
1 

 

CONSTRUCTING AN EFFECTIVE MODEL OF BLENDED LEARNING: 

A CASE OF GENGEO IN ULIS, VNU HANOI 

 

Hoang Thi Thanh Hoa
1
 (M.A.) 

University of Languages and International Studies,  

Vietnam National University, Hanoi 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

For the last decades, blended learning has been of dominant discussions concerning educational 

innovation and training in general, and language teaching and learning in particular. A great deal 

of research has been conducted to prove its efficiency (Garrison, 2004; Handcock & Wong, 

2012), and many institutions have adopted this new trend in their formal training. Although 

theories on models, principles to design as well as characteristics of a blended course are 

available, very few reveal instructions on how much course time is allotted for web-based 

learning, and how much is for in-class learning. 

University of Languages and International Studies (ULIS) has put blended learning into 

practice in several courses, among which is General Geography of the United States and the 

United Kingdom (GENGEO). Observations of the blended courses show two extremes of 

blending: on one spectrum, the majority of the content in a course is learned online, and face-to-

face time is merely regarded as Q&A session; on the other spectrum, learning is mainly carried 

out face-to-face in class and online learning is considered supplementary. Although Dziuban 

Hartman and Moskal (2004) assert that the ratio between traditional face-to-face and online 

delivery is not important, the survey questionnaire after the pilot GENGEO shows the different 

result as the time allocation in a blended course strongly affect the content design, which then 

lead to different levels of students‟ satisfaction of the course 

In short, based on the survey findings achieved from the blended GENGEO pilot course 

in ULIS, this study aims at designing a more effective model of blended GENGEO course which 

also suggests a better frame of time allocation and content design between face-to-face and 

online learning and teaching.  

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Blended learning  

There is hardly a consensus on its definition but, in general, blended learning can be defined in 

simple words as a combination of online and traditional face-to-face classroom learning activities 

and resources (Garrison, 2004). In a blended learning course, a part of face-to-face time is 

replaced by online and it is primarily focused on integrating two separate paradigms, the in-class 

activities and online activities – synchronous or asynchronous (Laster et al., 2005). 
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According to Allen and Seaman (2010), the time that students learn online can account 

for 30-79 percent of the course time, below which it is considered a web-facilitated course, and 

beyond which it is online or distance courses. It is clear that from 30 to 79 percent is a very wide 

range; however, the two authors do not describe a clear cut between the two spectrums, such as 

whether there are any differences between a blended course with 30% web-based learning and 

one with 79% web-based learning in terms of course design and course activities. Although 

Dziuban Hartman and Moskal (2004) suggest that the ratio between traditional face-to-face and 

web-based delivery does not matter, course designers still struggle deciding on the amount of 

time spent in-class and online so as to have well-blended courses (The Oxford Group, 2013). 

 

2. Benefits and challenges with blended learning 

Research has been conducted to prove the benefits of this educational model, some of which are 

to improve learners‟ outcome, to enhance individualization, personalization and relevance as it 

lets the instructor tailor learning content to meet the various needs of learners (Handcock & 

Wong, 2012). In addition, Handcock and Wong (2012) also praise blended learning courses as a 

switch from passive learning to active learning which offer learners the best of both the 

traditional educational approach and the technological application while teachers and learners 

still enjoy greater flexibility and accessibility. 

Although organizing blended learning courses is the desire of educational institutes, its 

practice poses some challenges including technical, organizational and instructional design 

challenges. Hofmann (2011) views technical changes as a way of ensuring the success of the 

program by utilizing appropriate technologies and ensuring learners to use the technology 

successfully and effectively. At the same time, he also points out that organizational challenges 

include overcoming the idea that blended learning is not as effective as traditional face-to-face 

learning and teaching, refining the role of the teachers as well as monitoring learners‟ progress. 

Finally, in terms of instructional design, the challenges are listed as follows: how to teach, what 

to teach, how to make the online delivery interactive, as well as to ensure all the elements of the 

course are well coordinated. 

