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Abstract: Following the exponential growth of online education during the recent pandemic, blended learning
has become the standard at many institutions of Higher Education. At the University of Amsterdam, teachers
are encouraged to strive for an optimal mix of on-site and online education. The focus on blended learning is
motivated by the objectives of activating students, enhancing deeper learning, and introducing greater flexibility
into the curriculum. This article examines whether the anticipated benefits of blended learning can be realized
in practice within the bachelor Future Planet Studies. Recognizing the absence of a universal blueprint, it is
explored which types of blends are most appropriate for various educational contexts. In addition, essential
preconditions for a successful implementation of blended learning are identified, such as the need for efficient
scaffolding and ensuring that students do not only make use of the offered flexibility, but of the provided

structure as well.
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1. Introduction

he decade prior to the COVID-19 pandemic

showed a gradual increase in the use of

digital tools within Higher Education.
After the pandemic, when online education became
the temporary default, the digitalization continued
and blended learning became the new standard at
many universities (Norberg et al. 2011), amongst
which the University of Amsterdam. Following
Bliuc, Goodyear, and Ellis (2007), the University
of Amsterdam views blended learning as: learning

activities that systematically combine physical face-to-

face interactions and technology-enhanced interactions
with students, teachers and learning materials. In its
strategic plan ‘Inspiring Generations’ for 2021-2026
(University of Amsterdam 2021) and its Vision on
Blended Education (Wildeman 2022), all programs are
encouraged to aim for an optimal mix of online and
face-to-face education.

The University of Amsterdam states that there is both
momentum and urgency to further deploy digitalization
and to appropriately integrate it into our campus
education. It is assumed that students can be offered
a richer learning experience by using digitalization
responsibly than without it. Core elements of the
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strategy are that blended learning is used to provide
more activating education and to enhance deeper
learning (Bruck et al. 2022; Wildeman 2022;
Vermeulen et al. 2023). The idea is that students can
process content information on lower learning levels
outside the classroom, via online education, so that
in class more time remains for interaction. The hope
is that by optimally activating the students during the
face-to-face contact hours, the chance to attain higher-
level learning is increased (Abeysekera and Dawson
2015; Bergmann and Sams 2012; Braseby 2015).

Meta-reviews suggest that the activating potential
of blended learning is not unambiguous (Akcayir and
Akgayir 2018; O’Flaherty and Phillips 2015; Strelan,
Osborn and Palmer 2020a; Strelan, Osborn and Palmer
2020b). But there is also strong empirical evidence
that it increases students’ performance. In line with
expert’s recommendations (Moskal et al. 2013; Porter
and Graham 2016; Antwi-Boampong and Bokolo
2022), The University of Amsterdam acknowledges
the importance of monitoring the effects of new
educational designs and blended forms of education,
particularly on the quality of the education, student’s
appraisal, achievements and engagement, and teacher’s
experiences (Wildeman 2022). Funds have been made
available to support the experiments that have been
initiated by the various programs and those involved
have been encouraged to form a community where they
can share their experiences.

Research has also been conducted into the
results and experiences with blended learning
in the bachelor Future Planet Studies offered by
the Institute for Interdisciplinary Studies of the
University of Amsterdam. Future Planet Studies is
an interdisciplinary program focused on complex
sustainable issues such as climate change, energy, food
and water demand. It incorporates various disciplines
from the whole scientific gamut, ranging from earth
science, ecology and chemistry, to human geography,
political science, spatial planning and economics. In the
first year, all students follow the same interdisciplinary
program. In the second year, they choose between one of
the specialization tracks and either take courses in the
natural scientifical track Future Earth or in the social
scientifical track Future Society. In two joint courses,
students of both tracks are participating and invited to
combine their knowledge.

In terms of the Framework for Institutional Adoption
and Implementation of Blended Learning (Graham
et al. 2013) and the European Maturity Model for
Blended Education (Van Valkenburg et al., 2020) the
implementation of blended learning can be said to
have reached the state of maturity at the University of
Amsterdam. With the necessary structure and support
for blended learning in place, now is the time to
investigate whether the strategic ambitions can actually
be realized. The research is particularly focused at the
overall quality of blended education as it is perceived
by the teachers, including their perceptions as regards
its effects on students’ involvement and their learning
achievements. This choice is motivated by Bruggeman
et al. (2021), who conclude that much research focuses
on studying the design of blended learning or on the
student perspective and context, but that addressing
teachers' beliefs about technology and pedagogy is also
crucial.

