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Abstract
Pre-COVID-19 most university students were still taught in-person with a few specific courses being taught through blended or distance learning. During the Covid-19 pandemic many universities, to comply with social distancing legislation, moved in-person lecture mostly or solely online (Watermeyer, Crick, Knight & Goodall, 2020; Coronavirus Act, 2020). This use of blended and flexible learning, where teaching was delivered through live (recorded) video links for asynchronous viewing, plus online materials; some universities also included socially distanced in-person lectures for a limited number of students (Harper, McCormick & Marron, 2024). When social distancing ended, universities noted that there was a reduction in in-person class attendance and an increase of requests for the continuation of the blended learning model. Thus, post-COVID-19 rather than moving back to purely in-person lectures many universities shifted their teaching and learning to a more blended/online learning environment with around ‘28% of courses still being taught in a hybrid way, compared with 4.1% in 2018-19’ (Standley, 2023). Certainly, online learning has the potential to reach a wide range of learners and reduced inequality; however, the implication for the loss or decrease in in-person teaching does have an impact upon engagement, student wellbeing/networking, attendance (Hill & Lawton, 2018). This chapter will explore some of the implications and possibilities associated with more University courses being delivered through blended learning. 
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Increasing students at HE and widening participation
Historically university teaching and learning has assumed that most students come to their degree as capable learners who also possess the academic skills which allows them to engage in academia (Wall, Macaulay, Tait, Entwistle, & Entwistle, 1989). Traditionally such learning has been by lectures and seminars through in-person encounters with the academic in the front of the students in a psychical classroom environment and through reading academic papers and texts. This traditional in-person lecturing style well suited the students before and during the first part of the 20th century as it clearly mirrored the expectation of school leaver experience. Since the middle of the 20th century here has been an increase in the number of students attending university and by the 1970s around 8% of young British adults went into higher education however, this had increased to around 19% in the 1980s (Lambert, 2019). During 1977/78 this percentage of young British adults going into higher education in the UK equated to a student load (number of fulltime equivalent students) of 300,461 fulltime equivalent enrolees (Hansard, 1981). In 1999 the new labour government delivered a pivotal policy change to education from compulsory school through to higher education by focusing on ‘Education, Education, Education’ (Blair, 1999). This policy focus was accompanied by aim to increase university enrolment, of 18–30-year-olds, to 50% by 2010 and reflective the rise in globalisation and the needs of the new ‘knowledge economy’ (Blair, 1999; House of Lords, 2018).  Blair’s vision was beginning to take shape was on course to deliver the policy target of 50% of 18–30-year-olds enrolling in higher education by 2010. Prior to his announcement in 1997 there were 336,000 acceptances through UCAS, by 2022 this figure rose to 563,000 students accepted on undergraduate university courses; over this 23-year period this was an increase of 68% (Montacute & Cullinane, 2023, p. 8). However, these increased student numbers were arriving from state schools as well as the more traditional grammar and private school cohorts; state school entrants to university increased from 238,350 (82%) in 1997 to 402,880 (90%) in 2020 (Montacute & Cullinane, 2023). Interestingly, the percentage of pupils from private schools has stayed somewhat static, around 7%, between 1997 and 2022. However, these privately educated students were not evenly spread across all universities, with the Russell Group private school pupils accounted for 15% of their intake when compared with other universities. During 2022/23, these numbers, privately and state school entrents, equated to 2,937,000 students actively enrolled on university courses including parttime, fulltime, distance, home students and international students (Bolton, 2024). 

This increase in student enrolment on university programmes where including more students from lower socio-economic backgrounds rather than traditional university entrants from private and grammar school. Between 1997 and 2014 the proportion of those students from lower socio-economic backgrounds increased from 27% (1997) to 33% (2014) (Montacute & Cullinane, 2023). Statistically those from 
‘Black Minority Ethnic backgrounds and lower socio-economic backgrounds attain lower degree classification compared to their counterparts from other demographic sub-groups’ (Banerjee, Rigg & Altoe, 2024; Crawford, 2014; Universities UK, 2022). 

