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An exploration of students’ engagement in blended learning during a pandemic in Wales.

Abstract
In what has been a significant change in the way education has been delivered across Wales, as the result of the pandemic – blended learning has presented many challenges for students and lecturers alike: namely engagement.  This article offers an exploration of students’ engagement in this type of learning by drawing upon the factors that may affect its success.  
The article will outline the background to the pandemic in Wales before moving on to the definitions of blended learning and will choose one for the purpose of the article.  It will explore the concept of engagement and the factors that can affect successful engagement in this type of education delivery.
There will be reflection on asynchronous and synchronous learning and finally an exploration of blended learning models.  The article concludes by speculating on how engagement in blended learning could be developed in the future, post pandemic, with reference to Welsh Government. 
Introduction
In early 2020 an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus (WHO, 2020), of unknown origin first appeared in Wuhan, China. It was declared a Public Health Emergency of International Concern by the World Health Organisation on 30 January 2020 and then quickly began to spread overseas (Mackenzie & Smith, 2020).
In a bid to react to what would be global pandemic, the UK began to take the necessary steps to try and safeguard its population from contracting the disease. On March 16, 2020 prime minister Boris Johnson first appeared in what would be a daily coronavirus press conference, saying that everybody in the UK was advised to “avoid non-essential social contact and travel where possible” (Reynolds & Weiss, 2020).  
In parliament, education secretary for England Gavin Williamson explained that “the spike of the virus is increasing at a faster pace than anticipated” and implored that the time had come for education to take a stance.  This was due to the ongoing concern around schools continuing to operate as normal as they found difficulties with “illness, self-isolation impact on staffing levels and pupil attendance” (Mahase, 2020).
His statement was later followed by Johnson’s announcement on 20 March to close all early years’ providers, schools, sixth forms and colleges in England, Scotland and Wales until further notice (Mahase, 2020). The shift to home learning was immediate. With new terms such as “online” and “blended learning” emerging from educators, delivery across the nation would most certainly take place via a digital platform for the foreseeable future.
This article seeks to explore what sort of engagement students have had with blended learning since these announcements, by firstly investigating the definition and understanding of the term ‘blended learning’.  It will then go on further to look at how certain factors can influence and contribute to engagement, such as the digital divide and poverty, teaching styles and personalised learning.  The remainder of the article will look at asynchronous and synchronous lesson delivery and their links with engagement before exploring the concept of adopting a blended learning model; with particular attention to Station Rotation model.
Definitions of blended learning
[bookmark: _Hlk62423814]Graham (2013) states that “at the most basic level, blended learning involves the combination of face-to-face and technology-mediated instruction (Halverson & Graham, 2019, p.4).
Whilst is possible that both face to face and computer-based instruction could be administered digitally, I believe that this definition pertains to the fact that the face-to-face learning will be in person; inferred by the latter part of the definition which includes the words ‘technology-mediated’ in order to discriminate between the two.
[bookmark: _Hlk62424324]This definition is supported Shivam & Singh (2015, p.369) who state that “blended learning is essentially traditional in class learning and supplemented by online activities and resources” which again alludes to the fact that students are for some of the time present in their actual classroom setting.
However, blended learning has been defined by the teachthought as:
an approach to learning that combines face-to-face and online learning experiences. Ideally, each (both online and off) will complement the other by using its particular strength (teachthought, 2020) 
This definition uses the word ‘offline’ which suggests that the face to face part may be actually in person. It states that the face to face delivery is supplemented by a digital experience that enhances the effectiveness of the face-to-face provision and vice versa.  The word ‘complement’ is used and I believe that this infers that both offline and online learning will be positively balanced, with neither being stronger than the other but are equally effective.
Whereas Welsh Government defines blended learning as:
an approach that combines in-school opportunities for face to face learning (and potentially online via live streaming) with distance learning usually at home 
(Models of Blended Learning,2020, p.4)
The term ‘in-school’ reference is not clarified, but may suggest that face to face does not always mean in person but can instead take the format of being ‘in-school’ via the internet or ‘live streaming’; which is then combined (or blended) with a learning experience that does not involve the teacher being present, as the delivery is remote or at a ‘distance’, such as tasks and activities that are not necessarily teacher led but quite possibly allocated by them. Hence, I believe that terms such as distance and remote may be interchangeable.  