In the next section, the theoretical background of
the research will be elaborated (section 2). Next, the
methods that were used in this study will be explained
(section 3) and the results will be presented (section 4).
The article closes off with a discussion of the findings
(section 5), the strengths and limitations of the research
(section 6) and conclusions (section 7).

2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Backward design as basis for well-wrought
didactical formats
Buhl-Wiggers et al. (2023) observe that, while the use
of technology in teaching has now become the standard
in higher education, in many cases it has become so
without a clear pedagogical strategy. Understandable as
this may be, as it happened during a state of emergency,
they assert pedagogical strategy is an important topic
for future research. In their view the focus should
always be on the learning objectives and related
activities before turning to the mode of delivery.
Earlier research on success factors for blended
courses, both outside and inside our own university,
also points out that a well-wrought design, a thoughtful
integration of online and on campus activities with
the learning goals in mind, is crucial (Moskal et al.
2013; Vermeulen, 2023). What works best, according
to the teachers, is when online elements and on
campus elements are integrated in such a way that
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each is used for activities they are most suited for
(ibid.). These findings align with the findings of the
literature overview that the University of Amsterdam
had carried out to reveal the characteristics of effective
and meaningful blended education (Bruck et al. 2022).
Hence the recommendation, taken up in its Vision on
Blended Education (Wildeman 2022), that the use of
digital tools should always be incorporated in a well-
wrought didactical model.

Evidence-informed didactical design principles for
effective blended learning can be found in Navigating
the Landscape of Blended Higher Education: Didactical
Design Principles for Students’ Broad Development.
In this article, Theelen et al. (2024) state that there
is no fixed format for designing blended education,
but do claim that every blended design should be
purpose-driven rather than tool-driven. To ensure that,
they recommend to design from back to front, and
label this as backward design. First of all, the desired
learning objectives need to be identified. Next, it can be
determined how the learning process can best be given
shape, and what types of assessment are most suited
to monitor students’ progress. After that, the course
structure and sequence of the classes can be established,
and suitable learning tasks can be selected, designed and
planned. Only after all these steps have been taken can it
be determined what is the most optimal combination of
on campus and online learning activities, and what tools
can best be used within this blend.

2.2 Scaffolding: offering tailor-made structures to
support student’s learning processes
Incorporating flexibility is viewed as another key
challenge for designing blended learning (Moskal
et al. 2013; Boelens et al. 2017). The Vision on
Blended Education (Wildeman 2022) emphasizes
the opportunities that digitalization and the inclusion
of online components offer to make education more
accessible and flexible. And the literature review on
blended education (Bruck et al. 2022) points to several
studies which found that students particularly value
the flexibility that comes with being able to access and
engage with online materials (e.g., recorded lectures,
scaffolding exercises, etc.) at their own time (Birgili et
al. 2021; Glogowska et al. 2011; Boelens et al. 2017;
Calderon et al. 2021; Ustun & Tracey 2021).

Earlier research at our university has shown that
students indeed like the flexibility that blended course

designs offer, particularly when they can decide for
themselves whether they want to study online or on
campus (Tromp 2019, 2022, 2025, Vermeulen, 2023).
Teachers may also see the benefits of flexibility, but
emphasize that “providing structure for students and
frequently communicating about this is an important
task in blended courses” (ibid., p. 11). This aligns
with the review by Bruck et al. (2022, p. 13) where
it is stated: “As flexibility is one of the most notable
affordances of blended education, teachers can greatly
support the learning of their students in blended
environments by finding a balance between providing
autonomy and guiding or providing structure where
needed.”

An important concept with regard to offering
structure, well-known from the theory of cognitive
development and learning, is scaffolding (Vygotsky
1978). The term refers to the support a teacher offers
students to guide them through their learning process.
Support can be provided for content and learning
strategies as well as for motivational processes.
Scaffolding can fulfill instructional functions, such
as simplification (breaking up complex tasks into
sets of simpler operations), marking critical features
(pointing out what factors are central to the task), and
demonstration (showing an “idealized” expert version
of what the learners need to learn). It can also fulfill
motivational functions, such as recruitment (getting
the learner interested in a task), direction maintenance
(encouraging the learner to stay focused on the task)
and frustration control (dampen the feeling of defeat or
change specific activities before frustration becomes
debilitating) (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976).