 

3. Effective model of blended learning 

3.1. Components of an effective model 

A blended learning model can be used as a guide in evaluating and integrating separate 

components to create effective learning situations. According to Holden and Westfall (2006), the 

key components are learning environment, media and instructional component: 
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Figure 1. Components of Blended Learning 

 

3.1.1. Learning environment component 

In a blended learning course, the learning environment consists of face-to-face interaction in the 

traditional classroom and online learning. Certainly, each learning environment has its own 

advantages and disadvantages; however, an effective model of blended learning aims to employ 

positive attributes of each environment to ensure the best use of resources to attain the 

instructional goal and learning objectives (Holden & Westfall, 2006). 

3.1.2. Media component 

It is widely held that some instructional media are more appropriate than others in supporting 

either synchronous or asynchronous learning environment; therefore, the selection of a particular 

medium may affect how the content is designed and delivered so as to make use of the positive 

attributes of that specific medium (Holden & Westfall, 2006). 

3.1.3. Instructional component 

The selection of instructional strategies can support the achievement of learning objectives; 

hence, when developing a blended learning course, maintaining instructional quality is 

paramount. 

According to Woodall (2010), as traditional classroom allow teachers and learners to be 

face-to-face in the same place and at the same time, which guarantees positive interaction 

between instructors and learners; therefore, it is advisable that this classroom time be spared on 

complex, broad, programmatic or new content as well as culture building, team building, 

networking activities or materials to be presented. Apart from the advantages mentioned earlier, 

this instructional design entails some disadvantages such as travel expense and time or passive 

role of learners in lecture-based sessions.  

Another instructional strategy is virtual classroom which allows teachers and learners to 

be in different places but still at the same time. On the one hand, this strategy offers more 

flexibility than traditional classes though it still has all the benefits from a traditional classroom; 

for example, learners can “raise hand” to ask questions or raise opinions. On the other hand, such 

technological concerns as high-speed internet connection and advanced workstation can be 

obstacles. As well, it requires the teachers have good technical skills and adequate resources to 

make the lesson seamless and interactive (Woodall, 2010). 

The final instructional strategy is media which is not limited to merely technology but 

includes such vehicles as stand-alone, asynchronous, or synchronous online learning, 

performance support tools (knowledge management tools), traditional classroom, labs or other 
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“hands-on” experiences, and reading assignments, CD-ROMs or other self-paced learning (Kaur, 

2013).  

 

3.2. Principles for an effective model 

In order to have any effective courses in general, and effective either online or blended learning 

courses in particular, Pelz (2004) emphasizes three principles in his report. The first principle is 

to ensure that learners do most of the work, not teachers. Some activities that can be utilized to 

involve more learners‟ engagement in lessons are student-led discussion; students find and 

discuss web resources; peer assistance and self-assessment. 

The second principle concerns interaction between learners and teachers as he states that 

interactivity is the key to effective blended learning. Actually, higher interaction and connection 

between teachers and learners is widely believed to be an advantage of blended learning 

approach in comparison with other educational models (Handcock & Wong, 2012).  

The final principle is „presence‟ which should not be limited to physical presence, but 

rather, social, cognitive and teaching presence. While social presence refers to a community of 

learning, cognitive presence is the extent to which teachers and learners construct meaning 

through discussion; and teaching presence is the facilitation and direction of cognitive and social 

process for the realization of personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning 

outcomes (Pelz, 2004). 

 

3.3. Key characteristics of an effective model 

In addition to the three components and the three principles of effective blended course, it is 

essential that in an effective blended learning course, the online teaching parts have these key 

characteristics. They are: visual, organized, compassionate, analytical, and leader-by-example 

(Savery, 2005). 