To summarise, an agreed definition of blended learning cannot always be clearly established as there are so many definitions of blended learning that the term itself has become something of a hybrid concept.  There is now such a large number of definitions of the term blended learning that the term is becoming ever more ‘diluted’ (Sharma, 2010) but in simple terms, blended learning can be defined as any type of learning experience that involves technology (Proprofs, 2020).  I feel that this broad overview covers most of the definitions as each of them alludes to a type of education delivery that is, certainly for part of it, delivered to the learner via a digital platform.
For the purpose of this article, I will be using the definition offered by Welsh Government and hence this will be the one referred to throughout the article.  
In addition, the terms teacher and lecturer will be interchangeable as will the terms students, pupils and learners. The range of education referred to will range from primary school up to Higher Education.
Blended learning and engagement
Digital divide and poverty
The findings from a study that was published June 2016 by the National Federation for Educational Research (NFER) found that around a third of pupils – a mixture of secondary and primary aged – were not engaged in remote education (Henshaw, 2020).  According to the NFER, there were “huge disparities in pupil engagement caused by the digital divide and poverty” (Henshaw, 2020).
I suggest that this means there has been a significant lack of technological resources available for disadvantaged learners which has meant that they simply have not had access to the technology that can allow them to benefit from blended learning. Blended learning allows a practical way of delivering education, in that it is accessible for anyone who has the technology to do so; such as computers, tablets or smartphones (ProProfs, 2020) however, where the digital opportunities do not exist, I would suggest that neither does the opportunity to engage successfully in blended learning.
In addition, poverty can have an impact in the sense that families who cannot afford to pay for broadband or internet, will ultimately mean that connectivity can be an issue too. Thus, a lack of provision of digital resources and access to connecting to the internet can impede engagement in blended learning in the actual physical sense.
Also, research conducted by Kintu, Zhu & Kagambe (2017) showed that 
the failure of learners to continue their online education in some cases has been due to family support or increased workload leading to learner dropout as well as little time for study. 			
(Kintu, Zhu & Kagambe, 2017)
I believe that this highlights another barrier to blended learning which can be attributed to families themselves not seeing the value of it and therefore not encouraging its participation, or even that other commitments eventually force the learner to opt out of blended learning and to disengage.
Welsh Government acknowledged in their review of blended learning in 2020 that; “the quality of learner engagement with distance learning has varied widely” (Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.3).  In their report they describe the lockdown as a “challenging period” not least because the curriculum was “not designed for blended learning” (Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.89). The issue of engagement is certainly linked to these statements, but Welsh Government do not state why they found a lack of engagement and instead give guidance of how schools can develop and improve their blended learning delivery to encourage greater engagement.
If student engagement is critical to the success of blended learning (Davis, 2020) then when exploring the term ‘engagement’ it is imperative to agree on what it means in the context of a learner experience.
The Cambridge Dictionary (2021) defines engagement as “the fact of being involved with something” or “the process of encouraging people to be interested”.  Each of these phrases denote participation and sharing.
In terms of the NFER study it would appear that a lack of technological resources available prevented learners from “being involved with something” whereas this article wishes to concentrate on the actual engagement process: the second definition offered by the 
Cambridge dictionary which looks at inspiring people to take an interest in their learning.
Engagement and motivation
I would suggest that a barrier to student interest may be down to the teaching style of the person who is delivering the blended learning as this can affect student motivation.  It is important to remember that pupils and students will receive a very different learning experience online to the one that they once had in the classroom, the one that teachers have been trained to deliver, and this of course will impact on their engagement (Bibby, 2021).
In addition, a streamed classroom experience does not lend itself to the proactive teaching approach that many teachers are familiar with.  On a computer screen, the teacher rarely moves whereas they have a much more physical presence in the real classroom and are able to move about so that they can monitor and supervise the learning that is taking place; unlike during an online lesson.  I believe that it is much more difficult for a teacher to support and foster conducive learning from behind a screen in the same way as they once could in the real classroom environment.
This view is supported by Hegarty (2020) who in his article states that:
we know that teachers are not just static, front-of-class lecturers. In the classroom, teachers help children through intervening when they see that they do not understand. They are brilliant at supporting; they nudge reluctant learners, encourage and praise. It is extremely hard to do this remotely. Teachers just do not have the visibility nor the capacity.
