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Introduction
As a key component of student success in higher education, student engagement has 
received much attention in the last decade from administrators, practitioners, and 
researchers alike (Burke, 2019; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Lee, 2014). Considered as "the holy 
grail of learning" by Sinatra et  al. (2015, p. 1), it has indeed important repercussions 
on perseverance, in-depth learning, student satisfaction, and academic success (Chris-
tenson et  al., 2012; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Kahu, 2013; Mandernach, 2015). Fur-
thermore, student engagement is influenced by contextual variations such as learning 
environments or strategies deployed by teachers (Bond & Bedenlier, 2019; Fredricks 

Abstract 

This qualitative study examined how teachers fostered student engagement in 
blended learning (BL), i.e., blended, blended online, and blended synchronous courses 
that combine synchronous and asynchronous activities. Twenty semi-structured inter-
views with teachers in various disciplines, at the undergraduate or graduate level in 
four universities, were conducted and analyzed using an inductive approach. There-
fore, the study proposed a broad and comprehensive picture of teachers’ strategies 
to enhance student engagement in BL, that were classified in three meta-categories 
concerning (i) the course structure and pace; (ii) the selection of teaching and learning 
activities; and (iii) the teacher’s role and course relationships. Strategies were also linked 
with student engagement dimensions (behavioral, emotional, cognitive), whenever 
possible. The findings particularly emphasized the importance of a well-structured and 
-paced course, fully exploiting and integrating synchronous and asynchronous modes 
of BL. Clearly communicating how the course would unfold and corresponding expec-
tations as well as establishing trusting relationships at the beginning of the semester 
also appeared as key to foster student engagement in BL. The use of various digital 
tools was also highlighted to promote student behavioral and emotional engagement 
at the undergraduate level, whereas cognitive and emotional engagement of graduate 
students was mainly targeted through experience-sharing and learning co-construc-
tion between students.

Keywords: Higher education, Student engagement, Blended learning, Teachers’ 
strategies

Open Access

© The Author(s), 2021. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits 
use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third 
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or 
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// 
creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Heilporn et al. Int J Educ Technol High Educ           (2021) 18:25  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-021-00260-3

*Correspondence:   
Geraldine.
Heilporn@usherbrooke.ca 
1 Département de 
Pédagogie, Faculté 
d’Éducation, Université de 
Sherbrooke, 2500, boulevard 
de l’Université, Sherbrooke, 
QC J1K 2R1, Canada
Full list of author information 
is available at the end of the 
article

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7951-4420
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s41239-021-00260-3&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 25Heilporn et al. Int J Educ Technol High Educ           (2021) 18:25 

et al., 2004, 2019; Kahu, 2013). As such, it is important to investigate how it can be fos-
tered by teachers in specific learning environments.

Blended learning (BL) environments, which combine synchronous and asynchro-
nous activities and are situated on a continuum between face-to-face and online teach-
ing and learning, are of particular interest since the literature suggests that they have 
the potential to optimize student engagement (Graham, 2019; Halverson & Graham, 
2019; Manwaring et al., 2017). Aiming to merge the benefits of synchronous interactions 
and online flexibility in terms of time, place, or even study pace, BL is also becoming 
increasingly popular in higher education thanks to the progress of digital technologies 
(Boelens et al., 2017, 2018; Johnson, 2019; Seaman et al., 2018). Despite suggestions of 
enhanced student engagement in BL, few studies in BL have specifically addressed stu-
dent engagement in their research questions, and even less so teachers’ strategies to pro-
mote student engagement (Graham, 2019; Halverson et al., 2014; Siemens et al., 2015; 
Taylor et al., 2018). Nevertheless, teachers play a central role in BL, from course design 
to facilitation of interactions and support of students’ learning processes (Boelens et al., 
2017; McGee & Reis, 2012). Therefore, there is a need to document how teachers foster 
student engagement in such environments. In order to fill this knowledge gap, the pre-
sent study investigates teachers’ strategies to foster student engagement in BL in higher 
education.

Conceptual framework, literature review, and research questions
Student engagement

Recognized as a complex and multifaceted construct, student engagement is rooted in 
action (Bond et al., 2020; Kahu, 2013; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Here considered in 
a course context, it represents the investment and energy that students devote to learn-
ing (Borup et al., 2020; Fredricks et al., 2016; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Often described as 
a multidimensional psycho-social process, numerous authors (Bond et al., 2020; Chris-
tenson et al., 2012; Fredricks et al., 2019; Kahu, 2013; Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Manwar-
ing et al., 2017; Schindler et al., 2017) refer to the definition provided by Fredricks et al. 
(2004) based on a qualitative literature review. These authors define student engage-
ment as having three interrelated dimensions: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive. In 
a course, student behavioral engagement concerns their participation in activities and 
compliance with rules or norms. Next, student emotional engagement refers to their 
emotional reactions to activities, peers, and the teacher, and their sense of belonging 
to the course. Finally, student cognitive engagement corresponds to their psychological 
investment in activities to master complex knowledge, as well as their use of learning or 
metacognitive strategies. Christenson et  al. (2012) summarize student engagement by 
stating that “engaged students do more than attend or perform academically; they also 
put forth effort, persist, self-regulate their behavior toward goals, challenge themselves 
to exceed, and enjoy challenges and learning” (p. v).

Blended learning

BL is situated on a continuum between face-to-face and online learning (Lakhal & 
Meyer, 2019). The Handbook of Blended Learning defined BL as a combination of 
face-to-face and online activities (Bonk & Graham, 2012), while some more precise 
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definitions explicitly identify a decrease in face-to-face meetings (Bates, 2018; McGee 
& Reis, 2012; Picciano, 2009), e.g., between 30 and 79% of online learning (Allen & Sea-
man, 2016). Although this point is not necessarily made explicit in the literature, the 
present study considers that such a decrease should be inherent to BL so as to avoid a 
one-and-a-half course phenomenon (McGee & Reis, 2012).

Given the aim of BL to combine the benefits of synchronous interactions with online 
flexibility and considering the improvements in digital technologies, new BL environ-
ments that allow synchronous activities to happen online instead of face-to-face for 
all or part of the students have also emerged in the last 15  years (Lakhal et  al., 2017, 
2020). The literature describes three common BL environments: ‘Traditional’ Blended, 
Blended Online, and Blended Synchronous courses (Lakhal & Bélisle, 2020; Lakhal 
et al., 2020; McGee & Reis, 2012). First, Traditional Blended Courses combine face-to-
face with asynchronous online T&L activities. Second, Blended Online Courses combine 
synchronous and asynchronous online T&L activities (Power, 2008; Power & Vaughan, 
2010). Also found in the online learning literature, they are part of BL since synchronous 
online meetings enable real-time interactions between students and teachers, as is the 
case for face-to-face meetings. Finally, Blended Synchronous Courses combine asynchro-
nous online with synchronous face-to-face/online activities where on-campus/remote 
students simultaneously participate (Bower et al., 2015; Lakhal et al., 2017, 2020; Raes 
et al., 2019, 2020). In some cases, students may also have the possibility to watch meet-
ing recordings or alternative videos instead of participating in synchronous T&L activi-
ties, thus being offered full flexibility of participation corresponding to HyFlex Courses 
(Beatty, 2007, 2014, 2019).

