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Active Blended Learning

Active learning: 
• Experiential

• Practical/ hands-on, 

• ‘Real world’ orientated

• Collaborative

• Reflexive

Blended learning: 
• Technology-enhanced

• Face-to-face [F2F] & 

online combined

• Digital literacy



ABL example: Neo-liberalism as a key 
issue for education (first year)

Pre-session 
task 

• Watch a short lecture introducing neo-liberalism in theory
• Research an example of neo-liberalism impacting education and 

bring to session

Seminar

• Plenary discussion clarifying understandings of neo-
liberalism

• Student groups share examples and explain why they 
exemplify neo-liberalism 

• Examples added to class PowerPoint

Post-
session

• Students read assigned article
• Write discussion board post linking 

example to the article



Student engagement in online components varies widely by cohort, tutor, 

module, task, time of year, etc

Research question: Why? What factors affect student engagement in ABL? 

Problem:



Data Collection:

201 Students

47 Focus groups

4 Faculties

24 Students

5 Focus groups

5 Schools 

Pilot (yr.15/16) Main study (yr.16/17)



The Basics
• Timing:

“Sometimes the prep 
comes up really late so 
you’d have the lecture in 
the morning, they’d put 
the prep up the night 
before.”

• Communication:
“Not everybody knows 
about it. So I haven’t 
done it because I don’t 
know what it is.”

• Technological literacy: 
“Which is really bad 
considering I’m paying 
for it here but I don’t 
know how to use it, it’s 
not clear.”

• Technical issues 

“A lot of people have 
problems figuring out which 
heading it is under! Like… 
Which module is this? It’s like 
finding whichever module it is, 
clicking on it and then going 
to the activity!” 



Relationships with peers

“If we could do things as a group or as a class 

concerning creating stuff rather than leaving us to 

do it on our own.”

“you get so much out of your peers’ perspectives 

on what you are learning because, well you just 

do don’t you?”

“[lectures are more informative than seminars] 

because in class, obviously, people want to 

discuss and ask questions”

“I’d rather spend time in 

lectures with people, other 

students actually learning and 

then when I’m at home I do my 

assignments.”

“Do you remember when we 

were in Group 1 and we had 

our actual groups and could 

discuss in our groups and send 

group emails and things like 

that? That was really nice.”

“But sometimes I feel like some 

of the activities they make us 

do, it kind of wastes time.”



Relationships with tutors

“Some people didn’t’ learn 

it because they didn’t like 

the lecturer and then they 

failed their exam”

“I feel quite detached now, even though 

I’ve come into university, I don’t think 

there’s a great connection between tutors 

and students.”

“I don’t feel like I have a 

good relationship with my 

teacher at all...therefore I 

find it harder to do the 

work”

“[Relationships] got to be there for you 
to feel comfortable”“I’d like to see more interaction 

with tutors, definitely”



Care

They actually care about your 

grades, to be quite honest with 

you, rather than treating it as a 

9-5 job and ‘Let’s just bloody 

get out of here’

She does care...she does help 

you out, even when it’s ...after 

hours...even walking on the 

road outside of uni hours she 

will stand next to you and say 

‘Right this is the answer’

“He wants the 

students to do 

well as well”

“Will they actually notice whether I’m 

there or not? ... It makes me want to go 

[to class] a lot more”

“He seems very prepared”

“If they show interest it 

encourages us.”

“The fact that they took the time 

to [make the bespoke video] and 

put it on there makes me more 

wanting to do it because they 

took their time to do it, so it’s only 

fair that I took my time to listen to 

it”



Presence and visibility

“We’ve never had feedback on any of our 

reflections from the start of the year. So it’s 

like, why bother engaging?”

“They've [lecturers] got to be there for you, 

to feel comfortable.”

“Why have I done it if no one will be looking 

at it?”

“It's not supportive either because you can't 

ask them and engage with them.”

“Our tutors need to be available full 

time as well...maybe a tutor who’s 

in a position to be more available 

so that you can ping back and forth 

maybe...”

“Like an on-call doctor. An on-call 

lecturer”

“I think that links to how involved the 

tutor is with the online activity as 

well, so if we’re given almost like an 

online support tutor to show 

engagement and relay our= 

consolidate our learning for the 

online stuff.”



Support and feedback

“We were told they’d read them 

[online tasks] and feed back to us 

personally but they haven’t – none 

of it.”

“We pay a lot of money to then not 

actually have support from lecturers and 

go, ‘Hello, this is what we’re learning 

today’ and we have to go away and 

potentially not understand something 

because we don’t have access to 

professionals”

“She hadn’t read anything 

that we put on there 

because she didn't’ know it 

was there.”

“If you think back to X last year, she was 

always commenting on the Wiki and the 

group blog and everything, being like, ‘Yes, 

you are on the right track’, or ‘How about 

this’” 

“What effort are they 

[lecturers] going to put 

in?”



Rapport
“If you’ve got a lecturer that’s asking

questions and asking ‘Did you

understand that?’ you feel like you have

to be engaged because if you’re not

they will see you are not engaged and

they will ask you more questions and

no-one likes being put on the spot.”

“We haven’t got to know any of our

tutors... So you don’t build up a

connection with the course”

“we have a good relationship with X 

so we’re not afraid to ask him 

questions”

“I think he’s done so well when we 

bombard him with questions...he 

always answers back to emails”

“He’s a reliable man”

“X is really nice, he’s just very , like, soft 

so no-one really does what he asks or 

particularly engages massively. Y is quite 

assertive and quite organised, which I 

think works”

“Seeing their face [in video lecture] is 

reassuring, definitely”

“They are a lot more enthusiastic 

and they more passionate about 

what they’re talking about. Whereas 

when they are reading off the slide it 

sometimes feels like you are falling 

asleep.”



Conclusions:

• Students valued ‘interest, care & empathy’, 

evidenced in:

o Staff presence/ visibility

o Interaction both online and F2F 

o Building rapport

o Providing timely , adequate support and 

feedback as promised

• Opportunities for collaboration  and peer interaction 

need to be meaningful and effective



Thank You!
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