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Literature Review 

Blended Learning in the Foreign Language Classroom 

Today, our educational system finds itself in a transition phase.  Tremendous 

shifts in how we live are taking place thanks to the conveniences and instant access 

granted by the technology we now use.  Information is everywhere, free for the taking. 

Unprecedented access to information is bringing us one step closer to the goal of 

providing quality education for all in our country.  As foreign language educators, we 

now have the opportunity to enhance the effectiveness of the teaching approaches we 

use and place ourselves on the cutting edge between sound pedagogical practice and 

technology integration.  Technology cannot yet teach social skills or develop strong 

value systems and for that reason human touch is still very much needed in the 

classroom.  I believe the ideal educational system is a blended classroom rooted in a 

competency based model.  This allows for face-to-face, collaborative and personal 

interactions while maintaining a student centered, personalized pace and path in order 

to meet students specific needs and allow them the highest degree of success and 

learning.  Research has shown that blended learning classes help increase achievement 

more than traditional methods or even purely online classes.  While there have been 

many attempts at implementing this idea and many ways to do it, I believe in a more 

holistic approach which takes into account the physical environment itself, the 

technology used, the buy-in and adoption of the growth mindset and a respect above all 

for the learner rather than the system which leads him.  Blended learning has been 

shown to increase engagement in learners, lead to deeper expertise and mastery of the 
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subject, grant choice and ownership over the pace of instruction, foster a sense of 

success and progress while increasing collaboration.  It also assists with listening and 

oral practice in the target language and a sense of ownership within the learner. 

Everyday in our classrooms we strive to make the most of the limited time, resources 

and circumstances of our schools.  Blended learning offers a better and more efficient 

way to meet our goal of global competency by keeping the proven methods of the past 

and incorporating them with the best we have to offer today.  

The Implementation of Blended Learning 

The Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation defines Blended 

learning as: “a formal education program in which a student learns at least in part 

through the online delivery of content and instruction, with some element of student 

control over time, place, path and/ or pace,” and “at least in part at a supervised 

brick-and-mortar location away from home.” (Kehl, 2016)  This is much more than 

simply handing students a laptop or putting an iPad cart in the classroom.  Blended 

learning has, since its beginning many years ago, had many different faces.  In the book 

Blended: Using disruptive innovation to improve schools, Michael Horn and Heather 

Staker identify four main models within the various types of blended classes: Rotation, 

Flex, A la Carte and Enriched Virtual.  The model that interests me the most is the 

Rotation model, as it fits best with our current school environment. Either Station or 

Lab rotation means that students rotate among online learning, small group work, 

pencil-and-paper activities, whole class discussions, projects and one-on-one time with 

the teacher.  They can rotate at the same time - with scheduled lab days or in groups led 
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by the teacher's prompting - or they can move from one station to another at their own 

pace.   This to me is active learning at its’ best.  The course is charted, they are following 

it, yet they retain a portion of the control.  They assume responsibility for progressing 

from one module to the next and they have the freedom to rotate as they see fit.  

Alliance is a charter organization that has successfully implemented blended 

learning in schools in Los Angeles with the Blast model.  They offer students three 

stations: individual, teacher-led and collaborative.  They provide a laptop for each 

student, and the teacher can teach a “smaller” class of 15-16 students every 30 minutes 

while the other students work at the other stations.  In collaborative they have 16 

students working in groups of 4 and helping each other.  One-on-one is when they watch 

instructional videos or complete individual practice or projects on their computer. 

(Wiley, 2017) 

Real time data is provided through the software to help students move on but it is 

also crucial to help the teacher chart the students course and see how they are 

progressing.  Online instruction and differentiation allows more time for the classroom 

teachers to work on concept extension and critical-thinking skills, instead of spending 

the majority of their time teaching and practicing basic skills. (Horn, 2016)  Having the 

technology provide the real time feedback also frees up the teacher from the endless 

grading in order to provide the guidance necessary to ensure that all the students get it. 

