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Becoming a blended teacher

Introduction: context, story overview

At the start of the last academic year, I found myself facing a group of full-time students for the first time in five years. For most of that time, the majority of my teaching (or tutoring, facilitating, coaching, mentoring – you choose) had been online. Previously working at Ultralab on Talking Heads, NPQH tutor training and online MA modules I was now a ’regular’ tutor on Nottingham Trent’s secondary PGCE programme. Not for me the fear and uncertainty sometimes expressed by teachers who move to working in a virtual environment. No, my journey was in the opposite direction. It was a transition that, nevertheless, was still accompanied by concern. Could I still do it? Would I find the routines and constraints of a face-to-face timetable too much of a restriction on my ability to tutor, to teach?  This article is a reflection on my first year ‘back in the classroom’ and on my journey. A journey that was in the opposite direction to many of those that are the subject of research with a host of tips and strategies published in books and articles. Where is the writing on returning from the virtual world?

Summary of online teaching tips fears etc

So what are the concerns and issues when a teacher moves into an online teaching environment? I will attempt to summarise some of these here and move on to how I see them relating to my transition in the opposite direction. I have based this set of issues on the work of Palloff and Pratt (2001) but do not pretend that this article is anything more than a personal reflection. The full academic paper can wait!

	Issues online
	Issues face to face

	How do I orientate students?

	In online learning and teaching the students are not present and so it is important that time is spent orientating them to the protocols and methods used in the programme. This might take longer than in a face to face situation but is fraught with the worry “How do I know that they are ready?” 
	In my face to face to situation I had to meet the students at a set time and had a finite time to go through the induction. Not for me the luxury of students arriving online in ones and twos, with an online environment providing a buffer of time and space. Questions had to be dealt with there and then (if not always answered). The pressure was on. Once the three-day slot allocated for this process was over – ban, we had to start. I was used to a much less intense induction online with issues being teased out over time.

	How do I empower and encourage participation from students?

	In the online environment students may be reticent to contribute. They may respond only to direct questions and may be silent for much of the time, allowing others to monopolise the discussions.

It is important to notice changes in levels of participation and to address them. 
	I found much the same to be true face-to-face. I knew this of course, but having spent so much time focusing on getting the lurkers to be ‘present’ online, I think I took it for granted that if people were in the same room then they would contribute more. In an online world I would naturally use ‘back channels’ of e-mail or telephone to check understanding and engagement. Face to face this seemed somehow less natural, less clear cut. Do I need to talk to the quiet student to ascertain that they are ‘OK’? Probably I would just expect that standard classroom techniques would re-engage them. Would this be enough though?

	How do I maintain my own presence?

	Online teachers need to balance their contributions so that students know that they are ‘there’. New teachers online are concerned to get this balance right. 
	Face-to-face, I was obviously going to be ‘there’. My concern was how to maintain this beyond sessions, and especially over placement periods. I wanted to set up an online discussion forum for this purpose, but was concerned at how to naturally integrate this into my face-to-face sessions and not for it to be seen as a bolt-on – the kiss of death on online learning. 

	How do I provide resources?

	In my previous work at Ultralab we had a continuous debate about the nature of online resources, settling on notions of using the constructed knowledge of online discussion as being as important a resource as that provided by us as tutors. The programmes were fairly thin on provided resources – although there were some key pieces and access to online ‘experts’. Students could access the resources at anytime. 

This approach gave rise to three enduring issues – how much material should we provide, how should it be structured, how do we know it has been read? 
	At Nottingham Trent, as elsewhere, the face to face teaching is supported by a virtual learning environment (an in-house product called the VLP – Virtual learning Portal). I had to produce resources that could be used in the classroom sessions and provide material for the module’s online presence on the VLP. Much the same questions were faced. How much should I provide in each mode – should they be duplicated? How is it used by students – can I be sure they are reading it. A further question was raised fairly early on by the students – how can we index all of the material on the VLP so that we can use it later?

	How do I give feedback and how do students contact me?

	Online teachers need to have clear methods of communication. They need to decide how students should contact them – in forums, by e-mail, telephone, synchronous online systems (for example: chat, video conference, voice over IP eg Skype). They also need to decide on the level and type of feedback in each of these media.
	Face to face I was struck by students’ abilities to delay me getting to the next session. I was so used to responding to students needs online I had forgotten that I was able to control my use of time much better when I was at a distance. I set up online systems to support the face to face work, but again was concerned that this seemed natural and that I wasn’t setting unrealistic expectations, especially of e-mail. This is an ongoing issue – I do I wean students off of one-to-one e-mail and into the more time effective many-to-many communication of forums, where issues can be shared. Another issue was how I used telephones in my new role. Online I was used to students ringing me up at all times – it was a natural extension of e-mail at all items and I could choose not to answer. Would this work in my new world?


