
RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access

Features fostering academic and social
integration in blended synchronous
courses in graduate programs
Sawsen Lakhal* , Joséphine Mukamurera, Marie-Eve Bédard, Géraldine Heilporn and Mélodie Chauret

* Correspondence: Sawsen.lakhal@
usherbrooke.ca
Faculty of Education, Université de
Sherbrooke, 2500 Boulevard de
l’Université, Sherbrooke, Quebec J1K
2R1, Canada

Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the features that foster the academic and
social integration of students enrolled in blended synchronous courses (BSC). Many
studies and models have considered academic and social integration to be
important determinants of student persistence and success in higher education
programs and courses. In keeping with current research on blended courses that
builds on models and theories developed for both online courses and face-to-face
courses, we draw on Tinto’s model (Tinto, Review of Educational Research 45:89–125,
1975; Tinto, Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition,
1993) and those of Rovai (The Internet & Higher Education 6:1–16, 2003) and Park
(Proceedings of the 2007 Academy of Human Resource Development Annual
Conference, 2007) to better define the academic and social integration of students in
blended synchronous courses. To meet the study objective, a qualitative
methodology was adopted. A convenience sampling technique was used in the
study. The study participants were students (n = 8) enrolled in a graduate program in
education offering only blended synchronous courses, as well as their instructors
(n = 5). Semi-structured interviews (60–120 min in length) were selected as the data
collection method. All qualitative data were analyzed using a general inductive
approach (Thomas, American Journal of Evaluation 27:237–246, 2006). The results
show that many features appear to promote academic and social integration,
including the pedagogical strategies used. Moreover, this integration depends on the
attitudes of both instructors and face-to-face students towards online students. This
study highlights some challenges associated with blended synchronous courses.
Further, it appears to suggest that instructors will need to work more on the
inclusion of online students, and that training should be provided to assist them in
this regard.

Keywords: Blended synchronous courses, Blended synchronous learning, Academic
integration, Social integration, Higher education

Introduction
In the last three decades, information and communications technology (ICT) has

evolved and a number of studies have reported its use in everyday life by seniors

(Quan-Haase, Martin, & Schreurs, 2016) and young people (Mihailidis, 2014) alike.

Higher education institutions have also benefitted from ICT (Siemens, Gašević, &

Dawson, 2015), and distance education has been transformed accordingly. Several
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course delivery modes have emerged, with blended courses being one of the most

popular (Hill, 2012; Irvine, 2009; Siemens et al., 2015; Skrypnyk et al., 2015). The litera-

ture offers numerous definitions of a blended course, which vary in the degree to which

students have to attend class sessions in person or online, whether learning tasks are

done in-class or online synchronously or asynchronously, and students’ degree of au-

tonomy in choosing how or in which format they want to learn (Lakhal, Bateman, &

Bédard, 2017). There is widespread agreement that “blended education goes beyond

just combining traditional and online teaching and learning (Benson et al., 2011). It in-

volves a total redesign of traditional courses to include the use of technology for online

communication, activities and delivery” (Kyei-Blankson, Godwyll, & Nur-Awaleh, 2014,

p.244). Three formats of blended courses have been identified in the literature (McGee

& Reis, 2012). In the first, and the most commonly used by higher education institu-

tions, students attend face-to-face sessions supplemented with online asynchronous

teaching and learning activities. These courses are called Blended Courses. It should be

noted that several modes of this format also exist (Lakhal & Meyer, 2019). In the sec-

ond format, all teaching and learning activities occur online, some synchronously and

others asynchronously. These courses are called Blended Online Courses (Power, 2008).

In the third format, online students participate in class sessions synchronously with

face-to-face students by means of ICT such as videoconferencing, web conferencing

and virtual world. Asynchronous online activities are also planned for all students

(Bower, Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney, 2015; Irvine, Code, & Richards, 2013).

These courses are commonly referred to as Blended Synchronous courses (Bower et al.,

2015) although they are also given other names, such as HyFlex, Multi-access (Lakhal

et al., 2017; Lakhal & Khechine, 2016; Lakhal, Khechine, & Pascot, 2014), Synchronous

Blended or Synchronous Learning in Distributed Environments (Wang, Huang, & Quek,

2018), and Simultaneous Bimodality (Collin, Calonne, Peters, Lefrançois, & Saint-Jean,

2016). It is worth mentioning that in some of the studies reviewed, online students par-

ticipated from two fixed sites, one face-to-face and the other remote, while in others,

online students participated from multiple sites, in addition to the face-to-face site.

These latter studies are limited in number. In this study, the focus is on Blended Syn-

chronous Courses (BSC) in which online students are distributed across multiple sites.

BSC is gaining popularity in higher education institutions to achieve different ends.

First, they improve remote students’ access to higher education (Hastie, Hung, Chen, &

Kinshuk, 2010), especially in large countries such as Canada (Collin et al., 2016; Lakhal

et al., 2017), Australia (Bower et al., 2015; Cunningham, 2014) and China (Szeto, 2014;

Szeto & Cheng, 2016; Wang & Huang, 2018; Wang et al., 2018), where distances be-

tween students and higher education institutions can be considerable. It diminishes re-

mote students’ sense of isolation and allows them to get to know other students much

better than if they were enrolled in an asynchronous online course (Cunningham,

2014). Also, such courses meet the demands of students who desire flexibility in their

course attendance, especially adult students (Abdelmalak & Parra, 2016; Wang et al.,

2018). These students would not attend face-to-face courses, because of family and/or

work responsibilities. Finally, they significantly lower educational costs for students and

for higher education institutions. Indeed, these students can now benefit from contact

with the instructor and the other students without needing to travel to attend face-to-

face sessions. Moreover, these courses have financial benefits for higher education
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institutions since some students no longer have to meet in a physical location for each

class session (Butz, Stupnisky, Peterson, & Majerus, 2014).