Finally, active learning prevents students from falling asleep, vegging out or getting lost 

and falling behind while the rest move on.  Horn cites dozens of examples where schools 
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have successfully increased their students performance levels by implementing this 

blended learning model (Horn, 2016).  

Granted there are issues with implementing blended learning.  I recently had a 

student from a neighboring district tell me how the kids in blended learning classes are 

totally lost and have no idea what is going on.  There is a definite time period needed for 

students to get used to the process.  It is also crucial that the staff be properly trained 

and be able to create and lay-out a clear, well thought out path for the students to travel. 

The technology needs to provide a clear progress chart which is accessible to the 

teachers, parents and students as well, allowing for transparency and a clear gage of the 

students competency in any given area. Several studies have shown both teacher 

reluctance to use blended learning and failed attempts at implementing this method due 

to a lack in proper training.  When the CLIL (Content and Language Integrated 

Learning) at the University of Urbino in Italy introduced its state-of-the-art program to 

foster multilingualism, they found that during the first year the technology was not as 

readily adopted and used as they had anticipated.  There was a lack of confidence in 

creating and assigning online tasks, a pivotal part of their program.  Due to this finding, 

the following year more time was allocated for teachers to customize or create the online 

materials.  (Carloni, 2013) 

Another challenge was identified by Wang et al when studying how to improve a 

blended synchronous learning environment.  Teachers in a blended learning 

environment will need to be the ones to help their students when they have technical 

difficulties, thus requiring teachers to be technologically competent.  (Wang, 2017)  This 
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would require training and institutional support beyond what most schools offer their 

employees.  Cimen and Yilmaz also concluded in their study on Blending social 

networks that offering teacher training that provided concrete examples on how to 

integrate classes with the new technology is not only desirable but truly essential. 

(Cimen, 2017)  

Mozelius and Rydell took a closer look at problems affecting successful 

implementation and found a correlation between a teacher's perception of an online 

tools’ ease of use and the teachers perception of either lack of time or lack of support to 

implement it in the classroom.  They found that introduction and training along with the 

time factor were instrumental in helping the new method to take hold.  If the teachers 

do not perceive an adequate amount of time or support they will not implement the new 

technology.  It makes sense - they have a full plate and do not have the motivation nor 

the extra time to invest in educating themselves.  Training must provide documentation, 

support, introduction, allow for adequate time and finally inform teachers of the 

didactics and instructional designs for blended learning environments.  (Mozelius, 2017) 

Yet despite the possible clumsy implementations it remains that project based, 

inquiry based and hands-on practice activities, with a teacher present to help guide and 

support - these have been shown to be the most effective uses of classroom time. 

(Noonoo, 2012)  Students who feel the blended learning is useful and provides benefits 

for them are much more satisfied with their learning experience.  A positive learning 

climate which encourages the exchange of ideas, provides an online platform where 

students can collaborate and communicate, and builds trust and cooperation is the type 
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of climate that increases satisfaction as well.  (Nor Azian Abdul Rahman, 2015)  The 

study found that blended learning enhances the quality of learning for students by 

attracting them and offering them a better platform and exposure.  

Sitting still and passively listening to the teacher lecture is no longer meeting the 

needs of our connected and interactive generation.  We know this, yet schools drag their 

feet when it comes to change.  Why?  According to the 2010 Horizon Report, one of the 

key challenges is the fundamental structure of the K-12 education establishment. If 

maintaining the basic elements of the existing system is the focus of the majority of the 

efforts in education, than any attempt at profound change in practice will be met with 

resistance. Nowadays learners have so many new options at their fingertips when it 

comes to their education - online, home-based and informal education are drawing 

students away from traditional schools.  In order to stay relevant the system needs to 

adapt and evolve. (Johnson, 2010)  A study on the satisfaction on Blended Learning in 

public institutions found that students benefitted from several aspects of this method. 

During courses, students enjoyed increased time and spatial flexibility as well as easier 

access to the materials and resources used in the learning process.  Giving them 24/7 

access to learning led to a higher level of autonomy in order to self-regulate their own 

learning process.  This is the type of personalization that cannot occur in a traditional 

classroom setting.  However the face-to-face aspect of the blended learning helps the 

student to interact with others, thus promoting collaboration which leads to closer 

connections and more learning outside of the classroom.  (Rahman, 2015)  Social 

networks are an aspect of blended learning which lends itself to rich exchanges outside 
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of the classroom walls, thus extending the learning and the community of learners. 