            (headteacherupdate.com)
Also, when discussing engagement it is important to remember that motivation is a key aspect.  According to Astin, 1984; Schunk & Mullen, 2012, learner engagement can be defined as the “involvement of the student’s cognitive and emotional energy to accomplish a learning task.” (Halverson & Graham, 2019, p.4). This definition suggests that engagement goes beyond the intellectual and requires the learner to invest much of themselves emotionally if they are really to participate fully in the learning experience.  I believe that how the teacher motivates this emotional commitment is key to engaging the learner in their lesson.
This view is supported by Davis (2020) who suggests that engagement refers to; “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and passion that students show when they are learning”. These are all concepts which I believe contribute to a learner being motivated and engaged in the learning experience.  These are concepts that go back to pedagogy and will translate into the fact that how a teacher gets the interest of their learner will ultimately result in successful engagement in their lesson.  One such way is through providing a personalised learning experience.
Personalised learning
I suggest that if blended learning becomes more individualistic in its approach and unique to that learner, it can be reasonably expected that learners will be more likely to engage in something that feels much more personalised. This can take the form of learning activities and tasks that are set up for students on an individual level that requires them to log in with their own password and be able to access work set specifically for them.  This will go a long way to contributing to learner engagement because the learner will find value in something that is specific to them and not generally the whole class.
Research has shown that blended learning has the potential to appeal to learner’s cognitive and emotional energy when personalisation and flexibility are introduced (Halverson & Graham, 2019) so that “deep learning occurs” (ibid, p.15).
In addition, Welsh Government emphasised the need to ‘maximise engagement in blended learning’ with their strategy entitled Personalise and Engage as one of their key principles in their advice to teachers (Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.93).
In their guidance it specifically looks at two key elements to enable this: scaffholding and modelling (ibid).  Each of these are thought to be key to engaging learners from across the screen, as the first method builds in – or scaffholds - lots of instruction to enable learners to start their tasks within a supportive framework; whilst the second strategy involves the teacher showing the learners via demonstration – by modelling an example – so that the learner is then able to observe a version of the task before attempting it themselves.
However, in a society that is digitally fast-moving and ever-evolving, how teachers can implement blended learning in such a way that ensures learner engagement still remains a challenge: 
with more and more information available online, the expectation of how information is presented is critical to keeping learners engaged and curious.
(hemsleyfraser.com)
I believe that this means that in using scaffholding and modelling there will be an expectation to do it skilfully if learners are to be engaged and to stay that way.
During the lockdown in Wales that was enforced as a result of the pandemic, evidence has suggested that where creativity and a variety of technologies have been used – there has been the most increased engagement from students (Hegarty, 2020).  This has been particularly noticeable where strategies that encourage conversation, collaboration and personalised experiences have seen the highest amount of learner engagement (ibid).
I believe that where instant personalised feedback is given to students it can also keep them motivated and engaged in blended learning.  Welsh Government promote the use of feedback by stating that when delivering education via blended learning, feedback must be considered so that “learning, rather than simply provision is taking place” (Blended Learning Guidance, 2020, p.17). Hence on many of the digital platforms and apps that can be used in blended learning there are plenty of opportunities for teachers to post comments on students’ work so that they are instantly having their efforts recognised and valued.
This coupled with learning programmes that are very learner focussed in their individuality - such as logging on to virtual educational platforms Hwb (a Welsh Government digital resource site) and Mymaths (a school centred numeracy teaching resource) – can also contribute to increased learner engagement. Both digital resources are just two examples that allow for personalised learning as they are programmed in advance by the classroom teacher who is able to differentiate work for each student and personalise a learning pathway for them.  I believe that learners who use digital resources like these invest their time and energy – and ultimately engage - because it has been set up specifically for them and not generically across the class and thus these personalised technologies create an individual experience for the learner, to successfully engage them in blended learning (Hegarty, 2020).
Asynchronous and synchronous blended learning and engagement
Asynchronous and synchronous blended learning are two different ways of delivering blended learning and each can affect the engagement of the student depending on the type of learner they are.
Welsh Government define ‘synchronous learning’ as learning which all takes place with the teacher at the same time, whereas ‘asynchronous learning’ is not where the learning is all at the same time within the same place; thereby education is away from the teacher and may take a digital or non-digital format (Blended Learning Guidance, 2020, p.3).