The scaffolding teachers provide for interaction, i.e.
strategies to promote learner-instructor and learner-
learner interaction, is said to play a critical role
in increasing students’ intellectual and behavioral
engagement, and is positively associated with learners’
perceived connectedness and self-regulated learning
(Awidi and Paynter 2019; Cho and Cho 2014; Cho
and Kim 2013). Initially, students need help to achieve
what they cannot yet achieve on their own. Later on in
the learning process, when they have new knowledge
and have become more competent, the scaffolding can
gradually be removed. In the European Maturity Model
for Blended Education (Van Valkenburg et al., 2020) it
is emphasized that reducing the amount of scaffolding
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and feedback throughout the program is something
which needs to be considered when incorporating self-
regulated learning activities in programs.

This recommendation aligns with the claim, laid
down in the Vision on Blended Education (Wildeman
2022), that the optimum of the blend and how it can
best be implemented must be determined in the context
of a specific program and specific student groups.
And this is exactly what this study sets out to do. It
can be viewed as a contribution to the action point
that was formulated with regard to blended education:
Innovation of the curriculum by analyzing and
determining which combinations of teaching methods
(on-campus, online) fit best with the proposed new
education model.

3. Methods

After reviewing relevant research reports, vision papers
and policy documents of the University of Amsterdam,
an inventory was made of the teaching methods within
the first semester of the second year of Future Planet
Studies. The choice to focus the research on this
semester is inspired by the fact that it forms a coherent
program around the global food issue (it is also offered
as a minor food for international exchange students),
and includes a variety of both theoretical and more
practically oriented courses.

Meanwhile, a literature study was conducted on
the developments with regard to blended learning.
Subsequently, a questionnaire was developed based on
the literature study and the review of relevant reports
and documents. This formed the basis of interviews
that were conducted with the senior lecturers, who
are simultaneously the coordinators of the courses of
the food minor. In total, the food semester contains 11
courses. The interviews were conducted by the author
of this article, who is also senior lecturer within the
semester and coordinating teacher of the two joint
courses in which both students of the Future Earth and
Future Society track participate.

3.1 Semi-structured interviews

In the interviews, the lecturers were asked about the
mix of on campus and online components within
their courses. These were mapped out for each course
prior to the interview as much as possible. After this
overview had been presented to the lecturers for them
to check it, they were asked to explain their motivation

to focus (heavily) on blended learning, or not. Next,
they were presented with a number of statements about
the usefulness and use of the online materials and
the contact moments on campus, respectively. These
also included statements that related to the structure
and flexibility offered by (the combination of) the
different teaching methods and materials. There were
three answer categories from which the lecturer could
choose: “Yes, definitely”, “Sometimes” and “No not
at all.” For each statement, the teachers were offered
the opportunity to provide a further explanation of the
chosen answer, and they were explicitly requested to
do so in the interview.

The list also included the question of whether or
not the introduction of blended learning had led to a
reduction in contact hours, as well as a question about
the policy the lecturer had followed regarding the
recording and release of the (web)lectures.

Furthermore, a number of statements were taken
up that informed about the perceived added value of
blended learning. The lecturers were asked whether
they thought blended learning encourages students to
study actively during the course, whether it enables
them to attain deeper learning levels, and whether they
believe it leads to an improvement in the quality of
the course. In addition, the lecturers were requested to
supply a number of ‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’ts’ with regard to
blended learning, and were asked if they had concrete
improvement plans related to the blended education
within their course.

Finally, the lecturers were requested to position
their course in a scenario matrix. Following Graham
et al. (2013), who propose a framework to determine
to what extent blended learning is implemented, ‘On-
site education’ and ‘Online Education’ were chosen as
the opposite poles of the Y-axis. And following Tromp
(2019, 2022, 2025) and Theelen et al. (2024), who
recognized that striking a good balance between the
necessary structure and desired flexibility is of utmost
importance within blended designs, ‘Fixed Schedules’
and ‘Flexible Schedules’ were chosen as the opposite
poles of the X-axis (see figure 1).

3.2 Reciprocal adequacy as principle to guarantee
validity and reliability

After the interview, the additional explanations for
the interviewees’ reactions to the various statements
and the open answers were written out. In order to
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exclude the possibility of incorrect categorization or
misinterpretation of certain views, the report of the
interview was e-mailed to the teacher in question with
the request to check it. This way, justice is done to the
principle of reciprocal adequacy, a methodological
principle that helps to guarantee the validity and
reliability of social scientific research. It implies that
in subject-subject research, i.e. in a study in which
the researched person interacts with the researcher,
the researcher cannot unilaterally determine what is
true and what knowledge has been acquired, but can
only establish this in consultation with the researched
persons involved.