Cimen’s research showed that supplementing the class by using social networks actually 

increased student achievement.  The best results were found when the use of the 

networks was required and the teachers monitored and participated in the discussions, 

but even when the social networks were simply encouraged there was still a positive 

impact of the student. (Cimen, 2017)  To use social networks in a manner related to 

course content is to help students engage more and thus spend more time with the 

material.  They end us taking ownership of the learning process much more that way 

and experience a deeper sense of connectedness with the material and their fellow 

learners. 

Desired Outcomes in the Foreign Language Class 

So far the research is sounding very promising, but how can this be implemented 

in the foreign language classroom?  While studying hyperpolyglots  it was discovered 

that variety is really their secret.  The one size fits all does not work in any class, but 

especially not in the foreign language classroom.  In Michael Erard’s book Babel no 

more he explains that hyperpolyglots - people who speak more than 4 languages - use a 

mix of methods and focus on accomplishing communicative and translation tasks.  They 

have also learned how they learn best and they stick to what works for them.  There is no 

formula, no secret or single method that others can duplicate.  (Erard, 2012) However 

students can duplicate the use of variety until they identify the methods that work best 

for them.  Blended learning provides that type of variety and freedom of choice for the 

student. Erard quotes a hyperpolyglot who explains that "The best method is the 
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method you like.  Languages cannot be taught, they can only be learnt. The best way is 

to tell students right away that they are responsible for their own learning process, and 

the teacher is just a guide who has to motivate them."  (Williams, 2013)  Allowing them 

to find what works for them means offering many ways to learn, and then giving them 

the power to choose, thus empowering them and handing them the keys, bestowing on 

them ownership and agency for their progress and their ability to guide their own 

learning.  (Horn, 2016).  According to Thomas, language learning has become one of the 

most dynamic areas of education for the application of learning technologies.  As states 

earlier, while technology cannot replace a human teacher, it can still play a role by 

opening new perspectives in the language classroom, allowing for cultural connections 

and collaboration as well as production and communication in the target language. 

(Thomas et al, 2013)  Language learning is the perfect place to use blended learning, 

because it innately offers the variety that is needed for language competency. 

Dynamic videos using animation and changes in sequences have been shown to 

be greatly effective in learning.  This has been studied since the mid 2000’s.  (Zhang, 

2005)  However today we also have proof that using technology can also increase 

listening competencies, reading comprehension and grammar, not to mention allow for 

more opportunities to speak.  Bahar Isiguzel studied German classes and found that 

student taking German in the blended learning environment had more success and 

higher motivation compared to those who took it in the traditional classroom.  (Isiguzel, 

2014)  
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Global competency is the goal of our World Language department.  It is defined 

by the National Committee for Languages as: “to see and understand the world from a 

perspective other than one’s own, and to understand and appreciate the diversity of 

societies and cultures” by fostering “the ability to communicate effectively, which 

includes both linguistic and cultural understanding of world languages.” (2013)  

Terry Aladjem, from Harvard University’s Bok Center for Teaching and Learning, 

gives an interesting definition of learning: “a process of moving information from 

short-term to long-term memory.”  Based on this definition, research has shown that 

active learning is the best method to achieve this.  (Horn, 2016)  Active learning also ties 

in personal growth and life skills, since perseverance and grit are needed in order to 

work until students successfully master the material - they cannot simply move on after 

the chapter test if they fail it.  Grit has further been shown to be one of the key 

predictors to success in life, therefore proving to be a skill that educators want to instill 

and build into today's students. (TED, 2013)  

Active learning produces results in testing as well.   An instructor at University of 

Minnesota taught two versions of the same class, one in an active learning classroom 

and the other in a traditional, teacher-centered, lecture style setting.  In the active 

classroom researchers measured 48% more discussions as well as 22% less lecturing. 