Student engagement in blended learning

Through the combination of asynchronous and synchronous modes, BL environments 
can bring together various teaching and learning activities while facilitating differen-
tiated and personalized instruction (Boelens et  al., 2018; Taylor et  al., 2018). Merging 
the benefits of synchronous and asynchronous communication, BL aims at “extending 
thinking and discourse over time and space” and is “specifically directed to enhancing 
[student] engagement” (Vaughan et  al., 2013, p. 9) while leveraging digital technology 
opportunities in a learner-centered approach (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Taylor et al., 
2018). Therefore, numerous authors identify BL as a fertile ground to optimize student 
engagement (Halverson & Graham, 2019; Halverson et al., 2014; Manwaring et al., 2017; 
Serrano et al., 2019; Spring et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2018).

In a literature review, Halverson et al. (2014) mentioned that the term ‘engagement’ 
was often used in BL publications although it was rarely defined. Nevertheless, these 
authors and other recent literature reviews indicated that there were few studies focus-
ing specifically on student engagement in BL (Halverson et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2017; 
Pima et al., 2018; Raes et al., 2019). Most existing publications also investigated single 
courses (e.g., Binnewies & Wang, 2019; Cundell & Sheepy, 2018; Raes et al., 2020), spe-
cific activities (e.g., Foogooa & Ferdinand-James, 2017; Kulkarni & Iwinski, 2016; Tan 
& Hew, 2016), or aspects of student engagement (e.g., Berry, 2019; Truhlar et al., 2018). 
Consequently, given the potential for enhanced student engagement in BL, numerous 
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authors have called for pursuing research on student engagement in BL (Drysdale et al., 
2013; Graham, 2019; Halverson et al., 2014; Henrie et al., 2015; Manwaring et al., 2017).

Teachers’ strategies to foster student engagement in blended learning

Student engagement being malleable through pedagogy, it can be influenced by teach-
ers’ strategies, i.e., what teachers do to encourage student engagement in their courses 
(Fredricks et al., 2004, 2019; Kahu, 2013; Lawson & Lawson, 2013). In BL environments, 
there are however few studies investigating what teachers do and why they do it (Smith 
& Hill, 2019; Taylor et al., 2019; Torrisi-Steele & Drew, 2013), and even fewer investigat-
ing how they foster student engagement (Halverson & Graham, 2019; Halverson et al., 
2014; Jeffrey et al., 2014; Manwaring et al., 2017; Siemens et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2018). 
For instance, although the literature stipulates that synchronous and asynchronous 
modes of BL must be thoughtfully integrated in order to optimize student engagement 
(e.g., Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; McGee & Reis, 2012), several authors mentioned that 
there are few concrete recommendations in this regard (Graham et al., 2014; Manwar-
ing et al., 2017; Siemens et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2018). The sparse literature concerning 
how teachers foster student engagement in BL addresses the issue with varying degrees 
of specificity, ranging from specific digital technology applications to activities to gen-
eral strategies.

The following literature review focuses on teachers’ perspectives relating to strate-
gies fostering student engagement in BL. Excluding course case studies, Vaughan (2014) 
studied the role of online collaborative learning applications to foster student engage-
ment and success in traditional BL courses for 1st-year undergraduates. By way of a 
mixed methodology notably involving teachers’ interviews (n = 8), the author concluded 
that such applications enhanced student engagement. However, he suggested that future 
research should explore whether the use of digital technologies stimulates student 
engagement in BL in and of itself or instead mediates a more general strategy such as 
active and collaborative learning. Montgomery et  al. (2015) also examined the role of 
digital technologies in fostering student engagement in three traditional BL courses for 
education undergraduates, through teachers’ narratives (n = 3). The teachers reported 
that students were first engaged asynchronously online using varied resources (e.g., 
texts, videos), choices being provided to foster student engagement. In subsequent syn-
chronous meetings, student engagement was sustained through active learning, some-
times using an experiential approach. Then student engagement was reinforced online 
by individual or collaborative projects and digital resources devoted to deepening under-
standing of the contents. Finally, the authors stressed the importance of student-con-
tent interactions to promote student engagement. Although this publication described 
several teachers’ strategies fostering student engagement in BL, a detailed analysis of 
strategies shared by the three courses was not provided and the number of courses was 
limited, which could be interpreted as methodological limitations.

In a larger study, Jeffrey et al. (2014) examined how teachers in traditional BL courses 
for business undergraduates fostered student engagement, both face-to-face and asyn-
chronously online (n = 9). The findings revealed that student engagement was encouraged 
more in face-to-face meetings than online, with few teachers having developed asynchro-
nous online activities (e.g., quizzes) to promote student engagement. Three teachers also 
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monitored student engagement online through assignment submission, enabling them to 
"re-engage" some students through personalized emails. Despite these initiatives, the teach-
ers’ strategies to foster student engagement were much more developed in face-to-face than 
online mode. The authors concluded that enhancing student engagement requires that 
teachers fully exploit the potential of BL by integrating various asynchronous and synchro-
nous activities. More recently, Heilporn and Lakhal (2020) investigated teachers’ strate-
gies (n = 8) to foster graduate students’ engagement in traditional BL courses in business. 
Using semi-structured interviews and content analysis of course platforms, the authors 
first noted that most teachers emphasized emotional, behavioural, or cognitive engage-
ment of students depending on the perception of their role in the course. Next, the find-
ings showed that some teachers had divided their course content between synchronous 
and asynchronous modes without any actual reflection or integration between activities. In 
contrast, other teachers designed asynchronous activities based on the transmission of con-
tent knowledge that was later integrated in synchronous meetings. According to the teach-
ers, such a strategy fostered student engagement. Regardless of the previous findings, most 
teachers promoted student engagement asynchronously online through quizzes, discussion 
forums, videos, and various news articles. Finally, during synchronous meetings, teachers 
indicated that they fostered student engagement through active and collaborative activi-
ties related to the business practice. Where appropriate, synchronous activities following 
an experiential approach (prepared asynchronously online) also stimulated student engage-
ment in BL courses.