Banerjee (2024, p. 33) outlines that ‘socio-economic context is complex for students and includes financial constraints, lack of support from family and friends, lower academic attainment at school’; ethnicity also can lead to lower grades at university as student may experience ‘systemic racism, discrimination and lack of representation’ within HEIs. Recent research indicates that there are several key intersecting challenges which compound disadvantage, influence student engagement and ultimately impacts their academic attainment. Such challenges are more likely to be felt by those students from lower socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds (Varski, & Gorochovskij, 2023). This includes unconscious bias, limited opportunities for engagement with academic staff, lack of support for students in cultivating a positive outlook on their studies, institutional racism, inadequate support systems, lack of social and cultural capital (Banerjee, 2024; Varski, & Gorochovskij, 2023).

It is also evident that the current university cohorts have come with a ‘different mindset’ from those entering academia in the 1970s and 1980s, whether from state or private schools. Today’s students bring with them a different academic expectation than their predecessors which is now embedded in a 21st century culture of privilege. Many student now focus ‘want[ing] to know what you [the lecturer] want to hear in order to get a First’; this has translated into students expecting to be given ‘bite-sized chunks of knowledge that are then ‘put into certain boxes’ to deliver the 1st class honours outcome (Fenton, cited in Lambert, 2019). This could be linked to the teaching and learning paradigm at school level which still focus on grades and a transmission-reception model of learning which ‘is teacher-centred’. Where the educator’s ‘role is to design lessons aimed at predetermined goals and to present knowledge and skills in a predetermined order, which the students are tasked to passively acquire specified knowledge and skills’ [from the educator] within a structured learning environment and thereafter to regurgitate back during assessment (Xie, Wang & Hu, 2018, p. 3). This, to some degree, still underpins the process of gaining an A* at A-level. Students in turn expect this transmission-reception model of learning to continue into higher education with the accompanying expectation of lecturer delivering bite sized chunks of knowledge quicky and efficiently. Beyond this changing student demographic Universities also have had to respond a generation of students who surf the net, engage with social media and the digital/virtual world. Today’s students are exposed daily, and indeed for some hourly, to the short sound bites and videos uploaded to social media. This so called Tick Tock generation have developed a ‘shortened attention span’ which can impact upon how they engage with academia, teaching, learning and their assessment outcomes at university (Cervi, 2021, p. 199). Research indicates that social media’s short videos, sound bites are on average around 15 to 60 seconds with the Generation Z university cohort spending on average in 2024 between two and a half and three hours a day on social media (16–24-year-olds) (Statista, 2024b; Statista, 2024a). These experiences of knowledge transfer through technology also impacts upon their ability to focus on the traditional three-hour university lecture and cab result in student boredom and disengagement; in addition, the pedestrian nature of the traditional academic in-person lecture could be seen as passé. Universities need evolve to support and engage widening participation, students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and sustain the interest of the modern Tick Tock generation. 

The individuals who consume social media in short sound bites combined with an increase of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds where the very students who were in higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic. Research indicates that those university students from higher socio-economic background had more resources to surf the lockdowns and move to online learning when compared to their peers (Fogarty, 2020; Sangster, Stoner & Flood, 2020). Financially those for lower socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to work whilst at University during Covid to cover basic living costs, whereas those from ‘better off families’ would work to have ‘extra money to spend outside their living experience’ (Montacute & Holt-White, 2021). This was often related to technology and suitable devices to engage with online lectures (Harper, McCormick & Marron, 2024). Issues such as limited or lack of access to internet, devices for learning online or quiet places to study were also seen as a barrier to full engagement in their studies when compared to their more middle-class peers 
6% of students report that they do not have sufficient access to computers or devices required for learning and assessment. 5% report that they do not have sufficient internet access, and 23% report lack of access to suitable study space (Montacute & Cullinane, 2020, p. 1).

Thus, with the changing nature of Higher Education with the Tick Tock generation, the rise of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and the accompanying  move from purely in-pesron to blended or purely online learning platforms has the potential to further disadvantage students beyond COVID-19. Since COVID-19 there have been three recommendations from the Sutton Trust to ensure that students do not drop out or fall behind their peers when engaging with blended or online learning, these include more 
1) The government and universities should look urgently at providing additional financial support for students in England [UK]. 
2) Universities should ensure all students have adequate access to the resources they need while lockdown continues and when they reopen, both to study and to take part in extra-curricular activities. 
3) Universities should spread awareness of the financial and pastoral help available to students (Montacute & Holt-White, 2021, p.12). 