Participating students who had lower ACT scores actually overcame the achievement 

gap and earned the same grade as students in the lecture classroom.  (Adams, 2016, p 8)  

Two science classes were also taught in both methods and then measured with a 

standardized test.  The active learning students achieved either superior results than the 
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traditional lecture class or results equal to it, while experiencing higher degrees of 

satisfaction with the active learning.  Engagement was greater as was student learning 

outcomes and confidence.  When less class time is spent lecturing the majority of the 

class time was spent with students working with each other to solve problems, answer 

online questions, listen to short explanations of key concepts or watch short 

demonstrations with the teacher or through video.  This study concluded that although 

active learning classrooms cannot seat as many students as a lecture hall, it is actually a 

more efficient use of physical space.  (Baepler, Walker, Driessen, 2014) 

Blended learning is also shown to increase collaboration.  The research on social 

emotional learning is exploding these days as it has been shown that social interaction is 

an important part of learning. Creating that collaborative environment motivates 

engagement, as students engage in social interaction with their peers.  Today pedagogy 

is shifting to emphasize team activities and collaborative learning.  Blended learning 

again is the ideal environment to allow for group work, team building and collaboration 

both inside and outside of the classroom.  (Oblinger, 2013, Chapter 11)  

Can blended learning also improve oral and listening proficiency? Several 

researchers including Robert Blake from the University of California conducted studies 

to measure and compare the effects of online learning, blended learning and face-to-face 

learning in foreign languages within the oral proficiency metric.  Their research showed 

a clear gain to be had by incorporating online learning into the class.  The real challenge, 

the researchers pointed out, was in implementing Distance Learning language 

instruction within a framework which was both pedagogical and truly conversational, 
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where there exists the blend of experiential and formal or academic knowledge.  The 

study concluded that adding the distance learning component to a foreign language 

class offers definite benefits for oral proficiency and proves to be a responsible and 

reasonable option to help strengthen the skill.   (Blake, 2008)  

From the University of Western Australia comes a study using listening in an 

Italian classroom.  Videos and recordings were made with online quizzes for the 

students to access.  They could listen anytime and take the quizzes as many times as 

desired since it was graded as a formative assessment.  66% of the students enjoyed 

online listening assessments more than in-class ones, expressing their appreciation for 

autonomous learning.  They liked being able to listen when, where and as many times as 

they liked, having control over the time and place of their learning.  Overall 92% of the 

students felt that the online activities helped improve their listening skills.  Engagement 

was high with 97% completing almost all the quizzes, listening to them more than once 

and taking quizzes that would not count towards grades but simply to improve their own 

skills.  This shows increased motivation and a sense of ownership.   Doing the online 

listening freed up valuable class time for in-class collaborative work, proved to be an 

effective tool for assessing listening skills and also promoted learner motivation. 

(Caruso, Colombi, Tebbit, 2017) 

Can blended learning also aid in the instruction of reading and grammar in the 

foreign language class?  When studying the use of Moodle as an online learning platform 

for English learning in Jordan, the students who received Moodle instruction as a 

supplement to the in-class learning outperformed their counterparts who only had the 
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traditional classroom experience.  Power points on the various skills (such as scanning, 

skimming and overall reading comprehension) along with exercises with answer keys 

and hyperlink practice links were accessible through the online LMS.  They could reread 

the slides and had unlimited times to take the self-assessment tests. The instant 

feedback and self-pacing capabilities ended up reducing learning time, increasing 

student confidence and their sense of accomplishment.  Ultimately it improved their 

reading comprehension as well since it helped to increase their engagement.  The same 

results applied to the use of this same method for grammar instruction and practice, 

providing online activities, video tutorials and the slides used in class.  The 

self-assessments with unlimited attempts were key.  Forums added a place for questions 

and collaboration, again extending the learning and the social connection of the learners 

and the teacher beyond the four walls of the classroom.  This proved to be a winning 

combination, raising achievement in both reading and grammar, showing that adding 

an LMS to a face-to-face class can be a true catalyst for language learning.  (Bataineh, 