Research questions
There are few studies specifically addressing student engagement in BL, and even fewer 
concerning teachers’ strategies to foster student engagement in such environments. While 
studies presented in the previous section have paved the way for research about this subject, 
the examination of teachers’ strategies in these studies was limited by the number of teach-
ers included and their specific focus (e.g., on digital technology applications) or context 
(e.g., business faculty). Teachers’ strategies were also studied with varying degrees of speci-
ficity, which emphasizes the need to classify these in a clear and organized way. Moreover, 
most publications did not present an explicit definition of student engagement and only 
Heilporn and Lakhal (2020) investigated the issue using a multidimensional perspective. 
Furthermore, almost all studies concerned undergraduate courses, and all were situated 
in traditional BL courses. In blended online or blended synchronous courses, in particu-
lar, the question of how to optimize student engagement is still open (Raes et al., 2020). As 
a result, the way in which teachers foster student engagement in BL environments (tradi-
tional blended, blended online, or blended synchronous) has yet to be studied (Graham, 
2019; Raes et al., 2020; Siemens et al., 2015). Hence, the following general research question 
was addressed in this study: What strategies do teachers use to foster student behavioral, 
emotional and cognitive engagement in BL?

Method
Participants

In order to develop a broad picture of strategies that teachers use to foster student 
engagement in BL, the research study was conducted in various disciplines and in several 
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universities across the province of Quebec (Canada), diversifying sources to enhance the 
external validity of our findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Four universities offering BL 
courses were contacted during fall 2019 and were included in this study.

The selection of participants was purposeful and targeted teachers (either professors 
or lecturers) that were identified through referrals from instructional designers as having 
at least two semesters of experience in BL and showing an interest in pedagogy. Twenty 
teachers participated in the study, with an equal number of men and women. At the time 
of the interview, they had between two and twenty-two years of teaching experience in 
higher education and from two to fifty semester experiences in BL. They taught in vari-
ous disciplines, from social sciences and humanities (e.g., education, sociology, market-
ing, communication) to natural sciences and engineering (e.g., mathematics, computer 
science, economy, accounting). Teachers were coded P1 to P20.

Data collection

Ethical approval was granted by the ethics board committees at the authors’ university 
and at other universities included in the study. Prior to data collection, an interview 
guide was developed in order to lead the conversation while allowing flexibility in partic-
ipants’ responses (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The clarity and relevancy of each question 
were evaluated by four experienced researchers, which helped us to improve the inter-
view guide. A pretest of the interview was then conducted with a teacher in a blended 
course who happened to be an experienced qualitative researcher. Thereafter, all partici-
pants were sent the main questions and a brief definition of behavioral, emotional, and 
cognitive engagement prior to their interviews. Semi-structured individual interviews 
were conducted during early winter 2020. All participants signed a written consent for 
their participation and agreed to an audio or video recording of their interview. Each 
interview lasted about an hour, as previously agreed by participants. Following general 
questions regarding their teaching experience, the teachers were asked to focus on a BL 
course they had taught. As shown in Table 1, course characteristics in terms of educa-
tion level, BL environment and number of students varied greatly between the inter-
viewees (see detailed information in Appendix A).

During the interview, participants were first asked to explain how their course was 
organized, a question aimed at gathering preliminary information about the sequenc-
ing of synchronous and asynchronous activities. Next, the interviewer briefly explained 
the three dimensions of student engagement (behavioral, cognitive and emotional) 
and asked the participants to link, whenever possible, their following answers to these 
dimensions. Then, they were asked to talk about course situations where they noticed 
high student engagement concerning any of the three dimensions and how they fostered 

Table 1 BL course characteristics (n = 20)

TBL traditional blended learning, BOL blended online learning, BSL blended synchronous learning

Undergraduate Graduate

Education level 13 7

BL environment 5 TBL, 2 BOL, 6 BSL 5 TBL, 2 BOL

Number of students 45–130 TBL, 25–100 BOL, 50–300 BSL 20–50 TBL, 7–15 BOL
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or maintained it. They were also asked to talk about situations where they noticed low 
student engagement regarding any of the three dimensions and how they managed to 
re-engage the students. As also a teacher in blended courses, the interviewer ensured 
to keep an objective and neutral stance, for instance using very opened questions to ask 
participants for more details (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The questions were also formu-
lated as simply as possible, avoiding any specific educational or pedagogical vocabulary, 
given the diversity of disciplinary specialties of participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 
Moreover, the fact that most participants were not researchers in education nor familiar 
with the dimensions of student engagement sometimes hindered to gather information 
about which dimensions they targeted in some situations. While asking for clarifications 
to enrich participants’ explanations, the interviewer stayed neutral to avoid introducing 
bias in the data and kept in mind that they could have no answer (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2015).

Data analysis

Following their full transcription, the interviews were analyzed through a general induc-
tive approach (Miles et al., 2020; Thomas, 2006) and coded using Nvivo 11. Specifically, 
Thomas (2006) described the following coding steps: initial reading of transcripts, iden-
tification of data segments related to objectives, labelling segments into emerging cate-
gories, refining categories to avoid redundancies, highlighting the main categories. First, 
close and iterative reading of transcripts enabled to identify meaningful data segments 
aimed at answering the general research question. Initial codes corresponding to teach-
ers’ strategies were generated from data listening and reading as well as the interview-
er’s notes, while taking existing strategies from the literature into account. Then data 
segments were assigned codes in the Nvivo program using concept coding (Miles et al., 
2020). Throughout the coding process, codes were revised, refined, and hierarchized 
to minimize redundancies and overlaps (Thomas, 2006). Each code was labelled and 
assigned an operational definition that was clarified throughout the coding and analysis 
process (Miles et al., 2020). To assess the trustworthiness of the coding frame, a second 
and independent researcher was given a description of each code and a sample of raw 
data segments, then asked to assign the data segments to codes. The interrater reliability 
was 90% (45/50). The second researcher next coded some transcripts, then asked the 
first researcher to assign raw data segments to codes, which yielded the same interrater 
reliability and confirmed a high level of inter-coder agreement. Researchers also dis-
cussed the coding frame to ensure a conceptual and structural unity (Miles et al., 2020). 
Following the first cycle of data condensation and discussion between researchers, codes 
were further refined and clustered into categories of teachers’ strategies (Miles et  al., 
2020). The final coding scheme is described in Appendix B. For instance, the teachers’ 
strategies that consisted in (a) providing clear indications about when, what and where 
activities were to be completed, (b) making explicit connections between synchronous 
and asynchronous modes and (c) ensuring a continuity between activities throughout 
the semester were grouped into a first category of strategies related to the course struc-
ture. Whenever possible (depending on the level of detail of the explanations provided 
by the participants), categories of strategies and specific teachers’ strategies were linked 
to student behavioral, emotional, or cognitive engagement according to Fredricks et al.’s 
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(2004) definition of the dimensions and their operational indicators as provided by 
Bond et al. (2020). In-depth data analysis and writing were performed through a recur-
sive comparison process between data (transcripts and interviewer’s notes), coding, and 
interpretation, enabling the capture of recurring patterns of data (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2015). The diversity of sources (participants, disciplines and course characteristics) also 
allowed us to obtain a broad and comprehensive picture of teachers’ strategies.