Given that BSC involve two kinds of students, remote and face-to-face, the aim of

this study is to examine the features that foster all students’ academic and social inte-

gration in BSC. Academic and social integration have been considered by many studies

and models as important determinants of student persistence and success in higher

education programs and courses. In keeping with current research on blended courses

that builds on models and theories developed for both face-to-face courses and online

courses (Skrypnyk et al., 2015), we draw on Tinto’s model (Tinto, 1975, 1993) and

those of Park (2007), Park and Choi (2009) and Rovai (2003) to better define the aca-

demic and social integration of students in BSC.

Literature review on blended synchronous courses

The empirical and theoretical research on blended learning is very abundant and has

also been the subject of several literature reviews, systemic literature reviews and meta-

analyses (e.g., Bernard, Borokhovski, Schmid, Tamim, & Abrami, 2014; Boelens, De

Wever, & Voet, 2017; Drysdale, Graham, Spring, & Halverson, 2013; Halverson,

Graham, Spring, Drysdale, & Henrie, 2014). However, little research has been done on

BSC (Szeto & Cheng, 2016), despite its gain in popularity. Moreover, this research is

somewhat sparse (Bower et al., 2015) and exploratory in nature. Despite this, we were

able to group previous research into three categories: 1) BSC design (Bower et al., 2015;

Bower, Kenney, Dalgarno, Lee, & Kennedy, 2014; Cunningham, 2014; Hastie et al.,

2010; Wang & Huang, 2018); 2) Evaluation of BSC as a delivery mode (Abdelmalak &

Parra, 2016; Butz et al., 2014; Collin et al., 2016; Kyei-Blankson et al., 2014; Lakhal

et al., 2014; Szeto & Cheng, 2016; Wang et al., 2018); and 3) Videoconferencing in BSC

(Khechine, Lakhal, & Pascot, 2014; Lakhal & Khechine, 2016, 2017; Lakhal, Khechine,

& Pascot, 2013; Szeto, 2014). As the literature review shows, only seven studies have

been performed to evaluate BSC. Additionally, given that this mode involves online and

face-to-face students, it is not yet clear whether it ensures the academic and social inte-

gration of all students (Park, 2007; Park & Choi, 2009; Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1975, 1993)

and whether they are given equal opportunity for success in this delivery mode. To our

knowledge, no previous researchers have guided their analysis or interpreted their re-

sults based on an academic and social integration framework. Since this course delivery

mode seems to be increasingly used in many higher education institutions (Butz et al.,

2014), and given the recent interest and scarce published research in BSC contexts, the

results reported in this study should provide faculties and higher education administra-

tors with additional information and guidance, based on empirical data, on the use of

BSC if they wish to implement it in academic programs. Indeed, evidence-based recom-

mendations are needed to assist them in ascertaining what works and what does not in

BSC, and to guide them in designing and implementing BSC for their students (Bower

et al., 2015).

Conceptual framework: academic and social integration

Tinto’s model has been applied in previous studies to explain students’ transition to

higher education and their ability to succeed in their program. Students’ degree of
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adjustment to their academic and social environment is believed to significantly influ-

ence their decision to persist or drop out in higher education.

In his longitudinal, explanatory model, Tinto (1975, 1993) defined six successive se-

quences that underlie a student’s decision-making process for persisting in or dropping

out from academic courses and programs: pre-entry attributes, objectives and initial

commitments, experience with the university system, integration, objectives and emer-

ging commitments and results. Students arrive at their university with pre-entry attri-

butes. These attributes include family background, skills, abilities and prior schooling.

Pre-entry attributes are related to students’ initial objectives and commitments, i.e.,

their professional goals and future career goals, their intention to obtain a degree, their

preferred choice of higher education institution and their external commitments to

others outside the higher education institution, such as family, friends, and employers.

Pre-entry attributes and initial objectives and commitments have an influence on stu-

dents’ academic and social integration. Once at the higher education institution, the

student has an experience with the institution and interacts with formal and informal

academic and social systems. These systems are characterized by activities involving in-

structors, non-teaching staff and peers, and include interactions with these individuals

in formal settings (courses, assignments, content, teaching, learning and assessment ac-

tivities, supervision, etc.) and informal settings (breaks between classes, out of class ac-

tivities, before beginning the class, etc.). During this process, students’ initial objectives

and commitments are adjusted according to what they have experienced in their new

environment. Positive experiences with the academic and social systems strengthen stu-

dents’ academic and social integration and lead them to persist in their courses and

programs. However, negative experiences tend to undermine academic and social inte-

gration and lead students to drop out from courses and programs. Experiences in the

academic system and the social system could influence each other. Both types of inte-

gration are important in the decision to persist or to drop out from higher education

(Tinto, 1975, 1993).

According to Tinto (1975, 1993), academic integration is defined by students’ aca-

demic performance, level of intellectual development, and perception of having a posi-

tive experience in academic settings, while social integration is defined by involvement

in extracurricular activities and the presence of positive relationships with peers. In this

regard, in Tinto’s model (Tinto, 1975, 1993), instructors play an important role in stu-

dents’ academic and social integration through the choices they make pertaining to

course and program contents, supervision provided, teaching, learning and assessment

strategies used, etc. Academic and social integration depend on the appropriateness of

course and program contents, teaching and learning, and assessment strategies for stu-

dents’ needs. The match between on one hand students’ needs, interests and prefer-

ences with regard to the various elements listed above, and on the other the higher

education institution’s offer of these same elements (Tinto, 1993), is key to academic

and social integration.

Tinto’s model was conceived for on-campus courses and programs. It does not take

ICT or course delivery modes into account. The determinants of student academic and

social integration in online courses and programs in higher education have been de-

fined in some models, such as those of Park (2007), Park and Choi (2009) and Rovai

(2003). These models supplemented Tinto’s model (Tinto, 1975, 1993) with some
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characteristics of adult students (Bean & Metzner, 1985) and of online courses and pro-

grams, which could influence students’ experience of academic and social systems, and

thus, their academic and social integration. Adult students’ characteristics include fi-

nancial aspects (capacities and problems), employment status, hours of employment,

management support, scheduling conflicts, family responsibilities and issues, outside

encouragement, opportunities for transfer, life crisis, and personal issues. Online course

characteristics for their part include students’ skills and computer literacy, information

literacy, computer-based interactions, technology/technical usability issues and instruc-

tional design of the courses. Tinto’s (1975, 1993) model and those of Park (2007), Park

and Choi (2009) and Rovai (2003) have been validated by a number of studies, mainly

quantitative. These models remain relevant in the context of this qualitative study, as

the aim is to examine the features that foster academic and social integration in BSC.