- Visual: Due to the characteristics of the online teaching and learning part in any 

blended learning courses, texts largely replace in-person, face-to-face, verbal communication. A 

lack of different visibility can create a wrong learners‟ that lecturers are not effective or devoted 

enough to the teaching, which consequently may cause poor learning outcomes. Visibility can be 

both teachers‟ visibility during the course, such as timely return of assignment and feedback or 

communication via emails, or different visuals aids and media used in the course, for example, 

videos or photos. 

- Organized: both online and blended courses require high time management 

responsibility of learners, which leads to increased organization responsibility of the teachers. 

Therefore, it is suggested that teachers include regular learners‟ self-assessment, prepare 

syllabus and assignment due dates carefully, in addition to an orientation session of how to be 

successful on blended learning courses. 

- Compassionate: in order to be compassionate, blended teachers should allow 

frequent communication with learners via emails, discussion forums, and they should show how 

much they care about learners‟ personal progress by reminding them about upcoming events or 

deadlines or frequently discussing learners‟ progress. 

- Analytical: teachers need to manage online learning assignment to ensure that 

students fulfill the assignments and achieving learning outcomes. Therefore, it is important that 

they return learners‟ assignment with feedbacks timely as well as frequently check learners‟ 

progress reports provided by the online system. 

- Leader-by-Example: blended learning can be a brand new experience for learners; 

hence, it is suggested that teachers give good online learning and behavior such as model 

responsibility by returning assignments timely or model the right way learners should 

communicate online. 
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In short, it is widely held that a blended learning course should be built taking the three 

components of learning environment, media and instructional design into great consideration 

(Kaur, 2013). At the same time, it is believed that in order to be successful, blended courses 

should follow the three principles suggested by Pelz (2004) as well as possess the characteristics 

proposed by Savery (2005). However, it is noted that none of the recommendations and 

instructions of designing effective blended courses above mentions the aspect of time shared 

between in-class and online section as well as the course content design. Therefore, the survey 

findings obtained after the pilot GENGEO course suggests careful reconsiderations.  

 

III. GENGEO IN ULIS – A CASE STUDY 

1. Description of the pilot blended course 

General Geography of the United States and United Kingdom, or GENGEO for short, is a 

content subject on an overview of American and British geography and culture. It is a 3-credit 

subject and it is traditionally offered in the form of face-to-face lecture-based sessions. Since 

semester 2 of year 2016-2017, ULIS has decided to offer more options to students to choose 

from: either traditional face-to-face or blended GENGEO. There were four pilot blended 

GENGEO classes last semester which managed to recruit 104 students from Year 2 to Year 4. 

GENGEO course is delivered in 15 weeks, with two quizzes, two reflective essays, one group 

presentation and one final exam as assessment. The amount of information, mainly facts and 

figures of the American and British geography and culture, is rather large but quite manageable 

for students to take in. The lecturers in the faculty believe that GENGEO is suitable for the 

blended approach which requires students to be independent and responsible for their own 

learning. As a result, of all the country studies subjects, GENGEO was chosen to be pilot as the 

first blended course in the faculty. 

 

2. Research procedure 

2.1. Pilot course design 

As it was the first time GENGEO has been offered, blended between traditional and online 

sessions, being pilot and then studied on its results are very essential. Firstly, the four blended 

GENGEO classes were divided into two groups which used different time allocation – different 

time-shared portion between in-class and online. The aim was to later investigate the time and 

content appropriateness of these blended courses based on students‟ view and feedback on their 

experience learning in the blended courses. The first groups is coded Group A with 50 students 

and the second group is Group B with 54 students.  

The two groups learned the 15-week GENGEO blended course; the materials of which 

had been prepared and posted on the online platform (an e-learning platform of ULIS). The 15 

sessions of the course, however, were divided with some differences in terms of when and what 

to learn on online and face-to-face sessions. Basically, the content that the two groups learned is 

similar; the difference lies in delivery method – web-based self-study or face-to-face lectures and 

discussions. 