Historically although financial and pastoral support was available to student, they were not always aware how to access these if required; this was still evident during the COVID-19 years at university  (Spears & Green, 2022, p. 288; McChlery & Wilkie, 2009, p. 25). The challenges that higher education students have encountered during Covid-19, particularly from lower socio-economic and ethic backgrounds, are ongoing for many. This is in part due to the way that many universities have continued delivering learning and teaching, in various forms, online post-Covid-19.

Traditional In-Person Lectures 
Before COVID-19 many universities delivered subject content through traditional academic teaching; even when technology had been introduced research indicates that often this was adapted to ‘existing practices’ and/or used as a resource to undertake administrative duties (Børte, Nesje & Lillejord, 2020, p. 608). Such traditional academic teaching incorporates in-person teaching, exams on campus and seminars and workshops ‘in which students are instructed via lectures during the student–teacher contact time’ in-person (Yeung & O’Malley, 2014, p.60). This traditional approach was criticised by EU Commission (CEC, 2006, p.3) as being outdate and delivered ‘the same courses to the same group of academically best qualified young students and fail[ing] to open up to other types of learning and learners’. Universities were also criticized for failing to respond to the need to upskill students to enable them to fully engage with a globalised knowledge economy. From 2020 higher education institutions still needed to support all students to overcome these challenges both during and post-Covid 19. This is particularly important for those from lower socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. Such support can take the form of a more flexible and accessible teaching and learning environment which can partially reduced some of the challenges faced by this 21st century student cohort (Anderson, Brow, Murray, Simpson & Mentis, 2006). During the COVID-19 lockdowns many universities responded to the legal requirement to reduce person to person contact by moving most courses online; this, in a way, fulfilled the requirements of delivering flexible and accessible teaching and learning alongside ensuring student retention  (Coronavirus Act, 2020).

Blended Learning
Admittedly, prior to COVID-19 other types of online learning had begun to surface in academia included Blended Learning. This move to technology also supported by Blair’s (1997) focus on ‘education, education, education’ and the desire to increase the number of students attending university and widening participation. In addition this was also seen as a necessary response to the downturn in the economy and the effects of globalisation; thus, this increase in student participation at university also had the potential of upskilling workers to engage with the knowledge economy in a post-industrial economy (Blair, 1999; House of Lords, 2018). One of the foundations of Blair’s drive for increased numbers engaging in higher education was to upskill the unemployed in the new global ‘technocratic model’ which was underpinned by ‘science and technological innovation’ which would allow the UK to capitalise on the knowledge economy (Kerr, 1973). This was in part to appease those who had been left behind during years of market liberalisation and its accompanying high levels of long-term and youth unemployment. Historic forms of employment in manufacturing industries were downsizing their workforce and using e-technology to deliver profits, thus those who were now out of work were unlikely to regain employment in the traditional industries (Hutton, 1996; Hall, 2015). This was matched by the development of alternative learning and teaching within universities which began to meet the political agenda to equipe graduates with the skills and knowledge to engage with these new global technological economies (Moore, Dickson-Deane, & Galyen, 2011). Universities responded by developing a range of different online learning and web-based learning models; however, at times, they were merely extended forms of distance learning (Clardy, 2009). From distance learning and the political drivers to upskill the nation universities responded to the global focus on upskilling the workforce and began to develop blended learning and teaching models. Blended learning and teaching were developed into a number of models of learning including the mixed-mode of learning and hybrid learning. Hybrid learning was seen as a more flexible model which allowed lecturers to synchronously combine ‘the traditional classroom and distance delivery’ (Bonk, Graham, Cross & Moore, 2005; Means, Toyama, Murphy & Baki, 2013; Boelens, De Weer & Voet, 2017). Since 2007 blended learning has come to the fore within teaching and learning, however, there are differing definitions and understandings of this term. For some it is seen as a ‘fusion of e-learning and traditional in-person instruction (Thorne, 2003; Mayadas & Picciano, 2007); whilst other consider this to be a way to reduce traditional in-person and on campus academic teaching and by moving lecturing to the virtually classroom (Garnham & Kaleta, 2002). Whittaker (2013, p. 12) considers that the term
‘“blended learning” is the . . . most commonly used to refer to any combination of in-person teaching with computer technology (online and offline activities/materials)’.

