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1

     INTRODUCTION 

 Blended Learning 

    Michael   McCarthy    

  For centuries teachers the world over have sought to provide the conditions in which their 
learners can learn. Opinions and practices may differ; what constitutes ‘good’ conditions 
and effective learning has long been a matter for lengthy discussion and debate. Today, 
with the rapid development in the use of technology in our everyday lives and increas-
ingly in teaching and learning, the debate continues to be long and protracted. This said, 
there is some agreement that technology and globalisation have changed the way people –
especially young people – think and learn. There is also agreement that technology does, 
and indeed should, have a role to play in learning and teaching. However, there are some 
who see technology as the only solution to all current educational problems, while there are 
others who are completely opposed to this view and see technology as the major threat to 
civilisation as we know it and an agent of the ‘dumbing-down’ of quality education. 

 This book is about blended learning, and attempts to place the use of technology in 
language learning and teaching within a context which we hope reassures the sceptics but 
at the same time illustrates the benefi ts. This book also aims to curb the, at times, over-
enthusiastic embrace of technology and stresses the need to revisit the pedagogical founda-
tions of our understanding of what it means to learn and teach a language. 

 In a sense, various blends of ways of learning languages have existed side-by-side 
for a very long time. Learners and teachers look for the best conditions in which to foster 
learning. Ever since the fi rst student carried around a notebook and continued working out-
side of class hours, we have been engaging in blended learning. The notebook, the pen and 
paper were the technologies which enabled learning to continue outside of class time. The 
components of the blend were called ‘classwork’ and ‘homework’, and this type of blended 
learning has served us well for generations. In the mid-twentieth century, new technologies 
came along which made it possible to extend learning in different ways outside of the class-
room. In the 1960s, language laboratories came to the fore, enabling students to practise 
listening and speaking in the private environment of the laboratory booth, to imitate mod-
els and to work at their own pace. This mix of learning modes had much in common with 
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2 Michael McCar thy

what we now term blended learning. Later, the development of portable video technologies 
added the potential of visual learning to existing audio technologies in the multimedia lab. 
But, generally speaking, these technologies were bolt-on extras that did not have any major 
effect on what happened during class time. 

 It was the massive growth in the use of computers in the 1980s and 1990s, and more 
particularly the arrival of the internet, which took blended learning into completely new 
territory. The emergence of CALL (computer-assisted language learning) was game chang-
ing. The early days of simple programmes allowing learners to complete closed tasks and 
practice exercises of various kinds soon transformed into the world of sophisticated screen 
displays, high-defi nition video, enhanced audio and the ability to do things online, either 
in real time or in a fashion whereby the student’s work could be recorded and monitored 
electronically (the update, as it were, of the notebook). The expansion of computational 
power and the ubiquity of the internet subsequently led educational practitioners to envi-
sion fundamental and radical changes to the way teaching and learning could be delivered. 
No longer was it necessary to cram everything in the curriculum into the precious hours 
of class time. In the case of foreign and second language learning, courses could now be 
planned in a way that maximised the potential of face-to-face classroom interaction. Ele-
ments of ‘classroom’ work which could equally well or, perhaps even more effectively, be 
carried out in a computer-mediated environment, were identifi ed and shifted, most typi-
cally online and outside of class hours. Thus, what we now understand as blended learning 
(and hybrid courses, as they are often termed) is not simply a technological issue. Depend-
ing on the blend chosen, that is to say depending on the balance between what students do 
in class and what they do outside of class on computers and online, the pedagogy itself is 
being rethought. 

 It is this last preoccupation which is at the heart of this book. Technologies develop at 
breathtaking speed, particularly in the world of computers and their allied programmes and 
applications. Human beings also change in their ways of doing things, though probably at 
a slower pace than the changes which take place in computer technologies. Some things re-
main stubbornly (or perhaps reassuringly) constant: human beings struggle to learn foreign 
languages, to break the habits of a lifetime ingrained by their fi rst language, to overcome 
the seemingly insurmountable obstacles of confronting a new grammar and thousands of 
new words in the target language, along with new ways of pronouncing words and new 
challenges in communicating through the medium of the target language and its associated 
culture(s). 