These features should stem from the determinants of academic and social integration

listed in these models. Figure 1 depicts an integrated model from Park (2007), Park and

Choi (2009), Rovai (2003) and Tinto (1975, 1993).

More specifically, in this study, we are interested in students’ experience with the uni-

versity system (see Fig. 1) in regard with BSC while taking into account these courses’

characteristics. Students’ satisfaction with their experience in BSC strengthen their aca-

demic and social integration and lead them to persist in their courses and programs.

The research questions were stated as follows:

1) What are the instructional strategies (teaching, learning and assessment strategies)

more suited in order to ensure students’ satisfaction (online and face-to-face) and

therefore their academic and social integration in BSC?

2) What are the skills and attitudes of instructors and students that increase (or

decrease) satisfaction and facilitate (or hinder) the academic and social integration

of all students (online and face-to-face) in BSC?

Fig. 1 Integrated persistence model from Park (2007), Park and Choi (2009), Rovai (2003) and Tinto
(1975, 1993)
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Methodology
Context of the study

The study was conducted with instructors and students enrolled in the Master Teacher

Program (MTP) at Université de Sherbrooke (Canada). The MTP is a program de-

signed to enable practitioners to develop reflective and critical thinking skills for their

teaching, and to develop research expertise using methods of inquiry into the scholar-

ship of teaching and learning. These practitioners are teachers currently working in

Anglophone public and private colleges in the province of Quebec, Canada. Some of

these colleges are situated in the Montreal area, others outside of this region. The MTP

confers three different levels of graduate degrees: a graduate certificate in college teach-

ing (GCCT), a graduate diploma in college teaching (GDCT) and a master’s degree in

college teaching (MCT). It covers educational psychology, instruction, pedagogical con-

tent knowledge, and discipline-based learning, in all cases with the aim of furthering

the professional abilities and reflective practices of its teacher participants.

In an effort to serve Anglophone college teachers outside the Montreal region, BSC

has been implemented in the MTP since 2006 and up to the present. This context of

BSC use is different from the contexts reported in the literature by Abdelmalak and

Parra (2016), Bower et al. (2015), Lakhal et al. (2014) or Wang and Huang (2018), be-

cause students have no choice about the type of course participation, as residents of

the Montreal area must attend face-to-face classes, whereas remote students have to at-

tend courses online synchronously. Desktop videoconferencing, which permits two-way

communication, is deployed in each course session. Moreover, actual face-to-face ses-

sion time is reduced and replaced with learning and assessment activities conducted

asynchronously, and, in some courses, conducted online synchronously between class

meetings. Remote students enrolled in the MCT are asked to be physically present in

class at four key times during the 45-credit program in order to provide real contact

with their colleagues and develop a sense of belonging to their cohort or class group.

Participants

A convenience sampling technique was used in the study. All students and course in-

structors in the MTP were invited by e-mail to participate in the study during the 2017

summer and fall sessions. Among these students, 35 expressed their interest in partici-

pating in the project. We then have randomly picked up 4 online and 4 face-to-face

students, amongst all the students who responded positively to the invitation. As for in-

structors, 6 expressed their interest, but 5 have been randomly picked up for the semi-

structured interviews. The final sample consisted of 8 students (4 online and 4 face-to-

face) and 5 instructors agreed to participate in the semi-structured interviews. These

participants were coded T1 to T5 (for instructors), SD1 to SD4 (for online students),

and SP1 to SP4 (for face-to-face students). Participants were offered a $50 incentive as

compensation for their time. Table 1 outlines the demographic details of the study

sample.

Methods and analysis

An exploratory case study approach, using qualitative data, was adopted for this re-

search (Yin, 1994). Data collection was comprised of semi-structured online interviews.
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Given that the principal researcher was also the director of the MTP, her research as-

sistant was responsible for conducting the interviews and for anonymizing the data,

using a code for each participant. Ethics approval was secured from the ethics review

board of the university where the study took place (approval number specification

CER-ESS_2017_12). All participants signed a written consent form for their participa-

tion in an individual interview video-recorded. In order to gather information relevant

to our research questions, two interview guides were drawn up on the general topic of

participants’ experience with BSC in the MTP: one interview guide for instructors (in-

cluding 3 open-ended questions) and another for online and face-to-face students (in-

cluding 4 open-ended questions). The questions were worded in a general manner to

allow participants to express themselves freely. Sub-questions were also asked to fur-

ther explore the topic. Following demographic questions regarding gender, age, experi-

ence in both college teaching and BSC, and level of computer skills, students and

instructors were asked to think and reflect on respectively the best and the worst

course they were enrolled in (they taught) in the BSC mode. Sub-questions invited

them to share about features (strategies, skills, attitudes, etc.) used in BSC to enhance

students’ satisfaction, and their academic and social integration. They have also been

asked to explain why, in light of all their experiences in BSC, if they had a choice of the

delivery mode, if they would enroll in another BSC again (if they would offer a BSC

again). The interviews were 90 to 120min long and were video-recorded using Skype

software and then transcribed verbatim. All qualitative data were analyzed using a

Table 1 Demographic details of the study sample

Characteristics Instructors Online
students

Face-to-face
students

Gender Male 1 1

Female 3 3 4

Age group 25–30 1

30–35 1 1

35–40

40–45 2

45–50 2 2

50–55

55–60 1

60–65 2

Number of years of teaching in the MTP
(for instructors)

0–5 3 2

5–10 2 2

Number of years of teaching at the college
level (for students)

10–15 1 1

15–20 1

Number of BSC taught (for instructors) 0–5 2

Number of BSC enrolled in (for students) 5–10 3 1

10–15 1 1 2

15–20 2

Level of computer skills Average 1 1

Good 1 1

Very good 3 3 2
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general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006). The data analysis method was the-

matic analysis (Paillé & Mucchielli, 2016) in keeping with the six stages of Braun

and Clarke (2006): transcribing data, generating initial coding, searching for

themes, reviewing themes in light of the conceptual framework, naming and defin-

ing themes, and producing the report. The transcriptions were coded manually

using a list of general themes corresponding to the questions and sub-questions

of the interview guides. These general themes were then reviewed, in connection

with the determinants of academic and social integration. A thematic analysis

(Paillé & Mucchielli, 2016) was then carried out, and a synthesis reflecting the sa-

lient ideas emerging from the transcript was produced for the purpose of this

study.