Results
Following in-depth data analysis, teachers’ strategies to foster student engagement in BL 
environments were classified into three meta-categories concerning (i) the course struc-
ture and pace; (ii) the selection of teaching and learning activities; and (iii) the teacher’s 
role and course relationships. These are detailed in the next sections.

Course structure and pace

Since BL implies that the students navigate between synchronous (face-to-face or 
online) and asynchronous modes, most teachers emphasized that course structure and 
pace were key to fostering student engagement. Two categories of strategies are illus-
trated in Fig. 1 and hereafter explained.

First, most teachers fostered student behavioral and emotional engagement by present-
ing a clear, continuous, and unified course structure. This involved indicating when, what, 
and where (face-to-face, synchronously online, or asynchronously online) activities were 
to be completed. “Behaviorally, I’ve structured the course so that it’s very easy to follow 

Fig. 1 Teachers’ strategies relative to course structure and pace
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and the students don’t get lost or waste time. […] Giving them a structure, keeping it the 
same throughout the semester, I find it reassures them” (P1).

Most teachers also fostered student engagement by making connections between asyn-
chronous and synchronous activities, explicitly emphasizing their interrelations. They 
planned synchronous meetings (face-to-face or online) to complement asynchronous 
activities. This way, the students perceived the added value of attending synchronously, 
which, in turn, generated positive emotional reactions, thereby fostering behavioral and 
emotional engagement. Synchronous meetings were often structured so that students 
could actively integrate the content that was earlier addressed asynchronously, which 
helped them to deepen the course content and stimulated their cognitive engagement. 
“The idea is to review the most important content items, to highlight them; I think that 
helps students. They tell me it’s useful. […] It also allows me to provide a more nuanced 
instructional content” (P10). Some teachers also imposed specific preparations before 
meeting synchronously to increase students’ interest during those meetings, thus gen-
erating emotional engagement. After a synchronous meeting, some teachers further 
encouraged cognitive engagement through asynchronous assignments so that the stu-
dents would continue deepening their understanding of the content, again recalling the 
interrelations between synchronous and asynchronous activities. Finally, several teach-
ers explained that maintaining continuity between activities throughout the semester 
promoted student engagement. For instance, one teacher used concrete examples from 
one of her research projects as a guiding thread in asynchronous activities throughout 
the semester. She explained that students liked this approach and it helped to enhance 
their emotional as well as their cognitive engagement. Most teachers also proposed simi-
lar activities from one synchronous meeting to another, a strategy that encouraged stu-
dent behavioral and emotional engagement since students knew what to expect.

Ensuring a sustained pace throughout the course, both synchronously and asynchro-
nously, also stimulated student engagement. In asynchronous mode, teachers helped stu-
dents to maintain a sustained pace in learning by diversifying activities throughout the 
semester, which fostered their behavioral and emotional engagement. “The key is diver-
sity in activities of the modules. Ensuring it’s always a little bit different. I feel like I’m 
going to pick different students and not exhaust them” (P9). Teachers explained that this 
helped students to go through the content, while balancing more and less demanding 
activities during a semester so as to take students’ individual preferences into account. 
Teachers also promoted student engagement by carefully planning synchronous (face-
to-face or online) meetings to avoid downtime and maintain a high level of interac-
tion. This enhanced student participation and yielded positive emotional reactions, 
hence their behavioral and emotional engagement. “The students are engaged from the 
moment they walk into class until the moment they leave. When they come out, they’re 
exhausted. It’s very demanding for them, but their mood is good” (P1).

Most synchronous online meetings (in BOL or BSL) were also at most 2 h long, com-
pared to typical 3-h meetings in face-to-face mode. According to several teachers, meet-
ings of this length kept students from becoming bored and helped to maintain their 
emotional and behavioral engagement.

The students appreciate the more concise format, so there are fewer exercises than I 
could assign in face-to-face meetings […] For instance, a case study would take less 
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time than a case we’d do face-to-face; we get right to the point. Specific questions will 
be asked, an application, but shorter. (P2)

Most teachers also emphasized the need to be very dynamic and entertaining during 
synchronous online meetings so as to enhance student emotional engagement.

Selection of teaching and learning activities

Teachers also fostered student engagement by thoughtfully selecting activities, whether 
in asynchronous or synchronous mode. Three categories of strategies are illustrated in 
Fig. 2 and detailed below.

Teachers promoted student engagement by proposing active or interactive teach-
ing and learning activities. In asynchronous mode, most teachers indicated using sup-
portive digital tools (e.g., commented slides, interactive videos, game-based learning 
applications, online quizzes, discussion forums) to stimulate student participation and 
attention, therefore student behavioral engagement, particularly at the undergraduate 
level. “I designed an interactive capsule. It’s something that came out, that they liked. 
They told me that the interactive aspect helped them get through the whole capsule, and 
it’s something they appreciate, so that’s what got their engagement” (P15). In undergrad-
uate courses, most teachers also used frequent online assessments (e.g., contributions 
in discussion forums, quizzes) to ensure that the students stayed active asynchronously, 
thus stimulating their behavioral engagement. One teacher noted that there could 
be more innovative digital tools, but she did not see their relevance or feasibility. Fur-
thermore, most teachers also fostered student engagement by proposing a longitudinal 
assessment with several deliverables during the semester, thus enabling students to apply 
and deepen their understanding of the content while improving themselves incremen-
tally. The summative deliverables forced student participation while the longitudinal 
aspect and the teachers’ recurrent feedback stimulated their psychological investment, 
thereby promoting student behavioral and cognitive engagement.

In synchronous meetings, most teachers emphasized that promoting active learning 
enhanced student behavioral engagement. Depending on the course content, these were 
problem-solving activities, case studies, role-playing sessions, or discussions in teams 
or with the whole group. When appropriate, teachers enhanced student engagement 
by prompting debates between students. For instance, students would discuss a topic 
or study a case in teams and then share their conclusions with the whole group. While 
team discussions enhanced student behavioral engagement through participation, dif-
ferent conclusions then generated whole group debates and promoted student cognitive 
engagement. At the undergraduate level, several teachers also enhanced student partici-
pation and attention during synchronous meetings by using poll interactive applications 
(e.g., Kahoot, Socrative), again fostering the students’ behavioral engagement.

Pretty much everyone participates, and I’ve noticed that they’re really more atten-
tive when I use the questions on Socrative, versus the same questions on PowerPoint 
with answers by a show of hand. I’ve seen a really big difference in behavior. So that 
helped; it’s a remarkably simple digital tool, but the students really liked it. (P8)

Some teachers also proposed problem-solving type assessments during or following a 
synchronous meeting. Such a strategy promoted both student participation in previous 
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asynchronous activities and knowledge deepening in synchronous meetings, which 
encouraged their ongoing behavioral and cognitive engagement.