I believe that this definition suggests that synchronous learning is when the teacher and student communicate in ‘real time’ whereas asynchronous allows the student greater flexibility to access a learning experience in their own time, at their own pace (Kliger & Pfeiffer, 2011).
In their publication Blended Learning Models 2020, Welsh Government recommend in their guidance for teachers conducting blended learning, the use of scaffholding and modelling.  They suggest that scaffholding will provide support and structure in the first stages of new learning which are gradually removed as the learner grows in confidence.  Their modelling definition states there is clear instruction, exemplification and explanation of tasks to the learners.
I believe that where a synchronous approach is used learners are able to collectively watch the teacher explaining the tasks with supporting vocabulary or sentence starters (scaffholding) as well as being able to watch the teacher demonstrate their own example of the task (modelling).  This can engage the type of learner that enjoys having a lesson in ‘real time’ with their peers on screen.  The lesson is conducted at the same pitch and pace as back at school, with opportunities for teacher and student interaction.
Conversely, other students may be more engaged with the independent style of asynchronous learning as it allows them to look at information at their leisure, in their own time and to complete tasks at their own pace without the pressure of classmates in the same space as them.  Teachers are able to scaffhold and model tasks via their own tutorials and workbooks or by directing learners to dedicated education programmes and websites that scaffhold and model within them.
I would argue that both the synchronous and asynchronous approach can be implemented to ensure there is scaffholding and modelling.  In the synchronous classroom the teacher could support and instruct the class ‘live’ in front of a screen at a set time with all the learners present or for an asynchronous approach they could record themself demonstrating the task which allows the learner the opportunity to watch the video later in their own time before attempting the task themselves.
In terms of teaching classes in ‘real time’ or allowing students to access resources in their own time, blended learning in this way can be seen to offer the best of both worlds (Proprofs, 2020).  This is because students can have a very real learning experience – if that is how they choose to engage – or the option of watching a tutorial or video later and completing the task at their own pace – which may engage them more than learning about it at the same time as everybody else (Proprofs, 2020).
However, I feel that further research is needed into whether one of these types of delivery is more successful at engaging learners than the other.
Blended learning models and engagement
The variance in teaching styles can have an enormous impact on learner engagement during blended learning.  This is due to the fact that blended learning can be implemented in a variety of different ways.  I believe that one solution is for education institutions to choose a blended learning model that allows for some form of consistency in lesson delivery.
There are many different blended learning models to choose from and indeed, some education deliverers may choose a hybrid of them; thereby blending the blended learning models. How teachers and lecturers decide to deliver their blended learning approach varies greatly from each institution, and indeed from teacher to teacher. 
However, marrying blended learning with pedagogy is a challenge.  According to Graham, Henrie & Gibbons (2014) blended learning is a term that dwells too much on the technology aspect and not enough on the pedagogical (Halverson & Graham, 2019). In other words, how learning will occur may be secondary to getting learners online and using the technology properly. This is supported by Shivam & Singh (2015) who state that blended learning should be seen as a pedagogical concept, which implies that the teaching and learning is more important than the method.  
This viewpoint is further supported by Welsh Government who published their own Blended Learning Guidance in June 2020, which stated emphatically that “Teaching quality is more important than how lessons are delivered” (p.1) and that blended learning “should be grounded in the best of current teaching practice” (Welsh Gov Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.87).
Welsh Government guidance gives lots of detailed guidance on the combinations of blended learning models set out in their booklet (fig.1) whilst emphasising that one blended learning model is not necessarily better than any other and that schools must reflect on their current learning and teaching policy when considering pedagogy (Blended Learning Guidance, 2020, p.7).
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(Models of Blended Learning, 202)0
According to Shivam & Singh blended learning should combine the:
socialisation opportunities of the classroom with the technologically enhanced active learning possibilities of the online environment, rather than a ratio of delivery modalities.						(Shivam & Singh (2015, p.369)
I suggest that this interpretation believes that the components within the blended learning models are not important as long as there is opportunity for interaction and digital learning to take place.  However, some blended learning models are more popular than others, especially where blended stations can provide teachers with an opportunity to work with students in a way that is more engaging (Hitt, 2017).
Station Rotation model
The station rotation model involves a combination of school/teacher led instruction, with instruction directly at home via online methods with a final station of home learning that is a mixture of collaborative and independent learning.