Finally, after 15 weeks the students were asked to do survey questionnaire on their 

experience with the pilot blended GENGEO course. Because the benefits that blended courses 

can bring about are widely agreed on, the questions in the questionnaire focus much on the 

students‟ feedback on their experience – satisfaction and difficulties when taking the blended 

courses in order to improve the quality of the course and the students‟ contentment with the 

course. 

 

2.2. Survey questionnaire design 
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There are a total of 30 closed questions in the questionnaire, the answers to the 26 of which are 

scaled from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree); the other four questions are three-option 

questions; additionally, there is one open question for students‟ further comments or suggestions. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Questionnaire 

 

The questionnaire is divided into four sections: first, questions on students‟ general 

satisfaction of the course; second, students‟ views on the time, content design, and workload 

from the course; third, the possibility of taking other blended courses in the future; finally, 

students‟ self-evaluation on their own autonomy. 

 

3. Discussion of the findings 

Generally, the students from both groups in the pilot courses express their satisfaction as well as 

the desire to have more of such blended courses though to different extends.  
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Chart 1. Findings on satisfaction and future course format desire 

 

As can be seen in Chart 1 above, 78% of the students from Group A expressed their 

contentment with the course in comparison with 71% of the students from Group B, while as 

many as 6% of the students from Group B had negative opinion of the course. Surprisingly, more 

students in Group B than Group A showed their preference to take another blended course (88% 

and 72% respectively). 

In short, though at different extends, the students taking the pilot blended GENGEO 

course were very satisfied and the majority of them would like to take future blended courses, 

which is believed to the success of this pilot course. 

 

3.1. Time allocation 

Before discussing the findings on the course time allocation, it is necessary to note that 

the first group which is coded Group A including 50 students, using time and content design type 

A; and the other group is Group B including 54 students, using time and content design type B as 

illustrated Figure 3 and Figure 4 below: 
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Figure 3. Time allocation A 

 
 

Figure 4. Time allocation B 

 

As can be seen from Figure 3, Group A had seven face-to-face sessions which accounts for 47% 

of all the course sessions) and eight online sessions (53%) while Group B, as shown in Figure 4, 

had six face-to-face sessions (40% of all the course sessions)  and nine online sessions (60%).  

 

 
Chart 2. Time allocation 

 

 

Additionally, as the figures above indicates, Group A experienced 3 blocks of face-to-

face sessions, one at the beginning, another in the middle and the other at the end of the course; 

whereas, Group B had a scattered allocation of traditional face-to-face sessions, which seems to 

be random: one at the beginning of the course, three in the middle, and two at the end. There is 

not much to discuss here because it is important that we look at the content allocation to evaluate 

the time allocation here. 
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According to the general description of Allen and Seaman (2010), both groups 

experienced the same model of educational instruction with little difference in the quality and 

effectiveness. However, obviously the time allocation between face-to-face and web-based 

learning determines the delivery methods of the content as well as learning activities. Therefore, 

the different time allocation would definitely lead to different students‟ experience of the courses 

which later on caused different opinions as shown in the next section. 

 

3.2. Content design 

As discussed early, the amount of time the students learn in-class face-to-face sessions and from 

web-based sources determined the delivery of content and the conduction of learning activities. 

Different delivery and conduction methods surely create different impressions on students. 

Therefore, an analysis of the content and activity design of both Group A and B is vital. 

Shown in Figure  5 and 6 below are the schemes of the content and activity design of the 

two classes in Group A and two classes in Group B respectively: 

 

 
Figure 5. Content and activity scheme type A 
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As can be seen from Figure 5, Group A could experience both lectures and discussions on the 

new contents in a combination of face-to-face and online manner, whereas quizzes were done 

totally in class. However, it is advisable that quizzes should be done on the platform to save the 

lecturers‟ time as they can be graded automatically by the e-learning system. In order to do that, 

quizzes should be designed more carefully taking into consideration the time limit as well as the 

question types to avoid cheating among students.  

Different from Group A, Group B learned all the lectures and conducted the majority the 

discussions online, and the face-to-face sessions are utilized for mainly assessment, i.e. 

presentations and quizzes.  