Hyflex Learning
As early as 2006 the benefits of blended learning were coming apparent but inherent challenges were also surfacing. Blended learning was delivered ‘live’, synchronous in the classroom and online, which allowed students to listen and engage with the same material at the same time, all be it that some students were physically in the classroom whilst others engaged for at a distance. The current move to Hyflex course design model allowed for a fusion of in-person instruction, classroom based, and online students ‘either synchronously, asynchronously or both’; this ability to engage with students at anytime of day or night and within any time zone through the use of technology also responded to the needs of a global knowledge economy (Beatty, 2019; EDUCAUSE, 2010).  To engage with this type of learning model students and staff needed to develop skills and knowledge of working in this new virtual classroom. Educators now have to manage, not only the student in the physical classroom, but also those online in real time and those who were asynchronous through technology which was not always fit for purpose. Good quality HyFlex learning includes requires that the institution funds uptodate technology and training for staff. 

The differences between Hybrid, Blended Learning Environments can be seen on a continuum where Hyflex is seen as having high flexibility; Blended, particularly synchronous learning, is less flexible; with traditional or in-person lectures as being the least flexible (Figure 1). 
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(Adapted from Howell, 2022, p. 176).
 
With a HyFlex model of teaching and learning students have some autonomy over the way they engage with course content and delivery through moving between three options: In-Person, Online Synchronous, or Online Asynchronous (Beatty, 2019). This combination of the traditional in-person lectures and technology is seen as a way to enhance and transform student teaching and learning and respond to individual choices and needs.

Certainly, this model of learning has the potential to break down the barriers between the physical and virtual classroom. However, successful transition to HyFlex required excellent coordination between staff and students, full IT support and learning technology support (Howel, EDUCAUSE, 2010) The focus on reducing costs within the university sector has been an institutional driver in moving towards a blended learning and has further supported the introduction of HyFlex in recent years (Spring et al. 2016). Current research outlines that the ‘institutional benefits’ such as ‘increased student Enrollment, less human and infrastructure investment and consolidation of costs’ underpinned senior management decisions on moving to this new form of teaching and learning (Lakhal, Bateman & Bédard, 2017; Wang, Quek & Hu, 2017).

To deliver blended learning effectively attention must be given to the learning design; ‘pedagogical richness, knowledge accessibility, social interaction, personal agency, cost-effectiveness, and ease of revision’ (Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003). With careful planning the online approach can allow for the inclusion of case studies, breakout group discussions, expert lectures and online materials alongside the traditional in-person learning. For educators delivering through an online blended platform allows for pre-recorded sessions to be uploaded. In a flipped classroom model content can be uploaded for pre-lecture reading/viewing by students which supports the contextualisation of the live lecture; this supports students to have a deeper understanding of lecture content (XXXX). Through the use of breakout rooms in live online lectures lecturers can set up sessions which allow for group discussion and problem-solving activities to apply their learning in practice. For students at a distance Hyflex can also allow for synchronous and asynchronous engagement across time zones.  


The reality for student was often frustration felt when they raised their hands, virtual or in-person, to answer a question or engage with a discussion with mics and cameras off which was exacerbated if the university had seen an increase in student numbers as a way of cutting costs (Famsey, Evans, Levey, 2016). Perceived reductions in costs, by moving to blended learning, work on the assumption that it will reduce staff hours and ‘support a larger student population through efficiencies and economics of scale’; whilst for students the gains will be in a reduction in travel and accommodation costs and the comfort of at home learning (Caird & Roy, 2018, p. 5).  There are undoubtedly benefits to a blended or Hyflex approach for both students and lectures in the modern HEI. As already noted, UK universities are facing challenges since COVID-19 including the cost of running physical universities, increased wages and static student fees over the last seven years (Caird & Roy, 2018). In 2024 in UK both student loans and tuition fees are planned to rise in line with inflation; however, static tuition fees over the last seven years have, in real terms, reduced available spending for many universities in the UK (Department of Education, 2024). This makes the move to more online learning attractive to many universities, particularly outside of the Russel Group, as this is seen as a way to navigate the current economic climate and the ‘looming crisis in higher education’ (UK Parliament, 2023). This increased student cohort will potentially include students from different countries and cultural/social backgrounds. International students may have different norms and this impacts upon how they work with home students and how they interact with other students as social norms maybe markedly different from home students (Astley, 2024). Language barriers can also be heightened in an online learning environment and for some international students this may encourage the use of live online translation, where they are at times a sentence behind the home students, or use the chat facility rather than engage verbal in discussion. This can cause frustration and conflict within the hyflex classroom (Hayes & Tucker, 2021). 