Results
The results are presented in two sub-sections. These sub-sections highlight the

main themes emerging from the analysis of the semi-structured interviews. The

themes and the subthemes developed are presented in Table 2 and in the following

paragraphs.

Appropriateness of pedagogical strategies and BSC for students’ training needs

Two sub-themes emerged with regard to this theme: 1) course content, teaching, learn-

ing and assessment strategies, and 2) appropriateness of BSC for students training

needs.

Course content, teaching, learning and assessment strategies

The MTP is a program designed for practicing college teachers. The teaching and

learning activities deal with the various aspects of teaching work that MTP students

will replicate in their own courses with their students, which is a source of motivation

and engagement. In order to help students assimilate course content, instructors give

concrete examples based on their own teaching experience, as a face-to-face student

remarked:

They need to explain in such a way that people understand what you mean

and you need to be able to maybe provide examples, tangible examples so that

it becomes clear that we can kind of take that information and consolidate it

(SP3).

Table 2 Results for the features fostering academic integration and social integration in BSC in the
MTP

Themes Sub-themes

Appropriateness of pedagogical strategies and BSC
to students’ training needs

✓ Course content, teaching, and learning and assessment
strategies

✓ Appropriateness of BSC for student training needs

Attitudes, experience and skills of participants for
online students’ inclusion

✓ Instructors’ and teaching assistants’ experience with BSC
✓ Instructors’ and teaching assistants’ attitude
✓ Instructors’ level of technological proficiency
✓ Face-to-face students’ attitude
✓ Online students’ attitude and technological skills
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The assessment strategies also help students in their daily practices, according to an in-

structor, because the assignment they have to do is directly related to their own teach-

ing. This has an impact on their academic and social integration, and, thereby, their

persistence in the program. In one instructor’s words:

We found that it helped us in our practice. The fact that every single assign-

ment we give them is to prepare something for one of their classes. It's not

just to do something. I think that's had an impact too on them choosing to

continue (T1).

In the MTP, the emphasis is much more on pedagogical approaches than on spe-

cific content, because these approaches give students a better toolbox in the end.

The approaches used by some MTP instructors are directly deployed in their MTP

teaching. However, this is not always the case. Some instructors do not practice

what they teach themselves: “They were giving us all sorts of amazing pedagogical

practices to do, and making us almost feel guilty for not using them, and then you

get to see them teach, and they’re not practicing what they preach” (SD1). This is

also true for assessment strategies. The harsh assessments of some MTP instruc-

tors seemed inadequate to their students. Being teachers themselves, the latter were

well aware of the effects of grading:

We were graded very kind of harshly in a way and I kind of felt like it was a

little bit heavy handed. It was a bit unnecessary. The thing is that as teachers

taking courses to improve our teaching, we're very well aware of grading and

rubrics and all of that kind of stuff. Sometimes it can feel a little stern, I guess

(SP3).

MTP students are less interested in theoretical content and difficult readings that are

not related to their daily teaching practices. Thus, the required readings were often a

source of dissatisfaction for the students, which led instructors to review their

strategies:

They had been asked to read something before they came to the first class

and came out the first day saying that they hated the book and why would we

ever choose this alpha book and talking about. I mean it’s so negative and it

was first class and like, “Oh my goodness.” I knew what my challenges were

(T4).

Appropriateness of BSC for students’ training needs

Students perceived the BSC delivery mode as the current trend in education. This is

also a delivery mode that they would like to reproduce in their own classes in order to

improve their accessibility. According to an online student:

I teach blended yeah. It was my first semester, it was also my first semester in the

MTP and it just made me realize that there were so many options that we could
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do both to integrate online learners but also to mix them up with students in class

because I have both types (SD2).

Instructors’ use of BSC provides students with examples of this delivery mode to in-

spire their own courses. According to an online student:

The fact that the teachers were able to use the blended format so well, it was

directly relevant to what we were learning. It was like they were sort of giving us

examples of what we could use in our own classrooms in the future. I found that

really helpful (SD3).

The use of Moodle in the BSC context gave students some examples of how to use this

platform and helped them discover its interactive tools. According to a face-to-face stu-

dent: “My ClassA classroom that was blended, it opened my eyes to the idea of using

Moodle as a more blended learning tool, online tool, and I’ve taken it on for one

course” (SP1). Moreover, students’ ability to share experiences and resources amongst

themselves during the course was also helpful because it provided them with new strat-

egies and tools that could be reinvested in their own teaching in BSC. A face-to-face

student commented on this: “You get samples from people when they do their own

presentation. That was really helpful and it’s going to help me in my job to develop

blended” (SP4).

Participants’ attitudes, experience and skills pertaining to the inclusion of online

students

The inclusion of online students seems to be a major issue in BSC, and many partici-

pants commented on this aspect. The inclusion of online students depends on instruc-

tors’ and teaching assistants’ experience and attitude, instructors’ level of technological

skill, face-to-face students’ attitude, and online students’ attitude and level of techno-

logical proficiency.

Instructors’ and teaching assistants’ experience with BSC

Instructors’ experience with BSC is one of the key elements of success for these

courses. Indeed, having instructors with significant experience and a clear vision of the

objectives to be achieved in the course helps to ensure course quality, regardless of the

technologies used. According to a face-to-face student:

Well the teacher was very experienced. She had a good vision of where she wanted

to go. Had she not been such a good teacher, I don't think any level of technology

would have made it good, and the technology did not get in the way for sure

(SP8).