The analysis presented below is primarily based
on the results of the interviews with the coordinator
teachers. In addition to the findings of these senior

lecturers, it also contains findings from relevant
related literature and lessons learned from a long-term
educational study into the flipped classroom by the
researcher (see Tromp 2019, 2022 and 2025). After the
results of the interviews were summarized, related to
relevant topics for discussion and integrated into an
article, the respondents were asked for their permission
to send in the article for publication. They were also
offered the opportunity to receive the draft article and
comment on it.

4. Results

In Figure 1, an indication is given of the positions
of the courses of the minor food with regard to the
question how much online education is involved and
how much flexibility is offered.

, After 2023
On-site Very limited availability
Governance Intro- education of weblectures
of Systemic || duction to
Trans- Spatial
formation Planning
Political |[Food & the City/
Economy || Future of Food Reflexive || Philoso-
Design phy of
Project J{ Science Flexible

Shared courses

Remote |(Program-| Schedules
Sensing || ming in R

Digital

Earth

Online
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Future Society courses tion

[ Future Earth courses ]

Until 2023

Unlimited availability
of weblectures

Figure 1: Scenario matrix indicating the courses’ positions on the axis ‘On-site education’ versus ‘Online Education’ and the

axis ‘Fixed Schedules’ versus ‘Flexible Schedules’, respectively

First of all, it should be noted that at the University
of Amsterdam, the default is that in each course week
there is first a voluntary class meeting, often in the form
of a lecture, which is followed by compulsory small-
scale workgroups or some form of practicals. Within
the Future Earth track, these practicals take the form of
computer practicals and, occasionally, fieldwork or an
excursion. In the Future Society track, the workgroups
are more conventional. The workgroups and practicals
are offered on campus. Hence, the matrix doesn’t show
any courses that fall completely in the lowest quadrants
of the matrix, as all courses contain forms of education

that take place on-site.

A number of teachers additionally offer online
knowledge clips within their course. In some courses
MOOCS, digital workbooks, online quizzes or
assignments that students have to complete through
self-study are included as well. These are the courses
that are placed around the middle of the axis ‘On-site
education’ versus ‘Online Education’. It needs to be
said that the assignment of the courses to a particular
position in the matrix is based on the intended design,
i.e. on the structure of the course as it is premeditated
by the coordinators. Since the lectures are non-
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compulsory, they have no means to demand that
students actually come to the campus or force them to
participate in the class meetings though. Hence, the
component ‘on campus education’ in the design is not a
given, only a possibility.

Another thing that needs to be mentioned is that
the flexibility of our program is relative — especially
compared to, for example, courses of the Open
University (which operates mainly online) or Massive
Open Online Courses (MOOCS). In the semester under
study, students have the choice between the Future
Earth track and Future Society track but within these
tracks the program is fixed; the courses are all set.
Hence, the X-axis representing flexible versus fixed
schedules in this study refers mainly to flexibility
within a study period, and sometimes even within a
single study week. The flexibility of a course can be
said to depend on the availability of online materials.
For instance, whereas students cannot decide when they
want to participate in a workgroup on campus, as their
schedules are set, they can decide for themselves when
to work on their digital workbooks. But as the lectures
are not compulsory, and students are allowed to miss
a certain percentage (around fifteen percent) of the
compulsory workgroups, it is too simple to claim that
courses with more online in the blend are per definition
more flexible than those without.

The teachers indicate that, in courses primarily
focused on knowledge transfer and discussion of
elaborated theories in workgroups, which most
courses of the Future Society track are, a strong focus
on online education is not desirable. Offering online
materials, such as lecture recordings and knowledge
clips, generally comes at the expense of on campus
attendance, so they should be used sparingly. Slides
can help students (better) absorb lecture material,
and online knowledge clips can provide more depth
and (additional) examples, but they should primarily
serve as a supplement to on campus instruction. As a
replacement, they must be categorically insufficient,
to ensure they will not compete with the face-to-face
education.

For more practically oriented courses, including
methodological courses that primarily focus on hands-
on skills training and computer labs, which mainly
can be found within the Future Earth track, it is useful
and wise to provide a wide range of supporting online

materials. This is especially relevant for courses where
classroom capacity is limited and varying starting
levels must be taken into account. The teachers explain
that their availability to give instructions is limited, so
students should prepare as much as possible at home
before coming to the practicals. Students with a lower
entry level likely make more use of the preparatory
lectures and online materials than those with a higher
level, and that is perfectly fine.

