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For many students today, ‘going to uni’ requires attending classes,
but also juggling work and family commitments. In response to these
changing needs, and the increasing importance of digital interaction,
most universities now offer blended learning, supplementing face-to-
face classes with online learning. The present study examined student
perceptions of what they put into, and gain from, blended classes. Third-
year psychology undergraduates (n = 130) at an Australian university
rated their experience of tutor-directed, face-to-face practical classes,
and self-directed, online practical classes, in the one academic unit. In
quantitative terms, students reported that they invested similar amounts
of effort into the two class modalities, but learned slightly more from
face-to-face than online classes. In qualitative terms, students gave
contrasting reasons for their perceived learning in the two modalities.
They appreciated the classroom experience for the chance to ask
questions and revise content, and the online experience for its need for
independent thought, although they also missed personal discussion.
Responses also showed that different students experienced the two
modalities in quite different ways. Judiciously combining in-class and
online learning activities, with student choice where possible, seems
a relatively efficient way to help enhance the university experience of
today’s busy students.
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Introduction

The university experience, for many of today's students,
means more than just living a student lifestyle. As well
as attending classes and completing assignments, many
students are juggling part-time work commitments, and
often caring for their children and/or ageing parents. At
the same time, the rapid rise of digital technology has
meant that most people’s lives are interwoven with online
interaction. The distinction between the online and offline
world is becoming increasingly blurred (Borland et al.,
2019). Australia, where this study was conducted, has
some of the highest internet usage in the world. Nearly
all (98%) of Australian school students have access to the
internet (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Thomson,
2015), and although similar statistics are not published for
tertiary students, the number is likely to be at 100%. Faced
with this combination of multi-tasking students and an
internet-connected populace, over the past quarter-century
there has been a growing trend for universities worldwide
to supplement or even replace their face-to-face teaching
with online content (Borland et al., 2019; Clark & Post, 2019).
Thus, in many institutions, the majority of undergraduates
now experience online learning as part of their degree
(Tucker et al,, 2013). The aim of this study was to examine
the perceived effort and perceived learning that students
experienced in the face-to-face and online components
of blended-learning practical classes, using a combined
quantitative/qualitative approach. The results are being
used to help improve the student learning experiences in
these classes, and a similar approach could be used by other
researchers seeking to improve their own classes.

Literature review

Student-centred and teacher-centred approaches

When universities offer online options, these are increasingly
attractive to students who are looking for more flexible
ways to study (Brown et al., 2018). Being able to complete
a degree completely online allows students to more easily
integrate their studies with the responsibilities of work
and family, but also to organise the timing and location of
their studies (Fleck, 2012; Hratinski, 2008). This increased
focus on online content delivery is in line with an increased
emphasis on a student-centred view of learning. In a
student-centred approach, there is more focus on students
taking responsibility for their learning, and less on the
material to be mastered or the teaching style used (Cannon
& Newble, 2000; Gosling, 2006). This contrasts with the
more traditional teacher-centred model, in which a teacher
transmits information to a largely passive class of students,
who provide little input and who all perform the same
tasks (Harden & Crosby, 2000; Kember, 1997). However,
many commentators have also expressed concern about
maintaining the quality of both teaching and learning when
the experience is completely online (e.g., Parsons-Pollard et
al., 2008).

Face-to-face versus online learning

Numerous individual studies have been designed to compare
the relative merits of traditional face-to-face classes with
self-directed, online learning, with mixed results. Some
researchers have found that interactive online learning
results in greater student performance and satisfaction
than traditional face-to-face learning (e.g., Zhang, 2005).
In contrast, others have observed slightly higher student
achievement (e.g., Zacharis, 2010) and satisfaction (but
not academic marks, Kemp & Grieve, 2014) in face-to-
face groups. However, it seems more common to find no
obvious difference in students’ achievement or satisfaction
levels between online and in-class approaches (e.g., Dell et
al., 2010; McFarland & Hamilton, 2006).

Meta-analyses have confirmed that there seems to be
no clear advantage to either teaching approach. For
example, Bernard et al. (2004) gained mixed results when
comparing classes provided face-to-face compared to via
distance education (including online). In overall terms, there
was virtually no effect of teaching modality on student
achievement, attitude, or retention. A meta-analysis by
Sitzmann and colleagues (2006) found that classroom
and web-based delivery were equally beneficial in terms
of student satisfaction and the teaching of procedural
knowledge. However, web-based delivery had the
advantage for teaching declarative knowledge, especially
when students had control over their learning and received
feedback when they practised. Finally, a slightly later meta-
analysis (Means et al., 2009) revealed that students engaged
in online learning performed modestly better than those
in face-to-face classes. All three of these research teams
concluded that it is not the modality that is so important.
Rather, it is the quality and nature of the way that material is
provided to students that is crucial, and online learning has
the greatest benefits when students actively manage their
learning (e.g., Means et al., 2009).