In all courses of the MTP, each instructor is paired with a teaching assistant. Teaching

assistants are employed to manage technology-related problems, respond to online stu-

dent chat comments, and manage other issues. The qualities and qualifications of the

teaching assistant also seem to be an issue in BSC. A teacher’s or assistant’s lack of skill
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could, conversely, be a concern for students, especially for online students. According

to an online student:

My point was to get a masters (…). I knew I was going to keep going, but it made

me dread sometimes when I would know that it was that teacher teaching, or that

tech tech-ing for another course (SD1).

Instructors’ and teaching assistants’ attitude

The instructor’s attitude, openness, enthusiasm and support play an important role

in students’ academic and social integration in BSC. According to a face-to-face

student: “I think the teacher’s enthusiasm was one thing and there is the technol-

ogy, that helps a lot too. They were supportive” (SP4). Talking about an instructor,

an online student stated: “It was really inclusive, and it felt like the teacher really

cared about us and valued our point of view, and added to it too” (SD1). By en-

couraging online students’ participation, instructors reduce the gap between online

students and face-to-face students, as an online student stated: “Those that did it

well, we didn’t feel like we were online in a separate environment with something

specific, we were just students” (SD4). And the same individual added: “If I

wouldn’t have that participation in this class I would probably not be in the pro-

gram anymore” (SD4).

Some instructors were aware of the realities of online students and adopt attitudes to

be more inclusive towards them. Examples include asking them questions directly and

by name, and always facing the camera while teaching to the group:

I choose to arrange the classroom so that when I’m even when speaking to the

group in front of me, I am looking at the camera. Most people have the camera on

the side but I’m actually face on, on the camera (T4).

This was also reported by a face-to-face student: “There are a few classes where that

person was very much involved and looking onto the person on screen, and making

sure that the activity that was planned worked well with somebody else abroad” (SP1).

Another element is to consider online students first:

I always have to keep, as if ... I mean, remember you have these students that are

outside, because it's so hard to disengage from the environment of the classroom,

but always intentionally I go first to teach the [online] students ... (T3).

Giving them extra attention, especially when they are few, may, however, lead to

some problems with face-to-face students, who can feel neglected by the

instructor:

They are far, they are not there. You want to put them as much as possible. Some-

times even artificially, just to take them in and you compensate, but it's a must be-

cause there are only two out there and the class is 15 here. What do you do with

that? It's a big conflict (T3).
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Moreover, from face-to-face students’ point of view, interactions with online students

seem somewhat disjointed because instructors have to regularly check if they want to

pitch in:

That it was a little bit disjointed having to ask the people online, do you have any-

thing to say and they had like, they would raise their hand or they'd put like smiley

faces or thumbs up, whatever icons they had, but they did seem a little, it did seem

a little disjointed (SP3).

A negative attitude on the part of some instructors towards online students may be a

source of dissatisfaction. Some online students reported that certain instructors turned

their backs to the camera, which prevented them from hearing the instructor and ex-

cluded them from the classroom. Others even celebrated the fact that they had no on-

line students in their courses:

TeacherB, who is the guru of the project, and who really needs online students,

was celebrating the fact that she didn't have online students in her course this

summer. It’s just the feeling that you're a burden for everybody, you know? (SD1).

Other instructors ignore or forget online students. This was confirmed by a face-to-

face student: “There’s some teachers who as much as they want the blended learning,

they do forget that there is somebody abroad out there” (SP1). These instructors either

turn their backs to the camera and/or consider only face-to-face students:

She would routinely stand with her back to the camera facing away from us, so we

couldn’t hear her very well, we couldn’t see her, and we just felt that she was com-

pletely teaching to the students in the room and just forgetting about us (SD3).

Certain instructors do not even greet online students, making the latter feel that the

course is intended only for face-to-face students and leading to their disengagement: “It

was really disempowering and I definitely felt myself disengaging a lot in that course”

(SD1).

In some cases, neither the instructor nor the teaching assistant interact with online

students, relegating them to the mere role of spectator. According to an online student:

We never really were asked a question, we never had the chance to answer,

we never had a way to raise our hand to say we have something to say, so

yes, in the software there’s the option for it, but either the IT person or the

teacher were not interacting with us. We were just seeing the classroom

(SD4).

This leads to a strong sense of exclusion:

I think the best way to explain it is that I felt like a fly on the wall in the classroom.

[…] either the IT person or the teacher were not interacting with us. We were just

seeing the classroom (SD4).
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Including online students is a constant challenge for instructors. According to an in-

structor, it is easy to forget them: “I’ll be honest with you, sometimes it’s very easy to

forget students outside. It’s so easy” (T3). According to an online student, some in-

structors suddenly remember that online students are attending the course session, and

then they ask them sporadic questions, which make them feel uncomfortable:

It happened so often with other teachers where they just forget about you, and

then all of a sudden they turn around and then they ask you a question. You have

nothing to say, and so it sounds like you don't participate, but you had so many

things to say before (SD1).

The use of microphones and cameras in the classroom by some instructors or some

teaching assistants could affect online students’ integration and participation in the

course. Following are some examples of this poor use of these devices. According to an

online student: “Sometimes just where the mic is placed in the classroom can make a

huge difference for us online learners” (SD2). Some teaching assistants stand too close

to the microphone instead of turning up the volume of their speakers, causing sound

problems:

I had some techs who were just so close to the microphone, but you have to turn

the volume up to hear what people are saying in the class, and so they would just

go ahem, and it just bursts into your ears (SD1).

Sometimes, they neglect to move the camera to allow online students to see who is

speaking in the classroom, or fail to keep an eye on the screen when an online student

cuts in: “When you’re at a distance, you say something, and then they don’t even look

at you or at the screen, and then they’re just like, moving on” (SD1). For all these rea-

sons, an online student reported that the program was not ready to welcome online

students: “If I would have come up with the idea that the program is not ready for the

students that are online” (SD4).