For courses where students must collaborate to put
learned theories and research skills into practice, such
as the joint project-based course, the manner in which
online education is implemented is very important. We
see that, in the early stages of their studies, students
often refrain from coming to the introductory lectures,
make insufficient use of the online materials provided
and fail to meet outside of contact hours to work on
assignments. It is clear that in the beginning, students
need more on campus guidance from their teachers to
develop the necessary planning and problem-solving
skills. Therefore, in an effort to offer better scaffolding,
we combine the lectures with the workgroups, where
possible in the form of masterclasses or Question &
Answer sessions with guest speakers, and organize
them in interactive learning spaces. Later on, they
can be expected to work more independently, using
accessible online materials whenever needed.

All teachers emphasize that in-person meetings offer
valuable opportunities for interaction with students.
They see the campus as a place where students can ask
questions and engage in dialogue about the content of
their course. They consider this contact essential for
the quality of education. Only through this interaction
with the teachers and with each other will students
actively participate, learn to (dare to) ask questions,
and together form a community of learners, according
to the teachers. In earlier research, we established
that on campus lectures cannot simply be replaced by
online knowledge clips (see Tromp 2022 and 2025) and
that face-to-face contact, mutual conversations and
knowledge sharing remain essential for good education.
In an online setting, it is much more difficult to achieve
active participation, and the risk that a student becomes
more of a consumer is considerably higher than in on-
site education.

However, the teachers notice that in our bachelor
Future Planet Studies, students tend to make less and
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less use of the on campus education. In some courses,
up to seventy percent of the students do not attend
the lectures. This is why we're seeing a reverse trend
in the blend of teaching methods: after a period of
standard lecture recording, currently a differentiated
policy regarding weblectures is discussed within Future
Planet Studies. The standard procedure that lectures
are recorded and released to students is reconsidered.
The proposed policy is not to record any of the lectures
anymore during the first year of the bachelor. And in
the second year — the year of the research focus - ,
recordings are only released to a limited extent. For
example, for individual students with special personal
circumstances or only when attendance exceeds fifty
percent or just shortly before the exam week.

The teachers agree that online education, such as
knowledge clips and collaborative assignments, can
be a valuable addition to face-to-face instruction.
But particularly when complex theoretical reading or
acquiring new skills like coding is involved, structured
support is required, as students’ capacities for self-
regulation often fall short. The majority of bachelor
students lack the discipline needed for self-directed
learning, our teachers testify. The well-wrought,
balanced formats they have designed for their courses
do provide the necessary structure. This structure
is for an important part provided in the face-to-face
sessions. Students are getting prepared for the material
during lectures, which they then have to partially
master on their own before discussing it together in
the workgroups. In the workgroups, the content is
positioned — that is, it is indicated how it relates to
other topics — and this, in turn, provides structure for
continuing their study of the materials on their own.

In practice, we see that students embrace the
flexibility of online components but neglect the overall
educational structure. Thus, the flexibility of blended
designs risks reducing on campus participation, while
this is actually crucial for early-stage students who
still need guidance in their learning process. Increased
online components are anything but helpful for those
disinclined to attend class. On the contrary, it can
lead to reduced engagement and education quality,
especially as attendance norms erode. In some cases,
teachers feel a certain threshold of attendance is
reached below which it is no longer possible to offer
good education. A classroom with hardly any students

to enter in interaction with, or a workgroup with mostly
unprepared students, is leading nowhere.

The teachers also indicate that the use of the
provided online materials often leaves much to be
desired. Through well-chosen formative assignments,
and using old exam questions that also serve to help
students prepare (in a timely manner) for the exam,
they try to offer our young students with the necessary
support in self-study and help prevent procrastination.
The assignments build up from relatively simple to
increasingly complex. However, these assignments are
often rushed, and the provided study guides, literature,
and even simple practical instructions are frequently
scanned only cursorily by most students.

Therefore, many teachers have opted for a structure
where students are guided step-by-step through the
assignments during class, sometimes also in the form
of online quizzes. This ensures that students work
through them carefully. One might wonder — as some
of the teachers do — to what extent these instructions
and materials can still be considered online education.
Some of the teachers also see offering a wide range
of online support materials as a potential pitfall of
blended learning. They fear it does not encourage
students to think for themselves, to experiment with
finding solutions to problems they encounter, and to
organize themselves independently to complete group
assignments.

