips, the use of ICT and appropriate content to embed the learning. Pupils were then asked to research a task and/or question for homework and in term feedback to the group their findings. Donaldson (2015) states that “the ability to use technology creatively for researching and problem solving as key competences that they wanted to see in prospective employees.”
Throughout this investigation, pupils followed the new specification as delivered by the teacher using traditional teaching methods combined with blended learning techniques. The objective was to help pupils understand the new content added to the exam structure and be able to access the higher marks available on the summer exam. During this time pupils would be taught a topic via the traditional teaching methods, pupils would then subject to the topic being taught that lesson would then be set tasks individually and were asked within lessons to work in groups of four to six. Pupils all have access to HWB, drop box and the school Vertical Learning Environment (VLE) in order to communicate with the teacher directly and access the files that they required to complete the set tasks. This also allowed for a discussion forum to develop so that pupils could communicate when they were online at the same time. Prior to this, pupils were given training in order for them to access the files from home as well as in school. The teacher has access to the pupils work to track and monitor progress and whether or not the task has been completed. Much has been debated on the efforts to teaching students how to think rather than what to think (Bruning et al, 2004). Traditional face-to-face classes is distinct from an online e-learning environment in that synchronous learning relies on time and place and asynchronous learning is independent from space and allows students to work independently at their own pace (Clark, 2012). This was true with this investigation. This specific Set 1 GCSE PE class is one that likes structure and prepared worksheets/activities to be given to them. This new way of teaching initially didn’t sit well with all pupils. As an educational practitioner, my goal was to help challenge the mind and improve critical thinking. Incorporating critical thinking activities is one such strategy to promote active learning in the online environment. Critical thinking has been captured by Paul and Elder (2010) as the art of evaluating one’s thinking with the goal of continuously improving. A sample of pupil’s work can be found in the appendix at the end of this report.
OFSTED (2015) produced a new framework in which it required teachers to consider a variety of different teaching methods. It states that the use of ICT will enhance learning as gives the students more opportunity to visit learning resources which promotes independent learning. Using the software such as SharePoint, Drop Box and VLE it allows the students to access information they don’t have time to access during the lesson. It promotes further reading and allows the students to access other resources. 

During the time of using this method of teaching I have encouraged pupils to research topics. Looking for a variety of articles, websites, forums and chatrooms to further enhance their learning experience. This was also a great tool to encourage those pupils to communicate with one another including myself as the learning facilitator. This gives them access to ask any questions required regarding a topic or area of study – with the focus of sharing their learning. Totten, Sills, Gigby & Russ (1991) state that “it gives the opportunity to engage in discussion and take responsibility for their own learning”. 
The benefits of blended learning are the modern ICT interventions that can be used. They are both relevant and serve as a quick and familiar tool for the pupils to help interact with the topic/activity.  The internet is a tool that pupils are familiar with and as a result allows faster access to articles, resources and e-books. “ICT plays a major role in education as it contributes to a universal access to education, equality in education, the teaching of quality learning and an effective education management tool” (UNESCO, 2014).  However, during this phase, the access to computer rooms and the world wide web is significant. Pupils need to ensure that they are accessing reliable websites. As educational practitioners, it is important to maintain our knowledge and up to date with recent technological advances. OFSTED (2015) framework, it was noticed that flexibility was needed in teachers when thinking about delivery methods. This in turn will make it easier for the pupils and learners to understand. That said; the pupils need to ensure that they have ICT skills embedded and that they have access to essential learning tools such as word, the internet. Whilst using this method of teaching I have found the pupils that learn primarily via a kinaesthetic mind set remain on task and engaged throughout. Much has been debated on the efforts to teaching students how to think rather than what to think (Bruning et al, 2004).. Traditional face-to-face classes is distinct from an online e-learning environment in that synchronous learning relies on time and place and asynchronous learning is independent from space and allows students to work independently at their own pace (Clark, 2012). 