2017) 

 

Blended Learning and the Whole Child 

A study from the University of California highlights the advantages of blended 

learning over distance learning by explaining that many students find out that both 

hybrid and distance learning language classes require a high degree of self-motivation 

and independent work skills - many times discovering this after having enrolled.  Often 

times they are struggling at this point and thus we see a rather high dropout rate for 
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many distance learning classes of different subjects.  (Blake, 2008)  We have witnessed 

this in our hybrid German and Spanish classes at Owen J Roberts High School.  High 

School students often do not have the drive of the maturity to self-regulate without 

regular teacher guidance.  However a blended learning class differs in that the teacher is 

indeed available everyday to help them stay on task and to answer any questions that 

might cause them to abandon course.  This provides a balance between the online and 

the traditional while allowing for the personalized pace.  According to Horn’s research 

(2015), personalization boosts students achievement and also their quality of life.  

Research conducted by Dahlstrom (2013) concluded that students prefer blended 

learning environments.  They desire to use the technology they are so familiar and 

comfortable with in their learning.  Technology is natural to them.  However, the desire 

to maintain some degree of face-to-face contact with their teacher persists, even with the 

continuous connection through online methods of interaction.  Even for youth who have 

never known the world without the internet, that personal human touch is valuable. 

(Dahlstrom, 2013)  Online students can often feel isolated as they are physically 

separated from the other learners and the teacher.  According to Wang, students in 

strictly online classes can find it difficult to fully engage and collaborate with other 

online members of a class.  (Wang, 2017) Eden Dahlstrom concludes that blended 

learning persisted as the prefered modality for the college students surveyed.  “The 

majority of students across all regions [...] report that they both prefer and learn most in 

blended learning environments.  These findings track with data regarding students’ 
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desire to communicate with instructors face-to-face as well as having anytime, anywhere 

access to course materials” (Dahlstrom, 2013).  

Not only is the human touch and presence impactful, but the learning space itself 

plays a crucial role.  In their study at the University of Washington, Adams and his 

colleagues found that even the small environmental changes like decoration, lighting 

and temperature affect performance.  This speaks to the need for a shift in the way 

classrooms are set up, begging for a more inviting, casual atmosphere.  (Adams, 2016) 

They go on to describe that more flexible learning spaces use moveable furniture and 

technology which facilitates active learning.  Adams and his colleagues cite two studies 

showing that this type of environment actually changed students and teachers behaviors 

and improved student learning.  (Adams,  p 8)  

Amherst High School in California has done a tremendous job at creating an 

impressive learning space in their school.  They call it a Creative Learning Space, and 

are said to provide an active learning environment for today’s students. Students 

develop competency while producing, synthesizing, and evaluating information from a 

wide variety of subjects and sources - in essence experimenting and working with the 

material in an active learning environment.  This type of space fosters learning 

dispositions and creates a school community where everyone is a learner. In this setting, 

educators can employ technology to engage students within a personalized 

environment.  Learning is no longer one-size-fits-all or confined to the walls of a 

classroom. (Amherst, 2017)  
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The white overhead lights glaring in a bland, sterile classroom of desks lined up 

facing the front set the tone and the mood for the students. Students much prefer color, 

natural lighting and interesting decor.  The current generation of students, accustomed 

to home remodeling television shows and examples of stimulating spaces in the coffee 

shops and clubs they spend time in, seem to be more sensitive to ambiance than 

previously. One study found that the majority of students,  both male and female, 

continually rearranged their living spaces to be more attractive. We see this when they 

go off to college as well, spending time and money to turn their rooms into comfortable 

and visually appealing living spaces.  When asked to evaluate a model learning space, 

they noted the paint colors, carpeting, and lighting on their own.  The environment 

impacts them, and they are affected by their physical surroundings - as are we all.  But 

when it affects their learning, as teachers, we need to stand up and take notice. 