Blended learning

Although the contrast so far has been between purely online
and purely face-to-face modalities, many institutions are
now adopting an instructional approach known as blended
learning, in which face-to-face classes are complemented
with online activities (Anthonysamy et al, 2019; Owston,
et al, 2013). This approach is designed to be student-
centred, self-paced, and flexible (Tang & Chaw, 2016), and
has been found to result in better student achievement
and satisfaction than learning that is either fully online
or fully face-to-face (e.g., Cavanagh, 2011; Dowling et al.,
2003). The time in-class provides students with the unique
sense of ‘being there’ and the opportunity for spontaneous
interaction and discussion (Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003;
Sanders, 2006). The time devoted to working online allows
students the time and scope to engage with the material
(Skylar, 2009) and develop their responses as well as their
cognitive skills (Alexander et al., 2014; Hratinski, 2008).

Unsurprisingly, however, the benefits of blended learning
seem to vary with the characteristics of individual students.
It appears that those who do best in the online aspect of
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blended learning are students who feel engaged in their
course, motivated to achieve, and have a strong ability to
self-regulate (Owston et al., 2013; Zhu, Au, & Yates, 2016).
Without the direct guidance of an instructor, students with
low motivation and a generally low record of achievement
might find it difficult to organise their own time and efforts
to complete the tasks required. Further, students’ success in
a blended learning course, like any other course, will depend
not so much on the modality itself, but on the quality of
the teaching materials and delivery. Some instructors may
simply transfer their face-to-face teaching materials to an
online platform, whereas others may develop innovative
ways to create and present online activities in an engaging
fashion for students (Holley & Oliver, 2010; Ituma, 2011).

The current study

The present research was conducted in a mid-sized regional
Australian university (approximately 35,000 students, 83 per
cent domestic, 40 per cent aged over 25 years), in a state
with the country’s lowest proportion of university graduates,
approximately 51 per cent. Teaching at this university is
typically face-to-face, but with online resources an integral
part of learning (for course content, recordings, resources,
assessment submissions, questions for staff). Further, there is
a growing requirement to replace many face-to-face classes
with self-directed, online activities. This trend is motivated
mainly by financial concerns: students who are completing
activities in their own time have no need for a paid tutor, and
lecturing staff are not paid extra for developing online tasks
to replace part of their usual face-to-face teaching. However,
the move towards online learning is also part of a worldwide
trend in higher education. It assumes that students prefer
the flexibility and independence afforded by self-directed
activities. As reviewed earlier in this section, there is ample
evidence that many students benefit from these positive
aspects of online learning. However, the mixed set of
results gained from the several meta-analyses in this area
(e.g., Means et al., 2009) means that the findings of others’
studies cannot be easily generalised to individual classes
or courses, especially in terms of students’ own perceived
experience, rather than simply their academic outcomes.
Similarly, conclusions drawn from the current study should
be interpreted within its context. The findings might not be
reliably generalisable to universities, courses, and cohorts of
a different nature, nor beyond the higher education sector,
as people have different reasons for engaging in learning
within and outside of academic institutions.

The aim of the current study, then, was to assess two
aspects of the student experience — perceived effort, and
perceived learning — in a third-year undergraduate unit that
employed blended learning in its practical class program.
The introduction of some self-directed, online practical
classes, to replace some of the previous traditional face-
to-face classes, came about without student consultation
or feedback. The responses gathered here were intended
to provide data, from a student perspective, on how the
two class types were experienced. Based on the previous
literature, no substantial differences were expected between
face-to-face and online classes in terms of students’
quantitative responses. However, qualitative analysis of

open-ended answers was also included to gain a broader
picture of the range of reasons that students provided for
their responses, and to inform future iterations of this and
similar classes. The ultimate goal of this work was thus to
use the participants’ responses to improve the learning
experience of students in this particular educational context,
going forward. Further, the method used here could act
as a model for other instructors interested in improving
the educational experiences and outcomes of their own
teaching.

Method

Participants

Participants were 130 third-year developmental psychology
students at an Australian university (X = 22.4 years, SD =
3.73), nearly all domestic students. There were 102 females,
26 males, and two other, reflecting the common gender
imbalance in undergraduate Psychology courses. The
participants came from two consecutive-year cohorts (n =
53, n = 77, respectively). However, as the two cohorts did
not differ significantly in terms of mean age or gender ratio,
and had the same class material and teaching staff, the data
were combined for analysis. Students took part as a class
requirement, but also provided informed consent for their
(anonymous) data to be used beyond the class, as approved
by the Tasmanian Social Science Human Research Ethics
Committee (Reference No. HO013082).