Instructors’ level of technological proficiency

Instructors’ level of technological skill could be a source of satisfaction and motiv-

ation for online students: “Basically, the teachers teaching the course make a huge

difference, and their level of comfort, and their level of familiarity with the tech-

nology” (SD3). The instructor should be familiar with ICT. This allows online stu-

dents to have a good learning experience. Depending on the instructor who

teaches the course and their ease with ICT, this experience can vary, according to

an online student: “... but until I knew which teacher would teach the class, I

didn’t know if I would have the same return on investment if it was somebody that

was uncomfortable with technology” (SD4). Instructors’ level of technological skill

may be a challenge in BSC, when they are not comfortable with the use of ICT.

However, this result should take into account that some students perceive that in-

structors’ experience is more important in BSC quality than their level of techno-

logical skill or the technologies used (see 3.2.1).
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Face-to-face students’ attitude

With regard to the efforts made by face-to-face students to include online students,

most of the interviewees who discussed this sub-theme were online students and in-

structors. According to a face-to-face student, face-to-face students must be aware that

there are online students in the group who learn differently, as compared to students in

regular face-to-face class sessions: “I think as online learners and people that are in

class that they’re aware that we have online learners. We have to consider that there

are other people trying to learn differently from what we’re actually learning” (SP2). In

this context, online students must be included collectively, as an instructor suggested:

They want to connect with the students from a distance and it just all works well

because we all collectively recognize that there’s people at a distance that need to

be included and that the group in class is aware of them. Each of them individually

is also aware that there’s these people at a distance (T4).

However, some online students complained that face-to-face students make no effort

to include them, for example, by failing to greet them on camera at the beginning of

the course sessions, or neglecting to switch off their microphone when they are not

speaking, which creates noise that can prevent online students from hearing class dis-

cussions. Some face-to-face students were even reluctant to interact with online stu-

dents in group work and chose to team up with their face-to-face classmates. An

instructor mentioned on this topic: “I noticed that people in the class, sometimes dur-

ing the breakout rooms, are reluctant to go out. They want to be in” (T3).

Online students’ attitude and technological skill

Online students should have appropriate attitudes and technological skill. Regarding

the attitudes of online students in BSC, very active participation breaks the sense of re-

mote participation. Talking about an online classmate, a face-to-face student reported,

“When she’s in class with us, you feel like she’s with us physically. It makes the differ-

ence. She’s always making comments on everybody, and participating 100%” (SP1).

However, some online students may hinder smooth classroom functioning. For ex-

ample, certain online students connect late, which makes it impossible to solve their

technological problems, while others fail to use the click to raise their hand, or inter-

rupt people speaking in the classroom. This may annoy their face-to-face classmates:

For example online learners, some students don’t necessarily raise their hand be-

cause we have this little click option that we can “I have a question.” Some people

just turn on their mic and sort of cut off the person talking in class which I don't

really find respectful (SD2).

Others refuse to participate, and then pretend to feel they are not included in the class,

as an instructor mentioned:

I know for a fact, and other people, like the technician that I was working with,

also acknowledged that I would pause during the class and turn to the screen and
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ask the people online “Do you have anything to say, do you have any comments?”

and they were silent. Nobody would answer, but then meanwhile they were chat-

ting with the technician, saying, “We don’t feel like we're being included,” and the

technician would say, “Well T5 just asked you a question” (T5).

All students’ level of technological skill may also be a challenge for academic and social

integration in BSC. Talking about some students in a particular course, an instructor

reported that:

They were so afraid of technology. It was very difficult to get them to break the

barrier to buy into it, of course. I’d say the biggest difficulty is always the difference

in skill level. Some are very, very low, some are very high or more high (…). When

you have a class of 28, it’s really difficult to have 8 people who can’t help them-

selves (T1).

Discussion
The aim of this study was to shed light on the features that foster the academic and so-

cial integration of all students in BSC. In this study, based on the results of semi-

structured interviews conducted with online students, face-to-face students and in-

structors, a total of two themes emerged. For each of these themes, sub-themes were

also identified. The discussion section is organized according to these themes.

Appropriateness of pedagogical strategies and BSC for students’ training needs

According to Tinto (1975, 1993), instructors play an important role in the academic

and social integration of students through the choices they make in regard to course

and program contents, supervision provided, teaching, learning and assessment strat-

egies used, etc. Students’ academic and social integration depend on the match between

their needs and the response of the higher education institution, including instructors.

In this regard, Severiens and Schmidt (2009) claimed that “institutions should adapt to

students and cater for their needs, in order to stimulate outcomes” (p.68). For example,

this could be done by taking into account students’ approaches to studying, strategies

and practices used when designing curricula and assessment methods (Lane, 2016;

Severiens & Schmidt, 2009). In the context of this study, the students are practitioner

college teachers, they are part-time students with specific needs (Lee, 2017). They en-

roll in the MTP to develop knowledge in different fields of education (educational

psychology, instruction, pedagogical content knowledge, etc.) and to acquire the ability

to think reflectively and critically about their teaching. These knowledge and skills

should be transferable to their daily teaching with their own students as and when it is

gained. The results of the study revealed that generally speaking, the teaching, learning

and assessment strategies used by MTP instructors respond adequately to their stu-

dents’ needs, in turn strengthening the academic and social integration of students

(Lane, 2016; Lee, 2017). However, some instructors do not practice what they teach,

e.g., they make some assessments unnecessarily harsh, or require irrelevant or theoret-

ical readings. In order to interpret this result, two points of view should be taken into

account in a balanced way. On the one hand, these instructors need training in order
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to properly understand the philosophy behind the program. As the MTP is a continu-

ing education program that aims to enable college teachers to become better teachers,

rather than a competitive and selective teacher education program, instructors’ under-

standing should be improved and better adapted to the circumstances. On the other

hand, students require theoretical readings in order to acquire critical thinking about

teaching and learning. Certain students may view such readings as useless since they

may have a utilitarian relationship to their training, only accept course content directly

related to their needs as teachers, and are unable to go a step further and to develop a

more comprehensive view on this content. Moreover, some instructors tend to change

their course content to accommodate these kinds of students, which may be a ques-

tionable response.