By incorporating critical thinking activities such as blended learning is one strategy that teachers can use to promote active learning. Critical thinking as captured by Paul and Elder (2010) is “the art of evaluating ones thinking with the goal of continuously improving”. Initially when starting this process, the pupils were unsure of the method and weary to try something new. Reassurance and perseverance is key as these have since revealed long term benefits. By replicating real-life experiences, using the internet and articles to reinforce learning I found that pupils were engaged and motivated with topics, even those that were out of their comfort zone. Wood & Sereni-Massinger (2016) state that Real- life learning allows the kinaesthetic learner to thrive in the environment where they immerse themselves in the experience. This engages the kinaesthetic learner and promotes active learning in the online environment especially when paired with community related issues (Bonk & Zhang, 2006), (Bonk & Zhang, 2008). Throughout lessons as a physical subject I needed to ensure that there were ‘practical’ elements that were still in place. “Practical application is imperative to a kinaesthetic learner. The more practical application the kinaesthetic learner can apply, the greater learning will occur for them” Wood & Sereni-Massinger (2016). As an educator, it is relevant to have awareness of the various learning style preferences in order to develop course content that would increase the number of higher learning opportunities and optimal class performance (Markovic & Jovanovic, 2012). 
As mentioned OFSTED (2015) new framework promotes the development of the use of ICT in the classroom environment so it can complement and enhance learning for the students. "Whether you love it or loathe it the focus on technology for learning is becoming an even louder voice in the conversation on pedagogy and educational practice". Ingle, S. Duckworth, V. (2013). As we encountered throughout this process, technology is a wonderful tool, however with all methods has it flaws and difficulties that we in turn encountered. ICT equipment is expensive and with an increasing craze of teaching in this manner the availability of the computer suites was limited. We encountered issues with the use of Microsoft Word and Mac. This was at times more difficult for those pupils that were from a deprived background as they didn’t have access to the internet or correct tools to complete tasks set. 
During this investigation, the primary task was to facilitate the learning of pupils to grasp a greater understanding of the new topics that had been implemented by the new WJEC GCSE Physical Education syllabus. This is the first cohort to sit the exam so the unknown and lack of specimen materials was a concern for both pupils and staff alike. During this investigation to help facilitate the pupils learning we focused on two areas; Planes and Axis of Movement and Commercialisation of Sport. Both of these topics lend themselves well towards the blended learning methodology coupled with pupils using their own knowledge and motivation to research and develop further understanding of the topic via their own means; independent learning. Pupils leave at the end of the academic year and it is important that pupils aren’t ‘spoon fed’ throughout their final year at school to ensure that they are able to transfer skills, knowledge and application across the Key Stages (KS3 Comprehensive School - KS4 Further Education). I planned to do this by giving pupils the best experience in the classroom. Combining the use of audio, video clips, the use of ICT and appropriate content to embed the learning. Pupils were then asked to research a task and/or question for homework and in term feedback to the group their findings. Donaldson (2017) states that “the ability to use technology creatively for researching and problem solving as key competences that they wanted to see in prospective employees.”
For most pupils within the class this method of learning was a successful one. However, some pupils need a variety of teaching methods and strategies to understand the concept of the topic and need to be very self-motivated in order to achieve the desired outcome. Within this investigation a majority of pupils enjoyed the freedom of how they learned and the opportunity to use the internet, audio and video to help understand the topics. Pupils enjoyed researching the area of learning, reading related articles and/or watching the related media that was attached to such, whether that be from the exam board or the world wide web. Some pupils however, struggled with the free time to research and complete tasks, and preferred being given the work to study rather than doing so independently. In line with Donaldson (2017) the goal as a teacher throughout this investigation was to, alongside the new wales curriculum guidance helping to promote and create: ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; healthy, confident individuals. Marcy (2001) stated that the greater the amount of teaching methods used, the more valuable it will be to the learners. This is very true for this specific group. Within the Professional Learning Group (PLC) I am assigned to Learning Autonomy is they key focus. A variety of teachers from a broad range of subjects attend the meetings termly. We all have a different focus of learning, mine being blended learning. There are however other innovative ways of learning, some in which have been successful within other departments e.g. maths have inroduced flipped learning and is working successfully. Bradon (2004) states that innovative teaching as a “constructivist, social constructivist, and student centred process” and are submerged in “relatable problem-solving activities to stimulate learning”. This stating that learners are being taught in an environment that is supportive whereby they are capable of engaging fully in the tasks presented by the educator. I would be keen to try alternative methods to explore a more extensive was to motivate and inspire pupils. All individuals learn in different ways. As an educator, it can be tough to always meet the needs of all learners based on the teaching/learning method being delivered. As teachers, we dedicate ourselves to our students. This is important, by getting to know our students, we can plan lessons to facilitate all pupils in your classroom. We should use combination of teaching methods and continue to strive to be the innovate teacher that demands engagement, independent learning and an immersive environment for our pupils. In my opinion, a teacher needs to be equipped with a broad range of teaching methods and strategies. This is more likely to engage all learners as no two individuals learn in the same manner. By being innovative an open to explore new methods of teaching and learning it can serve to deliver the correct materials to the students enabling them to open up to new realms of teaching and stimulating their intellectual characteristics allowing for their learning to be enhanced. Wood & Sereni-Messenger (2016) state that introducing such ‘hands on’ activities, combined with real world application, creates an online learning environment that allows students to encounter high interaction and experimentation with the course materials. The importance of Blended Learning lies with the ability for it to be different to the usual methods of teaching. Every individual that sits in front of us have a unique way of learning and now with these innovative methods coupled with technology the learning experience can be tailored for every pupil we teach, giving the option for them to learn at their own pace. Sternberg and Lubart, (1999) suggested that “divergent thinking, and providing opportunities for active learning and stimulating learning could help innovative practises in the classroom”. Zhu et al. (2013) believe that innovative teaching also requires four competencies: learning, social, educational, and technological. 