Procedure

Students completed an anonymous online questionnaire
(using Psychstudio, 2019) in self-directed practical class
time, in which they answered several questions about
their experience and opinions on face-to-face versus self-
directed online practical classes. This lifespan developmental
psychology unit was taught using a blended learning
pedagogy. Weekly lectures were delivered live (X = ~30%
attendance) and recorded (X = ~70% attendance). Of the ten
weekly practical classes, seven were delivered face-to-face
and three online, with self-directed activities to be completed
within a one-week window . The in-class and online learning
activities had equivalency in learning opportunities. In both
cases, students displayed their understanding through
observing, reading, or hearing about an issue and then
discussing, writing, or graphically presenting (e.g., through
a genogram (family tree) or table) their response. In-class
discussion was encouraged, but the online activities did not
include a discussion board, in response to previous findings
that students did not enjoy or benefit much from online
discussion (Kemp & Grieve, 2014).

Participants were asked to respond to four questions that
could be analysed quantitively. They were invited to indicate
how much effort they normally put into face-to-face and into
online practical classes, and how much they felt that they
usually learned from face-to-face and from online classes,
on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = hardly at all to 7 = a large
amount). They were also asked to respond why they gave
these answers. In terms of perceived effort, participants were
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given the choice of four given reasons (own expectations,
tutor expectations, peer expectations, engagingness of task)
or other. In terms of perceived learning, they were asked to
provide their own brief written answer as to why, which was
then subject to qualitative analysis.

Results

Figure 1 shows ratings of the amount of effort that students
felt they invested, and the amount of learning they thought
they gained, from face-to-face versus self-directed practical
classes. The differences were slight, but in favour of face-
to-face classes. This was confirmed in two paired-samples
t-tests: students’ perceived effort did not differ significantly
between the two class types, t (129) = 1.85, p = .066, Cohen'’s
d = 0.163, but their perceived learning was significantly
greater for face-to-face than for self-directed practical
classes, t (129) = 3.68, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.322.

6 ii i
1 i

Effort

(6,

Perceived amount
woos

%)

Learning

B Face-to-Face M Self-Directed

Figure 1. Mean perceived effort and learning for face-to-
face versus self-directed practical classes, with standard
error bars

Participants’ written reasons for their perceived learning were
examined at the broad level of whether they were exclusively
positive (e.g., "l can work on my own and read through again
and again until | actually understand”), exclusively negative
(e.g., "less is learned because the option to have discussion
and ask questions is not there”), or acknowledged both
positive and negative aspects (e.g., "Allows for my own
research, but not much opportunity for explanation if | get
stuck”). As shown in Table 1, participants were overall more
positive in their comments about face-to-face classes, and
more negative and mixed in their comments about self-
directed classes. A chi-square test showed this difference to
be significant, x2 (2, 3) = 13.46, p < .001.

Table 1: Number and percentage of positive and negative
comments for both class types

Comment type Face-to-face Self-directed
n % n %
Exclusively positive 90 72.6 63 50.0
Exclusively negative 25 20.2 45 35.7
Mix of positive and negative 9 7.3 18 14.3

Participants’ reasons for their perceived extent of effort in
face-to-face and self-directed practical classes are shown
in Table 2. Students chose from four possible options, or
selected other. As seen in the table, the responses were
remarkably similar between the two class types, and a
chi-square test confirmed that there was no significant
difference in the pattern of responses, x2 (2, 5) = 0.63, p =
.96. For both face-to-face and online practical classes, half
or more of the students cited their main reason for investing
the effort they did was to live up to their expectations, with
a further 20 percent or so putting in effort because they felt
that the class was engaging. Expectations of tutors and peers
were less common reasons for effort in both class types. A
few students selected other, with some answers informative
(e.g., "I don't like talking in front of people”) and some less
so (e.g., "I don't know ").