Selecting activities, topics, and resources that are relevant for students also stimulated 
their engagement in the course. Teachers indicated that linking content with profes-
sional practice fostered student emotional and cognitive engagement, several insisting 
on the importance of also providing concrete examples in asynchronous activities. A 
majority of teachers also explained that experts talking about their professional practice 
stimulated student emotional engagement. Even though these people could be invited 
for synchronous meetings, some teachers created experts’ videos when teaching a 
course for several semesters. One teacher also fostered student cognitive engagement by 
combining an expert’s videos and a synchronous discussion with that person. Further-
more, several teachers enhanced student engagement by selecting hot topics to stimulate 
debates, whether synchronously or asynchronously.

Often, debates can be prompted by the news, and I really feel that there is a fairly 
strong engagement both from the online students who start writing their thoughts 
quickly and from the people who are in face-to-face. At that point, I must make sure 
that everyone is able to speak regardless of whether they are physically present or at 
a distance. I think that this makes the class more dynamic. (P2)

One teacher also indicated that he used different topics to better engage the diverse stu-
dent population in his course, explaining that topics or questions that unsettled the stu-
dents also stimulated their engagement. Finally, most teachers enhanced the relevance 
of synchronous activities with a focus on integrating, experiencing, or deepening the 
content previously addressed asynchronously. Applying or experimenting with elements 
of the course content stimulated student behavioral engagement through participation, 
while integrating and deepening the content promoted their cognitive engagement.

They discover the content before we meet, and then we go further, either going deeper 
or experimenting. If we experiment, they’re necessarily engaged because they’re in 
action. If we go deeper, most of the time I’ll try to put the content into practice or 
apply it through discussions. So their engagement comes through experience-sharing, 
or co-learning. (P15)

In graduate BL courses, several teachers invited students to find their own individual 
learning goal, other than the course objectives, to enhance emotional and cognitive 
engagement from the beginning of the semester.

I let them know that the course is for them; they aren’t doing it for me. This is a way 
to entice them, emotionally speaking. Then, I try to engage them cognitively by high-
lighting the course challenges that are linked to their future profession, to explain 
that they’ll have to think according to specific authentic situations. I think that this 
approach interests them and makes them want to put in the effort; they’ll want to do 
the activities. (P20)

Graduate BL courses mostly relied on experience-sharing to stimulate student emo-
tional and cognitive engagement. While the students co-constructed their learning 
about professional practice, the teacher provided an external view with respect to the 
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topics discussed and ensured students’ reflection gradation, thus fostering their cogni-
tive engagement.

Finally, providing choices in topics, resources, or assignment formats also fostered stu-
dent engagement, whenever appropriate. Several teachers indicated that allowing stu-
dents to select their preferred topic for a discussion or an assignment, either freely or 
from a predefined list, enhanced their emotional and cognitive engagement.

I offered them a fairly wide selection of subject matter to address during the class, 
a list of 15 issues, and I kept the 3 most popular ones […] They liked this approach 
because they felt being in control of the class. They were all well prepared, partici-
pated appropriately, and had synthesized the topic well. (P9)

Some teachers also spoke of providing choices about the format in which to submit an 
assignment (e.g., text-based or video) to foster student emotional engagement. At the 
graduate level, one teacher also explained that teams of students had to animate discus-
sion forums for 1 week during the semester.

Fig. 2 Teachers’ strategies relative to the selection of teaching and learning activities
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They have to choose a case, either encountered in real life or in their work, or they 
build upon several experiences of the team members. They post their case on the 
forum and ask 3 or 4 questions to the group, then for 15 days they’ll be in charge of 
directing this forum. They have to respond to each intervention, relaunch the debate 
[…] So they’re responsible for facilitating. Of course, during the time they act as 
facilitators, they’re engaged as interested parties, but it’s also in their interest to par-
ticipate in other teams’ debates because otherwise they run the risk that others will 
not participate when they’re facilitating. (P15)

Positioning the students in charge of the content in a leading position, while acting as 
facilitators whenever needed, enhanced student cognitive engagement.

Teacher’s role and course relationships

All teachers emphasized that guiding and supporting the students from the beginning 
and throughout the semester, whether in a large group, in teams, or individually, fos-
tered student engagement. Three categories of strategies are illustrated in Fig.  3 and 
explained below.

At the beginning of the semester, clearly communicating course organizational aspects, 
objectives, and expectations for both asynchronous and synchronous modes fostered stu-
dent behavioral and emotional engagement in BL.

Before the course starts, I send a welcoming email to the students that includes a 
course plan and an explanation of how everything works. Really, step by step, and 
I repeat the procedure during the first face-to-face class. So it’s really to explain in 
great detail how we have to work. (P19)

Explicitly telling students how the BL course was organized, with both asynchronous 
and synchronous activities, encouraged their behavioral and emotional engagement. 
In undergraduate BL courses, in particular, several teachers indicated that making the 
students feel secure fostered their emotional and behavioral engagement, which is why 
some of them spent one or two synchronous meetings clearly explaining the course 

Fig. 3 Teachers’ strategies relative to course relationships and their role
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structure, organization, and communicate expectations. Clear communications at the 
beginning of the semester reduced student anxiety and negative emotional reactions 
while fostering their participation in activities. “I put a lot of attention into explaining 
exactly how the activity was going to happen, precisely because sometimes it’s very clear 
to the teacher while the students are missing important information, which can make 
them exceedingly anxious” (P16).

Teachers also fostered student emotional engagement by establishing trusting relation-
ships between students and with the teacher from the beginning of the semester. “It’s a 
bit like a trust contract in that they perceive the person whom they’re dealing with as 
the group leader and they’re confident that everything is going to go well […] they’re 
reassured that we’ll communicate, and they’ll be able to ask questions” (P15). Several 
teachers used ice-breaking activities in the first synchronous meeting to develop a sense 
of belonging to the course, thus fostering student emotional engagement. Some of them 
invited the students to share course-related examples from their own practice, if appli-
cable, in discussion forums, and reused these examples in subsequent synchronous 
meetings to demonstrate their trust in student experiences. Throughout the semester, 
personalized contacts between students and the teacher also nurtured their engagement 
in the course. Some instructors also enhanced students’ sense of belonging to a group 
and psychological investment by asking them to comment on another student’s work, 
thus fostering their emotional and cognitive engagement. “Having to comment on a peer 
adds to their engagement […] they realize that they’re not alone; they’re part of a class. 
And the fact that another student is waiting for their feedback also creates an additional 
commitment” (P9).

Finally, guiding students throughout the semester, both synchronously and asynchro-
nously, promoted their engagement in the course. This involved explaining the goals of 
activities both asynchronously and synchronously in order to stimulate student partici-
pation and thus their behavioral engagement, especially at the undergraduate level.