BSC as a delivery mode meets the students’ training needs, in that some of them are

reproducing it in their own teaching contexts in order to improve their courses’ acces-

sibility. By using best practices in BSC, including those pertaining to Moodle and its

interactive tools, instructors give students good examples to follow in their own teach-

ing and learning activities. In this context, instructors act as role models. Observing in-

structors successfully perform a task could help students perform the same task by

imitation and give them confidence in their own ability to do so. In this scenario, the

students view instructors as having salient features similar to their own, as they are also

college teachers. This echoes the concept of vicarious experience, which is one of the

four sources of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).

Attitudes, experience and skills of participants for online students’ inclusion

According to the study participants, having experienced instructors and teaching assis-

tants with a proper attitude towards online students is one of the key elements in BSC

success and in social and academic integration. Indeed, instructors’ openness, enthusi-

asm and support are essential features for academic and social integration, especially

for online students. Some instructors adopt strategies to include them in the class dis-

cussions (e.g., always facing the camera while teaching the group, calling on online stu-

dents first, or giving them extra attention). These strategies have also been uncovered

by previous studies (Bower et al., 2015). However, when they are engaged in discussions

with face-to-face students, other instructors ignore or forget the online students (Wang

& Huang, 2018). This contributes to a strong sense of exclusion. Online students re-

ported that some courses are intended only for face-to-face students. These attitudes

towards online students may be explained by the instructors’ lack of experience with

BSC courses. The fact that they are hired based on their experience delivering face-to-

face courses does not mean that they possess the necessary skills to be good instructors

in BSC. Instructors should undergo training to develop expertise in effective BSC. They

also need information and practical advice on these courses. At the university where

the study took place, a teaching and learning center has been established to support in-

structors in developing their teaching skills in online, blended, blended synchronous

and face-to-face courses. Given that the MTP instructors are from the Montreal area,

they do not have the opportunity to meet instructional designers to discuss the skills

required for successful BSC implementation. Another solution should be found. This,

however, requires institutional commitment, time and additional resources (Moskal,

Lakhal et al. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education            (2020) 17:5 Page 16 of 22



Dziuban, & Hartman, 2013). Moreover, instructors should also be able to assess their

performance in BSC. For example, there could be a video coverage of instructors dur-

ing their teaching lessons in BSC so that they will have a review of their performance

and improve on specific aspects where necessary.

The cognitive overload generated by instructors’ split attention between online stu-

dents and face-to-face students may also explain instructors’ attitudes towards online

students. Managing both types of students at the same time may be difficult for instruc-

tors (Francescucci & Foster, 2014; Hastie et al., 2010), even if a teaching assistant is

paired with each instructor in BSC in the MTP. This cognitive overload was also re-

ported by previous studies as a challenge to be addressed in this course delivery mode

(Bower et al., 2014, 2015; Cunningham, 2014; Wang & Huang, 2018). Another explan-

ation for these negative attitudes may be instructors’ difficulty gauging online students’

understanding of the course content in BSC. For face-to-face students, instructors al-

ways have access to nonverbal cues and are able to determine if they understand the

topics under study. However, online students’ attitudes are not always accessible to in-

structors, especially when the former do not use a camera. It then becomes necessary

to find other alternatives, for example, making the use of cameras mandatory for online

students, or using alternative techniques such as quizzes or online polls as formative

evaluation tools to gauge student understanding of the course content being taught

(Bower et al., 2014; Francescucci & Foster, 2014).

Instructors’ level of technological proficiency facilitates online students’ inclusion and

enhances their academic and social integration. When instructors are comfortable with

technologies, students tend to be more satisfied and motivated. However, in MTP, not

all instructors possess this ease, a fact that can limit online students’ inclusion in the

course. The challenge of instructors’ level of technological proficiency has also been re-

ported by previous studies (Bower et al., 2014, 2015; Cunningham, 2014). It is thus im-

portant for instructors to undergo technology training in order to be able to use IT

adequately, and to ensure the tools are functional and reliable. They should also test

out and practice the use of the various technological tools, including communication

systems, involved in BSC before the beginning of the course (Bower et al., 2014, 2015;

Lakhal et al., 2017). Some training videos should be provided in this respect, in order

to allow instructors to improve their IT skills.

In BSC, face-to-face students’ attitudes can encourage or hinder the academic and so-

cial integration of online students. These students should be aware of the existence of

online students in the course, know that they learn differently, and show a positive atti-

tude towards them. Since face-to-face students never have the opportunity to experi-

ence being online students, they cannot understand what the latter are experiencing, or

their own responsibility for the academic and social integration of their online class-

mates. Instructors should educate their students on this matter and make sure that they

respect and are considerate of their online peers, in order to ensure a positive learning

climate for all. As online students in BSC require extra effort compared to face-to-face

students, such as the use of microphones and facing the camera to speak or chat with

online students during the courses, they may be reluctant to take online students into

account (Cunningham, 2014). This feeling may be exacerbated if instructors have to

spend time troubleshooting technical issues and end up delaying the start of the course

(Wang & Huang, 2018). On a related note, some instructors pay online students no
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attention and focus only on face-to-face students. Engaging with both online students

and face-to-face students in BSC may be difficult (Francescucci & Foster, 2014). More-

over, online students reported that it is difficult to concentrate during a BSC

(Francescucci & Foster, 2014), because of their inability to hear the questions asked by

face-to-face students and to make out the details of the material shared through the

interactive whiteboard, for example (Bower et al., 2014). For these reasons, some online

students might feel less attended to and less welcome in the course (Hastie et al., 2010)

or that their comments are not taken into consideration by face-to-face students.