Table 2. Number and percentage of reasons for effort
invested in both class types

Face-to-face classes Self-directed classes
Reason for effort invested

n % n %
Own expectations 64 50.0 68 52.3
Class is engaging 25 19.5 28 21.5
Tutor expectations 18 14.1 16 12.3
Peer expectations 13 10.2 11 8.5
Other 8 6.3 i 5.3

Participants provided written responses to the question
of why they felt they had learned as much as they had
learned in the two types of class. Thematic analysis was
employed to analyse their responses. The chosen form of
thematic analysis was the one explicated in detail by Braun
and Clarke (2006), which has become an extremely popular
method for analysing qualitative data in a reputable and
respected way (Terry et al,, 2017). In line with Braun and
Clarke’s recommendations, six phases were used to identify
the themes as they emerged from the analysis. To this end,
the author 1) familiarised herself with the data by reading
and making notes about the entire list of comments, 2)
systematically developed initial codes (each response was
allocated to a single code that reflected its core meaning),
and 3) collated these codes, and their associated data, into
possible themes. The themes were then 4) reviewed and
refined until they were satisfactory for the entire dataset,
and five) finalised as a complete set, including specific theme
names and definitions. The final step, 6), was to produce a
narrative about the data, with examples, explained further
below.

This qualitative section of the study also satisfied Tracy's
(2010) eight criteria for excellent qualitative research. The
topic is worthy of research, with its theoretical and practical
implications, and the study was conducted ethically and
with rich rigour, from the underlying constructs examined
to the appropriateness of the data collection and analysis.
The author has striven for sincerity in terms of awareness
of potential bias, and transparency about the methods
and potential limitations of the work. The detail and
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description, and the inclusion of example responses from
a range of participants contribute to the study’s credibility,
and an awareness of the extent and the limits of the data’s
generalisability means the conclusions can be transferred as
appropriate, allowing adequate resonance. An important aim
has been to achieve coherence across the multiple parts of
the study, and ultimately to make a significant contribution
to the field.

The careful application of Braun and Clarke's (2006) six
phases of thematic analysis yielded two sets of themes
(with a small amount of overlap) from the responses about
the face-to-face and self-directed practical class activities.
The themes are described below, and further below, Table
3 shows the number and percentage of responses (with
examples) that were assigned to each theme, for both class

types.

Themes from face-to-face classes

In terms of face-to-face classes, six major themes emerged,
as well as a handful of other answers, not otherwise classified.

Allow questions and clarifications. Nearly one-third of
responses mentioned the benefit of being able to ask
questions or seek clarification when explaining the learning
they had experienced in face-to-face classes. Students
valued the in-class opportunity to gain further information
from the tutor as the need arose, often commenting that
this improved their understanding of the material.

Revise course content. Equally popular as the theme above,
nearly one-third of responses focused on what they saw as
the helpful opportunity to go over course content that had
been introduced in lectures.

Are engaging. A substantial proportion of students
commented that they found the face-to-face practical
classes to be engaging, often in comparison to the lectures,
or to self-directed classes. Students felt that this greater
engagement led to greater understanding of the course
material.

Promote discussion. In this theme, students noted that having
in-class discussions helped them hear and learn from others’
opinions, often improving their own learning.

Cover repetitive content. Some of the smaller themes reflected
more negative views of the face-to-face classes, and reasons
for expending effort on them. Some participants felt that the
revision of material was a nuisance rather than a help.

Cover irrelevant content. Another relatively infrequent and
negative set of comments reflected the view that the face-
to-face classes covered material that was not relevant to the
course.

Other. Finally, a small proportion of responses were too
diverse to fit into any of the themes above, or simply unclear.

Themes from online classes

A mainly different set of themes emerged when students
explained the reasons for how much they felt they learned
during self-directed online practical classes.

Require independent thought. More than a quarter of
responses noted that self-directed classes had the benefit
of forcing students to come up with their own ideas in
response to questions, rather than just listening to their
peers or waiting for the tutor to provide an answer.

No chance for discussion. The same number of responses
had a negative theme, with students bemoaning the lack
of verbal interaction that came with doing practical classes
online and alone. Given the positive comments on the
discussions facilitated in the face-to-face classes, this is
not a surprising finding, but underscores the continued
importance of synchronous, real-life discussion for many
students.

Are engaging. A smaller proportion of students found that
doing the self-directed classes on their own, online, engaged
their attention and encouraged them to complete the work,
for example, However, as seen further below, another group
of participants had the opposite response.

Less pressure. Although there was little mention of the
potential stresses of personal interaction, timed tasks, and
tutor expectations in the face-to-face practical classes,
these concerns were alluded to by responses that noted
that the self-directed tasks did not exert so much social/
time pressure.

Are not engaging. Another group of students found the self-
directed, online nature of these activities to be difficult to
interact with. The mixture of comments provided about the
self-directed classes suggests that one group of students
appreciated the quietness and independence provided by
self-directed activities, while the other found it frustrating
and unengaging to be working on their own without social
interaction.

Cover repetitive content. Another more negative theme, as
for face-to-face classes, was that some respondents were
unhappy with the coverage of what they perceived as
repetitive content.