For each course module, I clarify objectives and skills and specifically demonstrate 
how we’re going to achieve them. With a short video: "We’re getting into that content; 
it’s going to be useful for you for this reason." So I come to convince them or hook 
them a bit, hoping they’ll participate. (P9)

Providing deadline and important topics reminders through asynchronous communica-
tion (e.g., emails or posts on the course platform) also fostered student behavioral and 
emotional engagement. This helped students to complete important activities while 
highlighting the teacher’s caring and concern, which they appreciated. Several teachers 
talked about reducing distance as much as possible, for instance by customizing audio 
and video resources. Some also provided additional short news flashes to pique students’ 
interest, thus stimulating their emotional engagement.

We send weekly emails to the students, for instance saying, "Hey don’t forget to do 
that," and I also give them some additional news like "You heard that on TV; well, 
it’s directly related to what we discussed." Very simple, short things. Students told 
me they liked this approach. They found it very interesting and engaging. (P9)
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Teachers also encouraged cognitive engagement by questioning students, thus realign-
ing or relaunching discussions both asynchronously (e.g., in discussion forums) and 
synchronously. More than merely answering questions, they tried broadening stu-
dents’ discussions or reflections to promote their cognitive engagement. “I’m going to 
relaunch them by saying ‘Imagine, if this situation happens, we have to do this, and then 
what?’ I’m going to challenge them” (P17). Several teachers also mentioned that their 
own engagement in a course stimulated student behavioral and cognitive engagement, 
because it made students want to put in an equal amount of effort. Wherever appro-
priate, providing general feedback regarding a specific activity or assessment, either 
asynchronously or synchronously, fostered student cognitive engagement. Several teach-
ers mentioned that giving positive feedback to the whole group also promoted student 
emotional engagement. Regarding individual feedback, some teachers fostered student 
emotional engagement by providing audio or video feedback, thereby enhancing their 
presence. “In terms of student engagement, the importance of feedback […] [is] that they 
understand the how and why of their results, while being congratulated for what they 
did well” (P17). Furthermore, providing additional and personalized on-demand support 
for students with specific difficulties promoted their emotional engagement. Teachers 
regularly reminded students of their availability to provide support, whether synchro-
nously online or face-to-face, which helped students get through the semester.

There may be students with serious difficulties. I’d see them several times during the 
semester if necessary […] I tell them "Prepare your questions, I’ll see you as many 
times as it takes." It can be by Skype, by email, depending on the nature of the prob-
lem. Those who come are super happy. (P15)

Whether online synchronously, face-to-face, or sometimes online asynchronously (by 
email), students were happy to get help. They felt supported and this reassured them.

Discussion
In contrast to publications with a specific focus like collaborative learning applications 
(e.g., Vaughan, 2014) or a limited number of participants (e.g., Jeffrey et al., 2014; Mont-
gomery et al., 2015), this study aimed to present a broad and comprehensive picture of 
strategies used by teachers to enhance student engagement in BL in higher education. 
While previous studies were mainly conducted at the undergraduate level (e.g., Vaughan, 
2014), in specific disciplines (e.g., Jeffrey et  al., 2014) and within traditional blended 
courses, this study covers a large array of disciplines and different BL environments at 
the undergraduate and graduate levels in four higher education institutions. Strategies 
used by teachers to foster student engagement in BL were identified for asynchronous 
and synchronous modes and, whenever possible, linked to student engagement dimen-
sions (behavioral, emotional, cognitive). They were clearly organized in eight categories 
and three meta-categories ranging from a more external perspective (course structure 
and pace) to a more internal one (teacher’s role and course relationships), which are dis-
cussed below.
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Course structure and pace

From an external perspective, ensuring that BL courses are well-structured and -paced 
appeared as key to enhance student engagement. In line with McGee and Reis (2012), a 
clear course structure fostered student behavioral and emotional engagement. Regarding 
the thoughtful integration of synchronous and asynchronous activities recommended in 
BL (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Jeffrey et al., 2014; McGee & Reis, 2012), this study iden-
tified concrete strategies that teachers use to enhance student engagement, such as uni-
fying the course structure by designing synchronous meetings (face-to-face or online) 
so that they complement asynchronous activities, making explicit connections between 
them, and maintaining a continuity throughout the semester. In this regard, some teach-
ers having less experience in BL expressed a sense of uneasiness regarding student 
engagement in asynchronous online mode, while their courses demonstrated a lack of 
connections and continuity between asynchronous and synchronous modes. Since more 
experienced teachers generally made full use of both modes, it suggested that teachers 
need time to adjust and fully exploit the potential of BL. As Bruggeman et  al. (2021) 
recommended, teachers have to fully understand what is BL, as well as taking some time 
to experiment and reflect on their courses while benefitting from professional support.

This study also highlighted that maintaining a sustained pace in both synchronous and 
asynchronous modes of BL fostered student behavioral and emotional engagement. Con-
crete strategies in this regard consisted in avoiding downtime and maintaining a high 
level of interaction in synchronous meetings, as well as diversifying activities throughout 
the semester in the asynchronous BL mode. Some specificities were also stressed regard-
ing the pace of synchronous online meetings, usually shorter than face-to-face meetings 
and in which teachers had to focus on being very dynamic to promote student emotional 
engagement. To our knowledge, this is the first time that ensuring a sustained pace was 
explicitly emphasized to foster student engagement in the BL literature.

This first meta-category suggested that teachers take a step back to reflect on their 
BL course and ask themselves if it is adequately structured and paced, hence taking full 
advantage of the potential of BL and designing the course in such a way as to optimize 
student engagement (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Jeffrey et  al., 2014). Whether with 
small or large student groups, most teachers in this study kept the flow throughout the 
semester, although with different kind of activities.

Selection of teaching and learning activities

During synchronous meetings, promoting active learning either individually (e.g., prob-
lem solving) or collaboratively (e.g., debate) enhanced student behavioral and cognitive 
engagement, in line with findings of other publications in BL (e.g., Manwaring et  al., 
2017). Depending on whether the synchronous meetings happened face-to-face or 
online, on the group size, and sometimes on the course content, the kind of activities 
also varied. For instance, instructors in traditional BL courses often described role-play-
ing games or simulations, while instructors in blended online or blended synchronous 
courses mostly relied on discussion activities with the students. Whether this could be 
explained by a lack of confidence or knowledge about digital opportunities relative to 
synchronous online activities is unknown. Mainly, teachers selected activities they were 
comfortable with, depending on their course content and group size. Even in blended 
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synchronous courses where the group sizes were often very large, most teachers man-
aged to keep students in action, for instance by alternating discussion in small and large 
groups or by using poll applications.