To further develop the mind-set of my pupils, I would look to explore different methods of autonomy to stimulate learning. To develop recourses further I would look at implementing flipped learning into my teaching methods. This would again bring the motivation for pupils to earn at their own convenience more prevalent, research online, encourage extended reading and allow them to relax as they will be completing tasks from the comfort of their own home. Thus, allowing them to bridge the gap for further/higher education. In my opinion at GCSE level and with a new syllabus this would help pupils prepare for the next lesson as they will have the opportunity to research the topic prior to the lesson. Allowing them to read, understand and prepare. Ultimately, flipping a classroom involves shifting the energy away from the instructor and toward the students and then leveraging educational tools to enhance the learning environment.” (Bergmann and Sams, 2012)
Finally, pupils require feedback. This was difficult to give pupils individually during the investigation, however worked well when they were in small groups. The way in which we deliver feedback is essential for learning to take place. This at times during this investigation was not given to the pupils fast enough. Work needs to be done to create a system/method/discussion board to give feedback in a timely manner in order for a positive change to take place. “Feedback should be provided quickly enough to be useful for the students”, this can be done effectively using the notebook tool” (Gibbs & Simpson, 2004). When pupils are sat in front of you the feedback that the pupils receive is that of constructive that allows for change to take place in order for learning to be effective. Throughout the investigation past paper questions were given to pupils to check in on learning and ensure that pupils were on the right track and indeed if learning had taken place. 

In conclusion, blended learning is an effective method of teaching that encourages and motivates pupils to learn in a new and innovative way. However, teachers need to ensure that they have a wide range of activities, methods and tools to help engage learners, allowing them to explore ways to increase their capacity for learning. The use of ICT was a big factor throughout the investigation as it was relevant and gave pupils the opportunity to explore articles, relevant news and videos to support learning. By using the school VLE, drop box and email I was able to send and save quizzes, past paper questions and links to help facilitate their learning. By broadening the activities that pupils complete it allows them to work independently as they are exploring topics and areas of interest that they are already knowledgeable about and also allow them to feel more comfortable talking about topics that they are yet to explore with the help of the world wide web, articles and ICT. I liked the fact that pupils by the end of the topic more social. Worked better with peers and felt confident regarding researching the unknown. Particularly in this case where the topics were brand new for both teacher and pupil alike as an educator I was challenged to make the information permeable and deliver it in such a way that they would remember. As Petty (2009) states “presenting information is one thing, but getting them to understand it is another”. Via the VLE I uploaded past paper and quizzes to monitor progress. Pupils could only answer these questions once, this for me was essential as this allowed me to ensure that pupils were clearly understanding the topic rather than allowing it to be a more open format, meaning they could attempt the questions on more than one occasion. Blended learning has been a great success and as stated above has a number of benefits. I will continue to incorporate this method alongside the traditional methods to ensure my pupils are successful. Blended learning promotes independent learning and as this investigation has proven, can enhance the learning experience. With an educator who is open minded and  keen to try something new and explore this method of teaching it allows for the teacher and learner alike to capture a broad range of learning and teaching styles. And as a result, creates a better learning environment and a very rewarding teaching environment. 
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