Online students’ attitude and level of technological skill are also key elements in the

success of BSC. In terms of their attitudes, some are active students, which breaks the

sense of remote participation. However, others may slow down the course by failing to

respect speaking rights or by connecting late. At the same time, it is difficult to give on-

line students free access to speaking rights (Wang & Huang, 2018). They often have to

use text to indicate when they want to speak as opposed to being able to raise their

hands, and sometimes, they are limited to written participation only. Communication

seems to be smoother between face-to-face students as compared to between online

and face-to-face students (Bower et al., 2014). Moreover, some face-to-face students

feel that faculty spend too much time and effort meeting the technical needs of online

students (Szeto, 2014), especially when they do not log on in advance or when they ex-

perience technical issues. Online and face-to-face students also reported sound prob-

lems and a lack of access to some social cues, such as the body language and nonverbal

attitudes of online students (Cunningham, 2014; Wang & Huang, 2018). In order to

give equal opportunity to all participants in course discussions, some structured discus-

sion strategies could be implemented (Wang et al., 2018). Certain tools could also be

used to better integrate online students, such as cameras instead of chat, and iPads,

each set up for an online student (Bell, Sawaya, & Cain, 2014).

The results of the study revealed that students’ level of technological skill may be a

challenge in BSC for online and face-to-face students. Students should know how the

platform works in order to be able to interact and work together in real time. If some

online students lack technological skills, instructors may focus on these students and

spend their time troubleshooting their technical problems. Technology may also be an

issue for face-to-face students. They may feel uncomfortable because they have to pos-

ition themselves in front of a camera or speak into a microphone (Bower et al., 2014,

2015; Cunningham, 2014). It is recommended to invite students to training sessions on

the technology tools used in BSC (Bell, Cain, & Sawaya, 2013; Bell et al., 2014; Bower

et al., 2014, 2015; Francescucci & Foster, 2014; Wang & Huang, 2018). More broadly,

higher education institutions and graduate programs should consider these recommen-

dations and offer introductory sessions on the IT tools and platforms used in BSC for

both instructors and students.

Recommendations for effective BSC

This study opened to several recommendations, which are summarized as follows. First,

teaching, learning and assessment strategies should respond to students’ needs in BSC.

These needs should be identified at the beginning of the BSC so that instructors can

adjust to them early in the course. Second, instructors should undergo training in order
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to develop expertise in effective BSC. The fact that they are good instructors in face-to-

face courses does not mean that they possess the necessary skills to be good instructors

in BSC. Several options could be offered to them. Training videos could be provided in

this respect. Teaching and learning centers could support instructors in developing

their teaching skills. Instructors should also be able to assess their performance in BSC.

For example, there could be a video coverage of instructors during their teaching les-

sons in BSC so that they will have a review of their performance and improve on spe-

cific aspects where necessary. Third, in order to better integrate online students in

BSC, the use of cameras or iPad, and other alternative techniques such as quizzes or

online polls as formative evaluation tools should be mandatory. Some structured dis-

cussion strategies could also be implemented to give equal opportunity to all partici-

pants in course discussions. Fourth, all students should be trained on effective BSC

before the beginning of the course, in order to make sure they respect and are consid-

erate of their peers (online or face-to-face) and that they use IT tools and BSC

platforms adequately. Higher education institutions should offer systematically intro-

ductory sessions on these tools and platforms.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to report on features fostering the academic and social inte-

gration of all students in BSC in the MTP, as experienced by online and face-to-face

students as well as their instructors. To our knowledge, this is one of a few rare studies

conducted on this delivery mode in a university in the province of Quebec, Canada. In-

deed, previous studies on BSC were carried out mainly in Australian universities, where

this course delivery mode seems to be popular (Bower et al., 2014, 2015; Cunningham,

2014; Hastie et al., 2010), in Chinese universities (Szeto, 2014; Szeto & Cheng, 2016),

and in American universities (Abdelmalak & Parra, 2016; Bell et al., 2014; Francescucci

& Foster, 2014; Miller, Risser, & Griffiths, 2013). The results of this study may help

higher education institutions to target some relevant interventions or continuing educa-

tion for instructors as well as resources for instructors and students in BSC. The results

of the present study show that the features fostering academic and social integration

can be grouped into two themes: first, the appropriateness of pedagogical strategies and

BSC for students’ training needs, and second, the attitudes, experience and skills of the

participants pertaining to online students’ inclusion. Within these features, many chal-

lenges were identified. These challenges were related to instructors’ and teaching assis-

tants’ experience with BSC, instructors’ and teaching assistants’ attitude, instructors’

level of technological proficiency, face-to-face students’ attitude towards online stu-

dents, and online students’ attitude and technological skills. These challenges have also

been highlighted by previous studies and have to be addressed by higher education in-

stitutions offering BSC in order to make them more efficient and to ensure the aca-

demic and social integration of all students.

Limitations

The study presents some limitations. Due to the small sample size, the findings of the

present study cannot be extended to broader populations or to other contexts. Indeed,

these findings may exhibit some bias due to the characteristics of the participants
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interviewed, namely students’ and instructors’ age and gender, instructors’ experience

(in terms of number of years of teaching BSC), students’ experience (number of BSC

enrolled), etc. (see Table 1). Another limitation pertains to the data collected. The fea-

tures fostering academic and social integration in BSC in the MTP were reported solely

according to online and face-to-face students and instructors. Interviews with these

participants are part of a larger study where teaching assistants and technicians will be

interviewed in the upcoming year in order to obtain their points of view and to clarify

the results of the present study and the themes and subthemes that emerged from the

data. Moreover, observations of BSC sessions and analyses of pedagogical documents

such as course outlines, teaching quality evaluation reports and program evaluation re-

ports will be performed in the short term. This study examined students’ and instruc-

tors’ perceptions only and did not include learning outcomes. Future research could

investigate whether the features that foster academic and social integration have an ef-

fect on learning outcomes and if these effects are similar for online students and face-

to-face students. In this study, online students attended course sessions from multiple

sites and students from the Montreal region attended the sessions face-to-face. Thus,

students did not have the opportunity to experience course sessions in both the online

and face-to-face modes. Did this limit their perceptions and experience to one mode

and deprive them of the full experience of attending course sessions online as well as

face-to-face? The results of this study should also take this limitation into account.
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