(Oblinger, 2006, Chapter 2)  

Nancy Van Note Chism  places the focus on the active construction of knowledge 

by the learner.  She states that advances in learning theory show the best methods in 

which learning takes place.  High learner involvement is achieved by emphasizing prior 

experience, fitting new learning into existing schema, and actively processing the 

information.  Environments that are stimulating to the senses, that provide experience 

and facilitate the exchange of information - these are the places which support learning 

through the transfer of knowledge and the feedback, application and experimentation 

on said knowledge.  (Oblinger, 2006)  
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The expenses involved can often be a drawback.  Schools do not have the budget 

to spend thousands of dollars like Amherst High School to create a million dollar 

creative learning center.  Kehl provides encouragement to make changes anyways, 

saying that any space, even if only our classroom, can be our ally. “Depending on a given 

day’s objectives, desks can be moved around to create more a collaborative workspace, 

especially when doing collaborative group work. Most importantly, teachers can remove 

themselves from the front of the classroom, conducting class from different areas in 

class or even from different spaces on the school campus, to de-emphasize as much as 

possible the traditional teacher-centered model of education and the notion that 

students can only be learning if they are listening to a teacher.”  (Kehl, 2016) Going from 

teacher-centered to a versatile student-centered layout is the goal and this is what is 

benefits the student even more than fancy furniture.  

The technology itself is the last piece of the puzzle.  Research shows that easy 

access and familiarity are key.  What do the students themselves want?  When asked to 

recommend how schools could make technology use for schoolwork easier, the top five 

student responses indicated that access was key. Students like to use their own cell 

phones,  their own laptops or tablets.  They also said that unlimited and reliable internet 

access throughout schools is important.  Many reported that social networking access is 

desirable stating that they would like tools to help them communicate with classmates. 

(Devaney, 2010)   These answers further highlight the desire for collaborative learning 

and the efficient use of technology they are familiar with.  Students feel successful when 

using devices and programs they are proficient with, and they can then focus on the 

 



LITERATURE REVIEW: BLENDED LEARNING   
18 

material and the experience itself instead of the device.  Online tasks invite the learners 

into their area of comfort and teach them how to become proficient at using technology 

to help them develop language skills.  Well designed and implemented online tasks 

promote content and language learning while connecting the students to many cultural, 

rich and varied media sources, as well as a global network.  Students language 

development is catered to through the use of educational technology and also through 

engaging them in incidental learning, meaning the by-product of being engaged in an 

activity.  (Carloni, 2013)  Connectivist and constructivist approaches are enhanced when 

used with the technology which students are so attached to.   The graph below shows 

that students tend to prefer the type of classes (in this case blended learning) in which 

they feel they learn the most.  A sense of success creates a desire to continue using that 

method.  
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Students blended learning environment experiences, by Carnegie Class 

(Dahlstrom, 2013) 

 

In conclusion, the research and educational trends all point to active 

learning and blended learning environments as one of the most effective ways of 

teaching in general, but especially in teaching for competency in a foreign language.  The 

benefits begin with increased engagement due to personalization.  Having a sense of 

control over certain aspects of their learning promotes a sense of ownership which 

encourages them to put forth the effort needed to truly learn. Learning leads to 

competency and skill mastery, which in turn leads to a sense of success and deeper 

engagement and further learning.  “The lack of language skills and civic and global 

awareness among American citizens increasingly jeopardizes their ability to interact 

with local and global peers or participate meaningfully in business, diplomatic and 

military situations. The United States is not producing enough foreign-language 

speakers to staff important posts in the U.S. Foreign Service, the intelligence community 

and American companies.”  (Council on foreign relations) 

We are on the front lines of this meaningful endeavor, and we have the 

opportunity to make an impact.  Active learning in a student-centered environment, 

with course materials available anytime through the internet, with the support and 

guidance of an expert teacher and with the collaboration of classmates, leads to higher 

achievement and greater satisfaction with the educational experience.  In today’s world, 

where the United States desperately needs more culturally savvy citizens, we owe it to 
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the next generation to give them back their learning experience. Blended learning does 

this by creating a learning environment which uses the best of both traditional teaching 

and modern technology so as to meet students needs and ensure that they gain the 

competency both with the language and with learning, thus producing skilled, life-long 

learners.  
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