 

 
Figure 6. Content and activity scheme type B 
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Clearly, the content design of Group A and B are not what Kaur (2013) and Pelz (2004) 

describes as an effective blended course, that is, traditional face-to-face sessions should be used 

to deliver new and difficult content; nevertheless, Group B looks worse. Hence, it is expected 

that the findings from the survey questionnaire can show some reaction from Group B‟s students 

in accordance with the not-so-appropriate content design and allocation.  

Chart 3 below indicates the students‟ preference of different methods of delivery, namely 

online, in-class and combination in accordance with three main course activities, i.e. lectures, 

quizzes and discussions.  

 

 
Chart 3. Learning activity preference 

 

In terms of lectures, as it was predicted, there is only a slight difference between Group A 

and B due to the manageable content of the course which is mainly facts and figures concerning 

American and British geography and culture. In terms of quizzes, both A and B did quizzes in- 

class; however, fewer students from Group A in comparison with Group B (6% and 14% 

respectively) wanted to continue doing so if given another opportunity to learn in the course. As 

discussed earlier in the paper, the faculty lecturers believe quizzes should be done online, which 

is agreed by 50% of Group A‟s students and 65% of Group B‟s students. Finally, concerning 

discussion, as many as 82% of Groups B students wanted to do the discussion in class, face to 

face with the lecturers and other classmates compared to only 37% students from Group A. This 

is understandable as Group B did not run any discussion session in the class; all of them were 

held online.  

In short, different time allocation between online and in-class sessions causes different 

content delivery and learning activity organization methods, which then entails different 

satisfaction level with the course. As regards students‟ satisfaction with how the learning 

activities were organized during the course, students from Group A derived more satisfaction 

than Group B; hence, it may lead to a conclusion that blended GENGEO type A satisfied 

students more than type B. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

Although there are theories on models, principles and characteristics of an effective blended 

learning courses, recommendations on the design in practice are not as available. Therefore, the 

pilot GENGEO courses with two different time allocation, content and activity design were a 

good start to widely implement GENGEO in forms of blended courses later in ULIS.  

For the time being, as the students‟ autonomy and time management skill are not as good 

as expected (revealed in the survey questionnaire), face-to-face sessions is well needed. The 

findings from the pilot GENGEO suggest that the face-to-face and online sessions should be at 

least equal; that is, in-class sessions should account for at least 50% of the course time. In other 

words, the time shared between face-to-face and web-based learning of Course type A is more 

preferable than Course type B.  

Additionally, the majority of the face-to-face time should be allotted for discussion rather 

than merely teachers delivering lectures. As shown in the findings, the students preferred much 

more face-to-face discussion than what they did in the pilot course while they were content with 

a combination of in-class and online lectures. It is suggested that lecture notes be posted on the 

platform and made accessible in advance so that the students can access and prepare for the in-

class discussions. 

Another suggestion to consider is that the face-to-face sessions should be bestrewn so 

that the teachers can help remind and reinforce learning strategies as well as motivate students in 

their self-paced learning sessions. Furthermore, it is highly recommended that the current in-

class quizzes be changed in order that students can do them online though strict measures must 

be taken to prevent students‟ cheating.  

Last but not least, the findings gained from the pilot blended GENGEO courses also urge 

a better preparation of web-based sources in terms of quantity as well as quality, such as lecture 

notes, reading materials, videos, photos and maps in order to facilitate better the students‟ self-

paced learning. 

In conclusion, the pilot blended GENGEO provided the faculty lecturers with precious 

recommendations to design better blended GENGEO course for the up-coming academic year. In 

terms of time allocation, a future blended GENGEO will surely have equal share of time between 

face-to-face and web-based learning. In terms of content and activities, most lecture notes and 

quizzes will be web-based while it is advisable that discussions be mainly held in class in order 

to support students‟ better understanding of the content as well as to increase the interaction 

between lecturers and students. 
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