In asynchronous mode, strategies like using supportive digital tools and proposing 
a longitudinal assessment with several deliverables were emphasized to foster student 
behavioral and cognitive engagement. To our knowledge, it was the first time that the 
strategy consisting in engaging students in a longitudinal project throughout the semes-
ter was explicitly linked to student engagement in the BL literature, although it was 
repeatedly mentioned by instructors in this study. On another note, in undergraduate 
BL courses, our findings indicated that student behavioral engagement was specifically 
targeted by teachers through the use of digital tools and frequent online assessments. 
Enlarging the results of Vaughan (2014) relating to online collaborative learning applica-
tions in 1st-year BL courses, this study emphasized the use of various digital tools to pro-
mote student behavioral engagement in undergraduate BL courses, both synchronously 
and asynchronously, suggesting that students would hardly stay engaged otherwise.

Regarding the importance of demonstrating the relevance of activities, topics or 
resources to the students, teachers mainly targeted student cognitive and emotional 
engagement in graduate BL courses through experience-sharing and learning co-con-
struction between students, in line with Taylor et al. (2019). They also enhanced the rel-
evance of synchronous activities through integration, experience, and/or deepening of 
knowledge previously addressed asynchronously to foster student cognitive engagement, 
again recalling the importance of structuring the course such that synchronous and 
asynchronous activities complement each other (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). Finally, 
providing choices to the students was mentioned by teachers to foster student emotional 
and cognitive engagement, echoing other publications in BL or other environments (e.g., 
Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Cundell & Sheepy, 2018; Montgomery et al., 2015). However, 
most teachers only provided choices in discussion or assignment topics, which they felt 
were sufficient to enhance students’ sense of control over activities and, consequently, 
their emotional and cognitive engagement.

While some findings relating to the selection of activities echoed known strategies 
(e.g., promoting active learning or offering choices) to foster student engagement in 
BL or other environments (e.g., Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Exeter et  al., 2010; Manwar-
ing et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2019), this study provided further strategies and explicitly 
linked these to student engagement dimensions. This second meta-category also empha-
sized the need of carefully selecting activities in both asynchronous and synchronous 
modes of BL in order to maintain student engagement continuously throughout the 
semester, while illustrating the use of corresponding strategies in varied BL courses.

Teacher’s role and course relationships

Here, the course beginning appeared of particular importance and was often initiated 
with a first synchronous (face-to-face or online) meeting. On the one hand, clearly com-
municating how the BL course would unfold, with both synchronous and asynchronous 
activities, was emphasized by teachers to promote student behavioral and emotional 
engagement, recalling the design and organization category of teaching presence in the 
Community of Inquiry Framework (Vaughan et  al., 2013). Particularly, explanations 
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about the purpose of asynchronous activities as well as corresponding expectations are 
needed to enhance student engagement in BL and so that they fully benefit from both 
modes. This realization echoed Shea et al. (2006), in suggesting that students may feel 
uncertain of what to do asynchronously online, which is why a clear communication 
of objectives and expectations is particularly important. On the other hand, teachers 
stressed out the need to create trusting relationships in the BL course from the beginning 
of the semester to enhance student emotional and cognitive engagement, for instance 
with ice-breaking or practice-sharing activities. Thereafter, personalized contacts with 
the teacher and peer-to-peer sharing activities supported their emotional and cognitive 
engagement. The previous findings were in line with other studies in BL or online learn-
ing (e.g., Berry, 2019; Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Lervik et  al., 2018; Orcutt & Dringus, 
2017; Robinson et al., 2017), and recalled the intersection of teaching and social pres-
ence of the Community of Inquiry Framework concerned with establishing a positive 
affective climate (Vaughan et al., 2013). In this regard, the study also highlighted some 
specificities regarding teachers’ strategies in undergraduate or graduate BL courses. At 
the undergraduate level, teachers spoke of taking a great deal of time to reassure stu-
dents in order to foster their emotional and behavioral engagement. In contrast, teachers 
in graduate BL courses promoted student emotional and cognitive engagement by invit-
ing them to find their own individual course goal at the beginning of the semester.

This third meta-category also highlighted the essential guiding role of the teacher to 
foster student engagement in BL courses, as also noted in other environments (e.g., Bald-
win, 2019; Ma et al., 2015; Zepke et al., 2014). Recalling the facilitation strategies pro-
posed by Martin et al. (2018) in online courses, the findings of this study further detailed 
the teacher’s guiding role in BL (e.g., recalling deadlines and what to focus on, realigning 
or relaunching discussions) and stressed its importance in both modes to foster student 
behavioral and emotional engagement. In undergraduate BL courses, especially, teach-
ers emphasized that engaging students meant guiding and reassuring them step-by-step. 
Furthermore, reminding students of their presence and availability, particularly in asyn-
chronous mode, fostered student emotional and cognitive engagement. These findings 
were in line with the study of Shea et al. (2006) showing that teachers’ active presence 
in asynchronous online courses promoted students’ sense of connectedness and learn-
ing. The “reassuring and supporting role” of the teacher in blended online courses was 
also emphasized in Farrell and Brunton’s (2020, p. 9) study, in which students explained 
that teachers supported them by providing content clarification, encouragement, and 
guidance as regards learning strategies, thereby fostering their cognitive and emotional 
engagement. This study particularly emphasized that teachers showing students their 
presence and availability to support them, both synchronously and asynchronously, 
encouraged students to be there too and engage themselves in a BL course.

Conclusion
In a recent review concerning BL, Graham (2019) stated that “much of the BL engage-
ment research stays at a general level, not specifying pedagogical features that might 
impact engagement” (p. 16) and that a distinction should be made between teach-
ers’ strategies in asynchronous and synchronous modes. Indeed, publications 
that specifically address student engagement in BL are rare, as are examinations of 
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teachers’ strategies in such environments (Halverson & Graham, 2019; Smith & Hill, 
2019; Taylor et al., 2018). This qualitative study answered these needs by investigat-
ing how teachers fostered student engagement in BL environments, i.e., blended, 
blended online, and blended synchronous courses. Thanks to a large data collection 
conducted in various disciplines, at the undergraduate and graduate levels, in four 
higher education institutions, the study proposed a broad and comprehensive exami-
nation of teachers’ strategies in this regard. Strategies to foster student engagement in 
BL courses were detailed and related to asynchronous or synchronous modes where 
appropriate. When possible, they were also linked to student behavioral, emotional, 
and cognitive engagement.

Overall, the findings of this study emphasized the importance of fully exploiting and 
integrating both modes in BL in order to optimize student engagement. Strategies were 
classified into three meta-categories and eight categories, as well as concretely illus-
trated in varied contexts, to guide practitioners and researchers toward enhanced stu-
dent engagement in BL environments, whether asynchronously or synchronously. This 
study also provided suggestions for teachers relative to the findings of Rasheed et  al. 
(2020) concerning teachers struggling with the online mode of traditional BL courses, 
wondering how to structure their courses, to guide students, and to increase the sense 
of closeness between students and teachers asynchronously online. While these findings 
provided courses of action for practitioners, they also yielded interesting avenues for 
future research. For instance, some specific traits shared at the undergraduate and grad-
uate levels were highlighted. Given that studies on graduate BL courses are rare (Taylor 
et  al., 2019), future studies could focus on student engagement in BL at the graduate 
level or contrast student engagement in BL at the graduate versus the undergraduate 
level. Future studies could also use the classification of strategies presented herein as a 
starting point to investigate student engagement in specific BL environments such as 
blended online or blended synchronous courses, concerning which little is known.

