CHAPTER 4

BLENDING—WHEN STUDENTS LEARN
WITHOUT YOU

Students can learn before you ever interact with them. As
counter-intuitive as this may seem, students are capable of learning
without you around. Admitting this to yourself can create some
psychological turmoil. You may have to create a mantra to remind
yourself that they can learn without you, but then you might wonder if you will soon be out of a job. Rest assured. Students need
you. The instructor of the 21st century risks having students vote
with their feet if the instructor refuses to consider creative ways to
engage students prior to class.
Your job is to help students start thinking about content before
they come to class. You may think that your role is to disseminate
information and in that you would not be alone. A survey of more
than 700 faculty found that more than half reported lecturing in
every one of their last ten class sessions (Smith and Valentine, 2012).
Unfortunately if you believe that only you control the content, then
the sobering conclusion is that no learning can occur prior to class.
In the “Instruction Paradigm” (Barr and Tagg, 1995a) the teacher
is center stage: “learning is teacher-centered and controlled” and
“knowledge comes in ‘chunks’ and ‘bits’ delivered by instructors.”
In such a paradigm little time is spent thinking about what students
could learn prior to class because the teacher is not present prior
to class.

Design your course with pre-class work in
mind. Students are more capable than you think.
Give them clear, concise directions and then expect that they will complete the assigned work.
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Someone who follows the instruction paradigm might assign a
chapter before class but then will proceed to teach as if no student
had completed the reading. The lecture is usually about what the
student should have gotten from the reading. A diligent student
who invests significant time preparing for class by completing the
reading will quickly learn that they do not need to invest such time
prior to class because the instructor will summarize the content
more effectively than the student would be able to do.
In the instruction paradigm the role of the teacher is to provide/
deliver content. A blended design helps circumvent the limitations of
the transmission model. You want to help motivate student learning
prior to class so that students can construct their own understanding of the content. Even if you are committed to an instructional
paradigm, you can alter when and where transmission of knowledge
occurs. Your fears about the quality of student learning prior to
class are understandable.
Over and over in workshops, faculty reveal that their reservations
about interactive teaching stem not so much from their unwillingness
to be effective teachers or engage their students in meaningful ways
as from their fear that these methods will exact time they don’t have
or time they need to produce the research that largely determines
professional mobility, salary, and prestige. In this framework, teaching well and saving time seem totally contradictory. [We] suggest that
the way out of the dilemma is to move first exposure to student’s
own time (Walvoord and Pool, 1998).
Organization
The first job you have is to organize your course. Use the LMS
to create Modules for each day, each week, or each topic. Each
module should include the resources that the learner will need including: learning goals, pre-class assignments, videos, PowerPoints,
worksheets, and assessments, such as quizzes. The goal is to create
a single source of information to help the learner interact with the
content. You want to create an ergonomic LMS design. Students
should have a single splash page that they see where they can easily
link to each aspect of the module.
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In this section we focus on the pre-class work. What do want
students to do before they ever see you? Keep in mind that you need
to create activities that are self-explanatory because the students will
working on their own time. The most critical aspect of the pre-class
work is clearly written Learning Outcomes.
Learning Outcomes
You must include Learning Outcomes (LOs) for every module:
“By the end of this module students will be able to …” In our workshops, participants inevitably grumble that they already have LOs.
Administrators require them because accrediting agencies require
them. The exercise of working with LOs may seem like bureaucratic
excess. It is not. You need to learn how to use LOs to direct student
learning. You may need to help educate your students about using
LOs effectively so they can maximize the potential of LOs. The
LOs should be the first thing a student reads online, because they
must use the LOs to guide their studying.
Outcomes like the ones listed in the first column below are too
generic and are not useful to students. Be specific in each goal as if
you were writing an exam question.
Poor Learning Outcome