Can rush through. A similar number of students noted that
their (presumably more limited) learning from self-directed
classes resulted from the fact that they could get the
activities completed in a hurry, without outside scrutiny to
check they were being done properly.

Revise course content. A small but more positive theme was
that the self-directed classes allowed the revision of some
course content. It is interesting that the repetition of content
was perceived as a negative experience for some students,
and a positive one for others. It would be worth exploring
in future research whether these perceptions were related
to students’ abilities (better students might see the value
in revision, or conversely, might become bored more easily
with perceived repetition of content).
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Puts knowledge into practice. The final theme concerned
the applied focus of the self-directed practical classes,
commenting on how the activities showed how the lecture
material made sense in the real world.

Table 3: Numbers and percentages of responses fitting the
themes that emerged about the learning experienced in
both class types, with example responses

Theme n % Example Response
Face-to-face classes
Allow questions/ 30 242 “Because the tufor makes the pracs interactive, and [ am
clarification able to ask questions and seek clarification on aspects
of the content ™
Revise course 30 242 “It's another way to reinforce the information on top of
content watching lectures and reading notes.”
Are engaging 20 16.1 “Because the activities allow us to actively engage in

theories/ideas in a way that encourages us to ask
questions and be involved [sic] in our learning

process.”
Promote discussion 17 13.7 “Experiencing tasks and discussing with peers helps me
to think deeper, and sparks new trains of thought.”
Cover repetitive 12 9.7  “Sometimes the content is similar to lectures' content,
content gets boring ™
Cover wrrelevant 7 5.6  “Ifeel like the face to face pracs have been informative
content however sometimes it has felt like we have spent time
doing irrelevant tasks.”
Other 8 64  “Because it’s rude not to pay attention in class”™, “T

don’t know”, “Some of the face to face content seems™

Self-directed classes

Require independent 27 214 “Because you are taken from class and asked to work

thought on your own without guidance therefor [sic] relying on
yourself to learn ™

No chance for 19 151 “Ispend less time on them. I often do the required bits,

discussion and then glaze [sic] over the rest. There isn't anyone to
talk to about your ideas.”

Are engaging 17 13.5 “More engaging/interactive — easier to be motivated.”

Less pressure 15 119 “They allow me to work at my own pace, and Able to
focus more, without having to focus on class
interactions

Are not engaging 12 95  “Istruggle to engage ™

Cover repetitive 11 87
content

Can rush through 10 79

“Content was somewhat repetitive from the lecture
slides.”

“I mostly try to get them out of the way as quickly as
possible.”

Revise course 8 63
content

“Goes back over key points and make me revise.”

Apply knowledge 7 5.6  “The lecture teaches the information and the pracs

apply 1t.”

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the extent of, and
reasons for, undergraduates’ perceived effort and perceived
learning in two learning modalities: tutor-directed face-
to-face practical classes, and self-directed online practical
classes. Previous research has relied largely on the
quantitative comparison of student outcomes. This study
also included qualitative analysis of student responses, to
gain a more detailed understanding of their reasons for (not)
preferring each modality. In terms of overall preferences, the
differences in between face-to-face and online classes were
modest. Specifically, there was no significant difference
between class types for perceived effort invested, a small

but significant advantage for face-to-face classes in terms of
perceived learning, and a significantly greater proportion of
exclusively positive comments for face-to-face than online
classes. The relatively minor differences observed here are in
line with those of decades of previous studies (e.g., Means
et al.,, 2009; Sitzmann et al., 2006), although it is less usual
to find an advantage for face-to-face over online learning
(e.g., Zacharis, 2010). The main conclusion on the question
of modality, then, is consistent with that of many other
authors: it is not the modality of teaching that determines
student outcomes, but the quality of teaching (e.g., Bernard
et al., 2004).

In terms of the effort that students felt they had put into their
classes, the reasons chosen were very similar for face-to-face
and online learning. In both modalities, students indicated
that their effort depended mainly on the expectations that
they had of themselves, and the extent to which they found
the classes engaging, rather than what anyone else (tutor
or peers) thought about their contribution. This pattern of
responses is a reassuring one, in that it suggests that most
students are engaging in these classes because of their
intrinsic self-motivation, rather than simply to fulfil the
perceived expectations of others.

However, in terms of the extent to which students thought
that they had learned the class material, two rather different
sets of reasons were given for how much was learned from
each class type. In face-to-face classes, students valued
most the chance to ask questions and seek clarifications in
class, to go over course content, and the engaging nature
of these classes. Together, these three themes accounted
for 80% of responses. Unsurprisingly, having access to
tutor responses and input is frequently identified as an
important determinant of student learning and satisfaction
(e.g., Martinez-Caro & Campuzano-Bolarin, 2011; Paechter
et al, 2010), regardless of the modality of teaching. In the
current study, the fact that so many students found the
face-to-face classes engaging might help to explain why the
revision of course material was generally seen positively: it
provided an interactive and interesting way of revising for
later assessment.