Educators often cite that to develop quality learning it does take more time and effort than just delivering a blended lecture (Bower, Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee & Kenny, 2015). The physical process of setting up the camera, computer and sound to accommodate hyflex was considered time consuming and at times the technology did not work immediately and was reliant on swift technical support. Lecturers also were challenged by splitting their attention between the in-person and online cohorts. The online materials are seen as an extension of the lecturer itself. Some of the challenges of using a Hyflex model mirror the issues associated with traditional blended learning. One issue is the disparity of student experience when one student only engages with online or asynchronous learning whilst the others also engage with the in-person learning (Bashir, Bashir, Rana, Lambert & Vernallis, 2021). There are other challenges with this approach; for some students the need for in-person interaction means that online learning feels isolated and lonely, some will feel more reticent about engaging with online discussions as students try to be visible when only a few students within the cohort may be visible in an online live lecture. Feelings of isolation will require students 
‘to develop new skills and literacies to be better equipped for remote learning and to better thrive in more isolated and independent virtual environments’ (EDUCAUSE Association, 2021, p. 7). 

Students with learning differences may also find the online visibility overwhelming or the static nature disengaging; for others the visibility of their disability live and recorded online and appears to be a form of surveillance (Crasto, 2023). The traditional academic model allows for students to learn and work together and in groups; although blended learning can mimic this approach it requires academic engagement with the online learning environment to organise ‘break out rooms’ which are effectively monitored and facilitated for in depth learning. Lack of student understanding of netiquette and their confidence of engaging with other students online alongside the lectures lack of experience and understanding of the differences between in-person and online group work can reduce the quality of teaching and learning (Chandler, 2016). However, the effective use of blended learning is predicated on addressing the challenges faced by both student and academics; the quality and resources to implement a blended delivery and whether this impacts upon the students’ ‘learning experiences and outcomes’ are beneficial (Williams, 2024, p. 87). This focus on increased student to staff numbers and reduction in costs is not always deliverable. Although online learning can be advantageous in many ways without adequate infrastructure, resourcing and training of staff alongside student access to Wi-Fi, equipment and upskilling in use of the online learning environment learning and indeed teaching becomes more difficult for many (Howell, 2022). However, this takes time outside of lecturing and marking to design quality learning environments. 
HyFlex course design requires extra efforts in terms of preparation and organization that potentially increases workload (Bower, Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney, 2015).

Staff also need to have adequate training and mentoring to engage with HyFlex well. The support teams, technology and estates, also play a key role in successful learning (XXXX). Students also need skills training to navigate the netiquette of the new online environment as well as more practical skills to fully use the new technology to its fullest (Macleod, Aston, Price, Stone, Ollivier, Benoit, Sim, Marcellus, Jack, Joy, Gholampourch, & Iduye, 2023). Funding and resourcing of students will also be central to reduce socio-economic and ethical inequalities. This encourages independence and responsibility in learners and can lead to more student focused activities. 


Attendance
Fundamental to this new learning environment is the choice of student attendance, or not; for student HyFlex can be a way to balance work and family commitments with university study. However, for many the lack of traditional university ‘social interaction’ expected during your studies, was not what students expected was considered the biggest challenge (Howel, 2022, p. 178). It was evident that in some cases this choice translated into never, or rarely attending in-person lectures even when they were close to the university campus. This increase in student choice and the ability to attend a university, even if asynchronously, did not translate into higher assessment outcomes (Binnewies & Wang, 2019). This can impact upon retention in the long term and cost the University financially. However, students did report that the ability to view, asynchronously, in-person class videos allowed them to review key teaching points and take the learning at their own pace (EDUCAUSE, 2010). Other benefits perceived by students included the potential of interacting online with those students who might not have applied to a university as the requirement of attending in-person lessons was prohibitive (Stewart, Harlow, & DeBacco, 2011). There was a risk that lower quality of peer-to-peer discussions was exacerbated by the choice students made whether to attend in-person or not and how the dynamics of the in-person and synchronous/asynchronous online students worked in practice, particularly with larger cohorts. The questions could be asked do in-person, virtual synchronous, and virtual asynchronous students have equal status and access to the educator and other student; being connected to your cohort was seen as a positive outcome (Abdelmalak & Parra, 2016). 