Welsh Government describe it as a model that “allows learners to rotate through stations on a fixed timetable, where at least one of the stations is an online learning station” and is a model that is “most common in primary schools” (Blended Learning Guidance, 2020, p.11). They state that it should provide “all members of the class with the same learning experiences” which will allow equity to education (Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.93). In other words, Station Rotation allows learners to rotate through stations on a set timetable that is created by the teacher (White, 2019).
The rotation model is popular as it involves learners moving between areas – or stations – to experience different kinds of learning choice (White, 2019).  It also allows the teacher greater flexibility and increases the learner’s opportunities through experiencing different types of learning (Mahalli et.al, 2019, p.27).
In addition, it has the advantage of having at least one station that encompasses pupil-led online learning (White, 2019) which is very much focussed on the learner and may involve a unique learning experience that has been implemented just for them, with their own personal log in details, set up by their teacher or lecturer.  This can greatly contribute to their participation because it can help the learner to feel “much more motivated to use their higher-level thinking skills and take ownership of their own learning” (Davis, 2020) when they are effectively engaged in this way.
I believe that where there is an attempt to provide a unique learning experience this model can contribute to greater learner engagement. This model is mainly used in primary schools and works particularly well when learning shifts entirely online as teachers will have been used to rotating their students physically in the classroom to different stations to complete different types of work, so it is not a new concept for the learner (White, 2019).
However, when learning is ‘remote’ or imparted at a ‘distance’ the first component of station rotation now consists of the presence of the teacher being online; instead of in person, which can have an impact on engagement; not least because for many it will be a new experience for them. Teachers may find the transition to being in front of a screen instead of physically present in the room quite daunting, especially when it comes to planning (Spiro, 2020) and making the session “interactive, well designed and didactically sound” (ibid).  In addition, teachers may need to gain confidence and technological skills to participate in blended learning (Kintu, Zhu & Kagambe (2017).
Research by Shraim and Khlaif (2010) found that where teachers lacked IT skills and lack of experience in computer applications, their encounter with technology would ultimately impede successful blended learning opportunities (Kintu, Zhu & Kagambe (2017).
I would suggest that teacher training in this aspect is an area for development, particularly where Welsh Government have posed the question: 
What are the professional learning needs of teachers to be able to enact blended learning for all learners? (Blended Learning Guidance, 2020, p.10)
I believe that the professional learning needs, for many, would have a basis in being trained and upskilled to engage learners in blended learning.   In addition, further research will be needed to establish which blended learning models are most effective in improving learner engagement to ultimately ensure they have a successful learning experience.
Conclusion
If blended learning has become a solution for meaningful learning (Shivam & Singh, 2015) then engagement in blended learning is a challenging area of research, not least because its effectiveness has a number of underlying factors (Kintu, Zhu & Kagambe (2017).
This article has explored the fact that engagement requires an emotional investment from the learner which may only be achieved through personalised learning.  In addition, the success of blended learning delivery – either synchronously or asynchronously – is largely dependent on the type of learner who is having the learning experience.  Blended learning does not always take teaching styles or indeed teacher experience into account, but more importantly the learning style of the learner. 
Therefore, the key to successful engagement in blended learning may lie in embedding multiple ways of engaging learners within the curriculum to support multiple learning styles (skillup.tech).  The NFER study that took place found that using virtual learning environments (VLE), making phone calls, having online conversations and retrieval practice can improve pupils’ engagement in remote learning.  I believe this is because each of these has the ability to interact in a personalised way with the learner (Hegarty, 2020).  If a learner feels their learning is personal to them then they are more likely to participate and engage in the learning experience.
I would suggest that there is a real challenge ahead for educators to implement the Welsh Government’s key principle of Personalise and Engage whilst providing “the same learning experience for all learners” (Models of Blended Learning, 2020, p.93) as both of these principles, on the face of it, appear to contradict one another.
In addition, as learners begin to enter an advanced digital age, their expectations and requirements will have evolved (Profprofs, 2020) and thus expectations about how their learning will be delivered will have also evolved too. Therefore, if Welsh Government are to meet those expectations then their workforce will need to be upskilled and trained in order to successfully engage learners in an inevitable future of blended learning post pandemic.
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The Individual Rotation model allows learners to rotate through stations, but on individual timetables set by a teacher.
Unlike other rotation models, students do not necessarily rotate to every station; they rotate only to the activities
scheduled for them.