In contrast, for online classes, it was most often noted that
these self-directed activities had the advantage of obliging
students to think for themselves, rather than to rely on
others’ answers. This was an unanticipated first response,
but fits with previous findings that completing tasks online
in their own time allows students the scope to consider
the tasks more carefully and to develop their responses
more thoughtfully (Alexander et al., 2014; Skylar, 2009).
The second most common response about learning in an
online context was a negative one, focusing on the lack of
discussion afforded by the online activities. It is true that
by design, these self-directed activities did not include an
online discussion component (as discussion was included
instead in the face-to-face classes). However, even when
students are provided with internet-based discussion
forums, this modality is often perceived as inferior (Kemp
& Grieve, 2014), and often does not encourage such
cohesive or critical points to be made (Bliuc et al., 2011).
In the current study, some students enjoyed the perceived
lack of time pressure or social pressure from the online
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practical classes, feeling that they could work through the
activities at their own pace, without judgement from peers
or tutors. Previous researchers have also noted this as a
benefit of online learning for some students: those who feel
apprehensive about joining in face-to-face discussions or
answering questions on the spot in front of others, can feel
less intimidated when supplying their responses more slowly
and thoughtfully online (e.g., Hobbs, 2002; Warshauer,
1997). In contrast, other students in the current study liked
being able to “rush through” the self-directed activities and
get on to other tasks.

The main impression that emerges from this wide range of
themes is that different students engage in, and experience,
learning in very different ways, whether that learning is
in a classroom or via a computer screen. Some students
specifically noted that they found the online classes engaging;
others indicated that they found them unengaging. Having
the opportunity to revise course content was seen in a
positive light (as useful revision) by nearly one-quarter of
students in their face-to-face responses about learning,
but the type of revision was seen negatively (as a repetitive
nuisance) by another 9-10% of students in both the face-to-
face and the online responses. Taken together, this pattern
of themes in student responses serves as a reminder that it
can be quite misleading to draw broad conclusions about
what students (dis)like about tutor-directed, face-to-face
learning versus self-directed, online learning. It does seem
that undergraduates generally benefit from the flexibility
afforded by self-directed, online tasks (e.g., Brown et al.,
2018; Hratinski, 2008). However, as noted by previous
researchers (e.g.,, Anthonysamy et al., 2020; Owston et al.,
2013), those with high levels of self-motivation and self-
regulation appear best able to apply themselves and gain
the most from these activities.

The findings from this small study are generally consistent
with those from much larger studies, as well as meta-
analyses. However, their importance lies in the contribution
that they can make within their context. Specifically, the
perceptions that these students reported about their own
learning and effort are now being used by the class co-
ordinator to improve the content and structure of these
and similar future classes. For example, more focus will go
into helping students to understand and learn the material
presented in online practical classes, given that students
felt they learned slightly less online than face-to-face. It is
also important to provide more scope for discussion and for
questions in online classes, and to require more students
to contribute their ideas in face-to-face classes, to avoid
the discussion being dominated by those who are more
engaged, knowledgeable, or confident. The present results
could also make a contribution beyond a specific set of
classes. Asking students for their anonymous responses
to these types of simple yet focused questions could help
other educators to identify the strengths and weaknesses of
their own class structures and teaching. This kind of method
could thus serve as a starting point for other educators
who are eager to identify students’ perceptions about their
learning experiences, and to use similar methods to improve
their teaching in their particular context.

This study is not without its limitations. One is the imbalance

in the level of detail invited from participants in explaining
the ‘why’ of their perceived effort (for which they chose
from a set of answers) and of their perceived learning (for
which they provided a written response which could then be
analysed thematically). It would have been preferable to ask
for open-ended responses for both question types, to allow
richer analysis of the reasons for students’ effort, as well as
for their learning. Another limitation is the restricted scope
of the questions asked. Future, larger studies would do well
also to collect data on individual student characteristics, and
their academic performance.