What Needs to be considered
As many universities scrambled to respond to Lockdowns in the UK during the Coronavirus and move lectures to virtual environments there was not always the accompanying skills training, staff and students, financial investment in new technologies and equipment (REF). For students who were recipients of these changes to the teaching and learning environments many did not have adequate IT equipment, Wi-Fi or a place to study away from a physical campus. Such challenges were evident during the COVID-19 pandemic and were further exacerbated by financial and social issues particularly for students from lower socio-economic and ethnic background.

These challenges were particularly evident during the move to Hyflex, blended or purely online learning during COVID-19 when legislation required emergency closure of educational institutes and childcare premises (Coronavirus Act 2020, Section 37). The speed of the move from traditional academic teaching to more online engagement left some academics without the breadth of skills, knowledge and indeed technology to effectively transfer their subject content during the pandemic. In addition, students faced the lack of in-person engagement with academics and their peers. The phrase ‘you’re on mute’ has become synonymous with this new learning environment, both students and educators can fall foul of this netiquette indiscretion; in contrast educators may at times need to ‘mute’ noisy students (XX). This indicates how, even the simple process of raising a virtual hand and unmuting oneself, can challenge learning and teaching in this new learning environment (Godara, Phakey & Pandey, 2024). Another challenge is to be faced, as a lecturer, without any in-person students and a wall of online students with their cameras turned off; lecturing without interaction nor an audience can reduce the quality of what is being delivered (Howel, 2022). Beyond this many students did not have adequate internet access nor equipment which could support this change. This, as already noted, often impacted upon the students from lower socio-economic backgrounds more than their more upwardly mobile peers (Montacute & Holt-White, 2021). Lectures also had to suddenly engage with purely online or blended learning, there were some in-person classes however, these were limited during lockdown.  Research indicates that students experienced challenges whilst engaging in blended learning during Covid-19; these include loss of interaction with lecturer and peers, challenges to class involvement and the ability to ask questions during lectures. Many students saw in-person lectures as superior to blended learning as the societal elements do not always transfer well into online netiquette (Mali, & Lim, 2021). This preference to in-person lecturing may pose challenges for the post-covid university where cost cutting has become central to the reconfiguration of the HE sectors in the UK, where the focus is on establishing a ‘secure finical footing’ for the 21st century has become a priority (House of Lords Library, 2024). Since Covid-19 many of ‘HEIs globally are now characterised by the use of blended learning approaches as quality enhancers of curriculum delivery’ to supplement or replace the traditional academic approach (Chowdhury, 2020). 


Post COVID-19: The Future of Online Learning in HE
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Conclusion

The future of Hyflex and online learning seems secure for the current cohort of students and staff in UK Universities. The benefits to students include agency and choice of engagement, reduced travel costs, time and money, ability to review content and lectures to consolidate learning. Staff benefit from pre-recording some material, a highly interactive platform, the use of innovative technology to create short but meaningful content which responds to the Tick Tock generation. Institutes can reduce costs, increase programme cohorts and invest in high quality technology which can upskill both staff and students to face the 21st century requires the knowledge economy in a globalised world. Recent research has identified four external factors that impact upon the way that students engage with the HyFlex model of learning and teaching
(a) teachers who lacked experience in the HyFlex mode, 
(b) demographic factors, 
(c) social and cultural factors, 
and (d) technology impacts (Cumming, Han & Gilanyi, 2024).

Certainly, HyFlex models of learning and teaching could potentially bring many benefits to universities, educators and students but without careful planning, resourcing, training and a focus on equality of learning opportunity this may not deliver its true potential.
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