Solutions? Or pragmatic actions?

There were probably many other issues that I faced when first returned to the classroom but the list above are ones that I remember now. Maybe there is a filter of hindsight, but as I hadn’t kept a diary that is all I have and so I will need to assume that was all there was  - at least for the purposes of this article. The question then is “What did I do?”

In many ways I was fortunate to join an established team and, in particular, to work with Helen Boulton who had been at Trent for several years and had established the PGCE Secondary ICT programme from scratch. This coupled, with excellent mentoring from Stevie Vanhegan, meant that many of the problems I faced were immediately shared and usually solved by existing resources and strategies. I later came across the work of the IT Tutors’ Network and this helped too with resources and ideas. The central issues of my interactions with students were, of course, down to me. It was these that exercised me most.

One of the most critical lessons for me was the management of time. When teaching online, time is elastic. You can take as much or as little time as is needed. You can work very asynchronously so that you don’t need to be there at any set time, nor do students (unless, of course, you are running synchronous chats or telephone/video conferences). The return of the timetable and the 9am-11am session, meant I had to relearn skills that I hadn’t used regularly for some time. Fortunately I was working in teacher education so it was just a matter of putting the lesson plan into my own practice. True but still a difficult hurdle, and one that I took a long time to clear. My early weeks were characterised by ill-timed sessions – either too little or too much material. I tried to encourage follow up online discussions but this was defeated by its very bolt-on nature. I knew this of course, but sometimes you forget what you know in the heat of the moment. The only solution was more careful planning, and to build in flexibly timed activities for the students. Later sessions became less rigid, less didactic and featured more ‘input’ from students. Again, all fairly unremarkable stuff but, for me, key lessons in returning to the classroom from being online.

For feedback, we developed clear, if unwritten, guidelines for use of the mobile phone. Students would ring me and I would ring them. We all knew that if we were busy we wouldn’t answer. It has never become a deluge but has provided, I believe, an essential means of support that saves time in the long run. I appreciate that this is not for everyone, but it is one technique that is common to both my online and face-to-face teaching. It probably says more about me as a person than anything pedagogic although there may be something in the looking for strategies that work in both environments.

I established the online forum but didn’t use it much while students were in university. I set some tasks to share resources and guided students to post these in our share online space. This naturally led to some follow up comments and discussion and the integration of the online space into classroom tasks gave it validity. When it came to school placements, I encouraged students to reflect and share online and I was then able to revert to my ‘online facilitator’ role where I became the guide and tutor in the discussions. Setting provocations, and following up student comments with challenge and support. 

Blended learning or blended teaching?

I think what is happening is that I have realised that my teaching is not fully face-to-face and that I was wrong to see my move as being one completely away from the virtual world. Students communicate with me (and each other) online through e-mail and forums and by telephone. Some use instant messenger and Skype VOIP as well. Whatever is most natural for them. They now that I will not reply instantly unless it is convenient, but they also know that they can leave messages and I will get back. 

What is happening here is the development of my blended teaching repertoire. We hear and read much about blended learning and here is its counterpart. I am not just the tutor they see at the times laid down on the timetable, they “see” me online as well. Tasks are set which blur the boundaries. Attitudes and behaviours are established.

Very recently, and well into my second year at Trent, I was struck by a sudden and painful loss of voice and other symptoms of flu. I had all the resources planned for the four hours of face-to-face teaching and it was a fifteen-minute job to divide it up into separate activities and post it on the VLP. The students were all coming in – there had been no time to tell them not to and so my instructions were simply to use the resources and activities to discuss responses, which should then be posted online. This the students did, and what had been planned as a face-to-face activity for a Tuesday morning became an online one that lasted until Thursday. Not because the online version was less efficient but because the environment provided more persistent engagement.

This is not a story that I use as a clarion call to make all my teaching online. Far from it. Like most people I find the personal interaction a very satisfying and important part of my work. What it does underline for me though is that I was very mistaken to think I was moving back into the classroom and leaving online work behind. I was merely becoming a blended teacher.
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