Conclusions and recommendations

The results of this small-scale study are in line with those
from decades of previous research: any differences in
student experience and outcome between face-to-face and
online learning seem to depend more on the quality than the
modality of instruction. However, this study also provides
insights into some of the reasons why students give to,
and gain from, their in-class and on-screen studies. Overall,
different students have quite different experiences of the
two class modalities: a fast-paced classroom discussion
might be perceived by one student as engaging and full of
opportunities for gaining new knowledge, but by another
student as intimidating and with little scope for developing
a thoughtful response. It is not practical to suggest that
every university instructor take student-centred learning
to the lengths of developing a personalised learning plan
for every student, based on their individual work/family
commitments and personal characteristics. Nevertheless,
a blended learning approach allows instructors to provide
students with a range of in-class and online tasks. The
current results suggest that giving students some choice
about how they complete some task types might provide
an efficient way for more students to feel in control of their
own learning, and to fit that learning in more easily amongst
their other work and family roles.

References

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018). Household use of
Information Technology, Australia, 2016-17. https://www.
abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8146.0

Alexander, M. M., Lynch, J. E,, Rabinovich, T., & Knutel, P. G.
(2014). Snapshot of a hybrid learning environment. Quarterly
Review of Distance Education, 15, 9-21.

Anthonysamy, L., Koo, A. & Hew, S. (2020). Self-regulated
learning strategies and non-academic outcomes in higher
education blended learning environments: A one decade
review. Education and Information Technologies, 1-28.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-020-10134-2

Bernard, R. M., Brami, P. C., Lou, Y., Borokhovski, E., Wade,
A., Wozney, L, Wallet, P. A, Fiset, M., & Huang, B. (2004).
How does distance education compare with classroom
instruction? A meta-analysis of the empirical literature.
Review of Education Research, 74, 379-439.

Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.3 Special Issue No.1 (2020) 75



Bliuc, A.-M., Ellis, R. A., Goodyear, P., & Piggott, L. (2011).
A blended learning approach to teaching foreign policy:
Student experiences of learning through face-to-face
an online discussion and their relationship to academic
performance. Computers in Education, 56, 856-864.

Borland, R, McDonald, T. Zakaria, G, & Wilkie, S.
(2017). Engaging staff with program redesign and
blended learning in two large scale institutional projects.
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sonia_Wilkie/
publication/335231268_Engaging_staff_with_program_
redesign_and_blended_learning_in_two_large_scale_
institutional_projects/links/5d709b4ca6fdcc9961af9d76/
Engaging-staff-with-program-redesign-and-blended-
learning-in-two-large-scale-institutional-projects.pdf

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in
psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 77-101.
doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Brown, C., Davis, N., Sotardi, V., & Vidal, W. (2018). Towards
understanding of student engagement in blended learning:
A conceptualization of learning without borders. In M.
Campbell, J. Willems, C. Adachi, D. Blake, I. Doherty, S.
Krishnan, ... J. Tai (Eds.), Open oceans: Learning without
borders. Proceedings ASCILITE 2018 Geelong (pp. 318-
323). https://2018conference.ascilite.org/conference-
proceedings/

Cannon, R, & Newble, D. (2000). A guide to improving
teaching methods: A handbook for teachers in university and
colleges. Kogan Page: London.

Cavanagh, T. B. (2011). The blended learning toolkit:
Improving student performance and retention. Educause
Review, 34(4), 15, https://er.educause.edu/articles/2011/12/
the-blended-learning-toolkit-improving-student-
performance-and-retention

Clark, C., & Post, G. (2019). The value of student attendance
at face-to-face classes, as part of a blended learning
experience. Proceedings of ASCILITE 20179, Singapore,
https://2019conference.ascilite.org/assets/papers/
Paper-128.pdf.

Dell, C. A., Low, C., & Wilker, J. F. (2010). Comparing student
achievement in online and face-to-face class formats.
Journal of online learning and teaching, 6(1), 30-42.

Dowling, C., Godfrey, J. M., & Gyles, N. (2003). Do hybrid
flexible delivery teaching methods improve accounting
students’ learning outcomes? Accounting Education, 12,
373-391, doi: 10.1080/0963928032000154512

Fleck, J. (2012). Blended learning and learning communities:
Opportunities and challenges Journal of Management
Development, 31, 398-411.

Harden, R.M., & Crosby, J. (2000). AMEE Guide No 20:
The good teacher is more than a lecturer: The twelve
roles of the teacher. Medical Teacher, 22, 334-347.
doi:10.1080/014215900409429

Hobbs, D. (2002). Constructivist approach to web course
design: A review of the literature. International Journal on
E-Learning, 1, 60-65.

Holley, D., & Oliver, M. (2010). Student engagement and
blended learning: Portraits of risk. Computers and Education,
54, 693-700. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2009.08.035

Hrastinski, S. (2008). Asynchronous and synchronous
e-learning: A study of asynchronous and synchronous online
methods discovered that each supports different purposes.
Educause Quarterly, 31, 51-55.

ltuma, A. (2011). An evaluation of students’ perceptions
and engagement with e-learning components in a campus
based university. Active Learning in Higher Education, 12, 57-
68. doi: 10.1177/1469787410387722

Kember, D. (1997). A reconceptualisation of the research
into university academics’ conceptions of teaching. Learning
and Instruction, 7, 255-75.