Finally, this study has some limitations. First of all, it did not present teachers’ disci-
pline specific strategies, instead aiming at offering a broad picture of how teachers fos-
tered student engagement in various disciplines. Future studies could explore how the 
teachers’ strategies herein described would be applied in selected disciplines in BL, or 
even contrast these strategies between disciplines. On another note, the fact that partici-
pants agreed to a single 1-h interview somewhat restricted the conversations. While the 
interviewer tried to obtain as rich information as possible, a second interview with the 
same participants would have allowed to deepen their explanations. Therefore, future 
research could explore more longitudinal designs involving repeated interviews with 
participants. Finally, the study investigated teachers’ strategies to foster student engage-
ment rather than students’ perspectives in this regard. Indeed, it was designed to draw 
a descriptive portrait of the strategies used by teachers in blended courses, as the first 
stage of a doctoral research. In a subsequent stage of the doctoral research, the effects 
of categories of teachers’ strategies on student engagement dimensions were empirically 
investigated, according to the students’ themselves (Heilporn et al., 2021).
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Appendix A
Here are detailed course information for participants P1 to P20 (see Table 2).

Appendix B
The final coding scheme is presented below (see Tables 3, 4 and 5).

Table 2 Detailed information on participants’ courses

TBL traditional blended learning, BOL blended online learning, BSL blended synchronous learning

*Approximatively per group

University level BL environment Discipline Number of students*

P1 Graduate TBL Research methods in accounting 20

P2 Undergraduate BSL Marketing 60

P3 Graduate BOL Education 15

P4 Undergraduate BSL Sociology 50–80

P5 Undergraduate BSL Engineering Ethics 150–200

P6 Undergraduate TBL Management 45–50

P7 Graduate BOL Economy 7

P8 Undergraduate TBL Sustainable development in engineering 60–70

P9 Undergraduate BOL Sustainable development 40

P10 Undergraduate TBL Computer science 130

P11 Undergraduate TBL Management 45–65

P12 Undergraduate TBL Communication 50

P13 Undergraduate BSL Industrial relations 250

P14 Undergraduate BOL Mathematics 100–150

P15 Graduate TBL Management 30

P16 Undergraduate BSL Economy 300

P17 Graduate TBL Accounting 50

P18 Undergraduate BSL Information systems 50

P19 Graduate TBL Educational management 15–20

P20 Graduate TBL Education 25

Table 3 Meta-category: course structure and pace

Boldface: meta-categories and categories of teachers’ strategies

Regular text: teachers’ strategies inside a category

*Sign: a strategy for a specific blended modality or at a specific university level

Main category and related strategies Description

Course_Structure Teachers presenting a clear, continuous, and unified course structure
Indications_WhenWhatWhere Clear indications about activities (when/what/where)

Connections_SyncAsync Explicit connections unifying asynchronous and synchronous modes

Continuity_ThroughoutSemester Continuity between activities throughout the semester

Course_Pace Teachers ensuring a sustained pace throughout the course (synchro-
nously and asynchronously)

Async_DiversificationActivities Diversity of asynchronous activities

Sync_NoDowntimeHighInteractions Busy, dynamic synchronous meetings

*SyncOL_ShortDynamicMeetings For BOL, BSL, short and very dynamic meetings
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Table 4 Meta-category: selection of teaching and learning activities

Boldface: meta-categories and categories of teachers’ strategies

Regular text: teachers’ strategies inside a category

*Sign: a strategy for a specific blended modality or at a specific university level

Main category and related strategies Description

Activities_ActiveInteractive Teachers proposing active or interactive teaching and learning 
activities

Async_DigitalToolsSupport Asynchronous use of digital tools

Sync_ActiveLearning Synchronous active or interactive activities

LongitudinalAssessment Use of a longitudinal assessment/project in several deliverables 
throughout the semester

*Undergrad_FrequentOLAssess In undergraduate courses, frequent online assessments

*Undergrad_PollInteractiveApps In undergraduate courses, use of poll applications (synchronously)

ActivitiesTopicsResources_Relevance Teachers selecting activities, topics, and resources that are rel-
evant for students

LinksWithPractice_ConcreteEx Links with practice (or life) and concrete examples, expert participation

HotTopics_For_Debates Selection of hot topics for stimulating debates

Sync_Deepens_Async Enhanced relevance when synchronous meetings deepen previous 
asynchronous activities (apply, integrate, etc.)

*Grad_PersonalLearningGoal In graduate courses, inviting students to find their own individual goal

*Grad_ExperienceSharing In graduate courses, students share about their practice/experience

TopicsOrOther_Choices Teachers providing choices in topics, resources, or assignment 
formats

ChoicesTopics Students can choose their preferred topic for a discussion or assign-
ment

ChoicesResources Students have some choices in pedagogical resources

ChoicesFormats Students can choose their preferred format for an assignment
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Table 5 Meta-category: teacher’s role and course relationships

Boldface: meta-categories and categories of teachers’ strategies

Regular text: teachers’ strategies inside a category

*Sign: a strategy for a specific blended modality or at a specific university level

Main category and related strategies Description

Explicitation_Beginning Teachers explaining course organizational aspects, objectives, 
and expectations (asynchronous and synchronous modes) at the 
beginning of the semester

Explicitation_CourseOrganization Teachers clearly explain organizational aspects for synchronous and 
asynchronous modes of blended courses

Explicitation_ExpectationsObjectives Teachers clearly states course objectives and expectations for synchro-
nous and asynchronous modes

Relationships_TrustFromBeginning Teachers establishing trusting relationships between students and 
with the teacher from the beginning of the semester

InitiateRelation_SharingActivities Use of ice-breaking or sharing activities at the beginning of the semester

PersonalizedContacts Teacher has personalized contacts with students (use their names, 
discussions)

PeerSharingDuringSemester Peer evaluation or other peer-to-peer sharing to enhance relations

Guide_AsyncSync Teachers guiding students throughout the semester, both synchro-
nously and asynchronously

ExplainGoals Teachers clearly explain goals of activities

RecallDeadlinesOrOther Teachers recall deadlines and what to focus on (often asynchronously)

QuestionRealignRelaunch Teachers relaunch students during activities (questioning, realigning, 
challenging)

GlobalFeedback Teachers provide feedback to the whole group of students

IndividualFeedback Teachers provide individual feedback (text, audio, video)

RecallPresenceAvailability Teachers explicitly recall their availability and presence to support 
students

IndividualSupportOnDemand Teachers provide additional support to students when needed (outside 
regular contacts)
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