 Fortunately, language educators have at their disposal centuries of collective exper-
tise, and, as a student, if you’re lucky enough to have a good teacher, such expertise can 
considerably ease the burden of mastering a new tongue, and the classroom is a good 
place to concentrate your efforts. Good classrooms are places where human beings col-
laborate and support each other, where expertise is shared in a humane environment, 
where pedagogical intervention can offer real shortcuts to knowledge and skill. They are 
places where teachers and learners react to one another in a moment-by-moment fashion 
as social animals. The computer and the internet have no such delicate feelings and, at 
the time of writing, operate dispassionately and with little regard to whether the user is 
feeling tired, has a headache, is daydreaming, is bored rigid or is struggling and really 
needs a great deal of sympathy as well as practical help and informational input. Such 
is the messy, all-too-human world of learning a language in the face-to-face classroom. 
This brings us squarely to the thorniest of our preoccupations: can the computer-mediated 
world of online study replicate either partly, wholly or not at all the interactive and socia-
ble world of a good classroom lesson? To answer this question, we must clearly go beyond 
an obsession with technology and not spend all our time in hot pursuit of what the ‘next 
big thing’ or technical buzzword might be. 
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Introduction 3

 First and foremost, to achieve best practice in blended language learning, we need to 
understand, insofar as we can, the complexities of how people acquire second and foreign 
languages. We may well conclude that some of the aspects of acquiring a second language 
are best left to happen within the walls of the face-to-face classroom. We may equally 
conclude that some types of learning, for example the more transmissive types, where new 
knowledge dominates (for example, accessing the meaning of a new word, reading a set 
text) can be done quite well outside of the classroom. After all, we have already witnessed 
widespread abandonment of paper dictionaries in favour of electronic and online diction-
aries and people are becoming more and more accustomed to doing their reading on a 
screen. On the other hand, key elements of acquiring a second language successfully, such 
as developing strategies for effective learning and the nurturing of motivation and positive 
attitudes towards the language may be something which the human teacher can do best in 
direct, face-to-face interaction with students. Yet even here, technology has partly caught 
up. The advent of social networking in the online environment has meant that teachers and 
students can continue the conversations which they have in classrooms in online forums, 
blogs, chat rooms and the like, without time running out and putting an end to things just 
when they are becoming interesting. All of these issues feed into the decisions which have 
to be made in designing blended learning programmes. What we stress throughout this 
book is that such decisions should be pedagogy-led rather than technology-led. We see the 
technology as facilitating pedagogy, not vice-versa. 

 Classrooms, therefore, are one of the main focuses of this book, not only from the 
perspective of teachers and learners interacting but also from the fact that most language 
learning, whether in class or outside of class, is mediated through language teaching ma-
terials of some kind or another. It is therefore not just a problem of recreating in the online 
environment the kinds of verbal interactions that take place between teachers and students 
in classrooms, but also one of recreating materials and their use, and, above all, exploiting 
technology to create new types of materials, new types of interaction and new types of 
learning experience. In this regard, mobile technology and adaptive learning systems are 
good examples. On the one hand, smartphones and tablets could simply function as the lat-
est version of the notebook or as a platform for the on-screen display and manipulation of 
coursebooks and other printed materials. On the other hand, a more fruitful way of viewing 
mobile technology is to see it as an opportunity for taking learning into new environments, 
new activities, new ways of generating learning resources, new ways of experiencing the 
world and new ways of learning. Similarly, adaptive learning systems are becoming more 
than just automatic error-correcting programmes that instruct the user to do this or that 
next, but are learning about their users and becoming more and more sensitive to their 
situations, emotions and needs. The machine is no longer the cold, soulless metal box or 
hand-held device, but becomes a ‘participant’ in the interaction that generates new and 
enhanced learning experiences. 

 We hope that the chapters of this book will both inform and reassure language teaching 
professionals of the benefi ts of blended learning and will offer food for thought for those 
involved in the design and implementation of blended learning programmes. The book 
cannot hope to cover everything: if your particular preoccupation is absent from its pages, 
we apologise, as we do for any shortcomings that remain within it.    
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