Kemp, N. & Grieve, R. (2014). Face-to-face or face-to-
screen? Undergraduates’ opinions and test performance
in classroom vs. online learning. Frontiers in Psychology, 5,
1278. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01278

Martinez-Caro, E., & Campuzano-Bolarin, F. (2011). Factors
affecting students’ satisfaction in engineering disciplines:
Traditional vs. blended approaches. European Journal of
Engineering Education, 36, 473-483.

Means, B., Toyama, Y., Murphy, R, Bakia, M., & Jones, K.
(2009). Evaluation of evidence-based practices in online
learning: A meta-analysis and review of online learning
studies. U.S. Department of Education Office of Planning,
Evaluation, and Policy Development Policy and Program
Studies Service Center for Technology in Learning. https://
www?2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/tech/evidence-based-practices/
finalreport.pdf

McFarland, D., & Hamilton, D. (2006). Factors affecting
student performance and satisfaction: Online versus
traditional course delivery. Journal of Computer Information
Systems, 46, 25-32.

Osguthorpe, R. T., & Graham, C. R. (2003). Blended learning
environments: Definitions and directions. Quarterly Review
of Distance Education, 4, 227-233.

Owston, R., York, D., & Murtha, S. (2013). Student perceptions
and achievement in a university blended learning strategic
initiative. The Internet and Higher Education, 18, 38-46. doi:
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2012.12.003.

Paechter, M., Maier, B.,, & Macher, D. (2010). Students’
expectations of, and experiences in e-learning: Their relation
to learning achievements and course satisfaction. Computers
& Education, 54, 222-229. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
compedu.2009.08.005

Parsons-Pollard, N. Lacks, R.D., & Grant, P.H. (2008). A
comparative assessment of student learning outcomes in

Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.3 Special Issue No.1 (2020) 76



large online and traditional campus-based introduction to
criminal justice courses. Criminal Justice Studies, 21, 239-251.

Psychstudio (2019). Psychstudio (version 2019) [computer
software]. Australia. https://www.psychstudio.com

Sanders, R. (2006). The “imponderable bloom": Reconsidering
the role of technology in education. Innovate: Journal of
Online Education, 2(6), 1-8.

Sitzmann, T., Kraiger, K., Stewart, D., & Wisher, R. (2006).
The comparative effectiveness of web-based and classroom
instruction: a meta-analysis. Personnel Psychology, 59, 623-
664. doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2006.00049.x

Skylar, A. A. (2009). A comparison of asynchronous online
text based lectures and synchronous interactive web
conferencing lectures. Issues in Teacher Education, 18, 69—
84.

Tang, C.M., & Chaw, L.Y.(2016). Digital literacy: A prerequisite
for effective learning in a blended learning environment?
Electronic Journal of e-Learning, 14, 54—65.

Terry, G., Hayfield, N., Clark, V., & Braun, V. (2017). Thematic
analysis. In C. Willing & W. Stainton-Rogers (Eds.), The Sage
handbook of qualitative research in psychology (pp. 17-37).
Sage.

Thomson, S. (2015). Australian students in a digital world.
Policy Insights, 1(3), 1-16. ACER.

Tucker, B. & Halloran, P. & Price, C. (2013). Student
perceptions of the teaching in online learning: an Australian
university case study. In Frielick, S., Buissink-Smith, N., Wyse,
P., Billot, J., Hallas, J., & Whitehead, E. (Eds.) Research and
Development in Higher Education: The Place of Learning and
Teaching, 36, (pp. 470 - 484). Auckland: Higher Education
Research and Development Society of Australasia.

Warschauer, M. (1997). Computer-mediated collaborative
learning: theory and practice. Modern Language Journal,
8(4), 470-481. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/328890

Zacharis, N. Z. (2010). The impact of learning styles on
student achievement in a web-based versus an equivalent
face-to-face course. College Student Journal, 44(3), 591-598.

Zhang, D. (2005). Interactive multimedia-based e-learning:
A study of effectiveness. American Journal of Distance
Education, 19, 149-162.

Zhu, Y., Au, W., & Yates, G. (2016). University students’ self-
control and self-regulated learning in a blended course.
Internet and Higher Education, 30, 54-62. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2016.04.001.

Copyright: © 2020 Nenagh Kemp. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CCBY).The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright
owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No
use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.3 Special Issue No.1 (2020) 77