Better Learning Outcome

Understand Newton’s first law Given two of the three variables
in Newton’s First Law (F = ma)
determine the third variable using appropriate units
Know how to find atomic mass Given the masses of individual
isotopes and their corresponding naturally occurring percentage, calculate the atomic mass
of an element.
Describe what each organelle in Given a description of a cellular
a cell does
activity, select the organelle that
houses that activity
Figure 4.1: Learning Outcomes
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Writing Learning Outcomes requires practice.
Keep working at it because the clearer you are,
the more likely students will know what you
expect of them.
Pre-Class Assignments
Students need a reason to look at the modules before coming
to class. Your job is to create an assignment that will direct their
thinking. So what can you do?
Encourage the students to use the textbook. Simply telling
students to read prior to class produces too much cognitive confusion, because most textbooks have far more information in each
chapter than a student can effectively process. Asking students to
do something with the book as they read requires more cognitive
energy than simply reading. Posting a worksheet that students fill
out—they could print the worksheet or fill it out interactively online—will direct their reading to the content deemed most important
by the teacher. If you have the students fill out something for class
you could use the assignment as admission to class. Walk around
the class and ask students to show you that they’ve either filled it
out or printed whatever you want them to work on that day.
On-line quizzes are one of the most popular means of preclass work. You could even divide your LOs into pre-class LOs
and post-class LOs.
As we will discuss below you could create interactive videos. Use
a video from another source (such as Khan Academy) or one that
you’ve created (see next section) and insert questions that students
must answer before continuing the video. Even more simply you
could include questions about the video in your pre-class quiz.
Pre-Class Videos
Imagine taping yourself for an entire semester then putting those
recordings online. Would you have a course worth offering? Clearly
not. What is different, though? You still convey the information,
you could offer proctored exams, and you could even have office
hours. You might think you interact with students a lot in class but
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most research suggests that you let students talk far less than you
think you do. So what exactly is the benefit of a ‘live’ lecture?
As we’ll argue repeatedly throughout this book, you should not
be lecturing at all; and that means online as well. When you create a
lesson online you need to think in small, manageable chunks. When
a colleague asks about how to post a lecture that is two hours long
we have realize that the colleague may be asking a technical question
but they are really asking a pedagogical one. When you create online
videos in the form of screencasts, you need to keep them short.
In “Hamlet” Polonius says: “Since brevity is the soul of wit, And
tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes, I will be brief.” You,
too, should be brief because if you talk too much you will become
tedious to your students.
Screencasting
A prevalent means of stimulating learning prior to class is screen
capture. A variety of programs exist to facilitate screen capture,
at the time of this writing the most widely known is Jing, a free
software package from TechSmith. Other programs exist such as
Camtasia (the full version of Jing), Screenr, and ScreenFlow for PCs
and Doceri, ScreenChomp, and DoodleCast Pro for iPads. These
programs often have a whiteboard feature that allows inclusion of
PowerPoint slides, pictures, and other graphics. We’ll examine multimedia design in Chapter 8 and provide a variety of pedagogical
rationales for using multimedia resources. For now the focus will be
on using screen capture to help your students acquire knowledge.
You won’t be able to create rich Multimedia design that you see on
YouTube channels and you won’t be able to create a multimedia
platform for your subject the way a company like Rosetta Stone has
done for language. You should instead work to make five-minute
videos about topics you think they should know about prior to class.
KhanAcademy provides good examples although most of those
videos are longer than what you want to shoot for.

“Our life is frittered away by detail. Simplify,
simplify (Thoreau, 1854).” Try not to overexplain in your videos. The simpler the better;
the shorter the better.
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If students find that watching the screen capture presentations
proves no more effective in helping them learn than reading the
textbook, then the problem with pre-class work has not been solved.
Too often, we believe that technology itself will solve the problem
as if the problem were words on a printed page. If the words are on
a screen with very little audio, then all the teacher has accomplished
is a transfer of technology not a change in the pedagogy.
A relatively straightforward use of screen capture is to take existing PowerPoints for a course and narrate them. While opinions
differ about the efficacy of PowerPoint, all scholars acknowledge
the wide-spread use of the software. As with any popular program,
detractors abound. One of the most astute comments we ever heard
came from Dave Yearwood, a technology professor at the University
of South Dakota. Yearwood said that he wished PowerPoint weren’t
so easy to use, so not as many people would use it so badly. The
ease with which slides can be converted into a movie, however, gives
you momentum in designing a blended classroom. Don’t fall into
the trap of being too simplistic, though. Your goal should
be not to merely record what you would normally say in
the classroom; your goal is to concisely explain the most
challenging points without belaboring those points. Use
technology to enhance your out-of-class presentation.
Using audio with the PowerPoint improves the presentation,
but only if the PowerPoints are not text heavy. The human mind
processes the written word at a different rate than it processes the
spoken word. Cognitive dissonance ensues with text-heavy slides
accompanied by audio. The use of audio requires some practice:
you’ll need to learn to modulate your voice appropriately, inject
some drama into your presentation. Speak as clearly as possible.
Your first few recordings will, most likely, need to be rerecorded,
perhaps multiple times.
A more sophisticated approach to screen capture requires the use
of storyboarding techniques. The instructor thinks carefully about
the message to be conveyed to the student. Just as a film director
lays out the scene through the use of images, the instructor creates
a story filled with images and with script. The script will serve as
the audio portion of the screencast with the images constituting the
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