5. Strengths and Limitations

What is powerful about this study is that it is executed
in a real-life setting, and that it includes firsthand
information and insights of teachers themselves. The
findings represent actual experiences of the participants
(the teachers) from within the social context (the
university) in which the phenomenon under study
(blended learning) is taking place. The participants all
have extensive experience, ranging from at least five
years to more than twenty-five years, and can thus be
regarded as experts in the educational field.

The interviews are held by the author of this article
who at the time was coordinating teacher of the joint
courses within the food minor, as well as curriculum
developer for the Institute for Interdisciplinary Studies.
This has the additional benefit that the researcher has
insight both in the various courses of the food minor,
and an overview of the broader context — the whole
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program as well as the institutional context. The
danger of bias in the interpretations of the interviews
is covered by adhering to the principle of reciprocal
adequacy, i.e. that the findings are not used before
being double checked by the respondents.

Another strength is that the research is conducted
within an interdisciplinary program and that the
analysis implies a range of courses with a variety of
both theoretical and more practical oriented designs.
While divers, the courses are not just a random
selection of courses but together form a coherent
semester: the minor food.

The interviews remain limited to a small sample
of respondents and pertain to a single case study,
i.e. the bachelor Future Planet Studies. The resulting
constrained possibilities for generalization are partly
compensated by placing the findings in a broader
context and relating it to general reviews and
comparing it to other studies on blended learning.

6. Discussion

There is a rather large variety in the extent to which
the courses within Future Planet Studies’ semester on
food make use of blended learning designs. In some
research (see for example Bruggeman et al. 2021), the
extent to which teachers are open to blended learning
is considered to be dependent on whether there is a
willingness to change, to leave the ‘ex cathedra’ type
of teaching behind (by which they presumably refer
to the so-called transmission model where the teacher
is mainly “sending” knowledge to students, see Biggs
and Tang 2015), and take a student-centered approach.
These assumptions are not at all confirmed in this
research, where the respondents were not external
educational experts (as was the case in Bruggeman et
al. 2021), but teachers who are all personally involved
in blended education. If there is any hesitation to opt for
course designs with a substantial online components,
it is not because of a lack of willingness to change, but
rather because their long-term experience has taught
them that this will not work for their particular course.
Bruck et al. (2022, p. 6) suggest “combining the
affordances of both the online and face-to-face
component of a blended course in a way that makes use
of their strengths and addresses the potential drawback
of delivering instruction through one component
alone.” But the current research shows that instruction

through more than one component can have detrimental
consequences just as well, and that a well-thought
implementation of blended learning can also imply
that teachers consciously refrain from using online
materials.

Recent meta-studies (Alten et al. 2019; Bredow et
al. 2021) show that blended learning designs should
never lead to less contact hours. And it hasn’t, at
least not so far, at the University of Amsterdam. But
what we see is that students do not make optimal
use of the opportunities for face-to-face education.
Rather surprisingly and contrary to what was expected
after the pandemic, low attendance and valuation of
lectures by students is not an exception but a general
trend (Massingham and Herrington 2006; Top Hat
2021). The teachers are concerned that students do
not make optimal use of the offered structure, as they
are convinced that interaction facilitates learning; an
assumption that is supported by research (Bergmann
and Sams 2012; Akcayir and Akgayir 2018). They see
that only a small portion fully engages in the developed
blended designs and participates in the voluntary
classes (mostly lectures) on campus before entering the
compulsory workgroups. This is congruent with other
studies, which found that students often embrace the
flexibility but regularly resist the offered scaffolding
(Dulfer et al. 2023; Selkrig et al. 2023). Instead of
optimal blended learning, this can result in shallow,
bland learning.

Boelens et al. (2017) rightfully remark that the
flexibility offered by blended education makes an
appeal to students’ self-regulation. Teachers are advised
to be mindful of students’ self-regulation skills, as well
as their need for structure and guidance (ibid). However,
the observation that “students need to understand how
the blended format of the course is meant to work in
order to be able to participate effectively” (Bruck et
al. 2022, p. 12-13) is rather simple, as understanding
something and acting accordingly are two different
things. It is a well-known fact that students themselves
are not and cannot expected to be experts about their
own learning process (Marsh 2007; Kirschner and
Van Merriénboer 2013; Benton and Cashin 2014,
Bendermacher, Wolfhagen, and Dolmans 2017;
Heffernan 2022). Hence, the assumption that student-
centered learning will simultaneously lead to successful
student-lead learning is untenable.
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Previous research (see Karaoglan Yilmaz et al. 2017;
Buhl-Wiggers et al. 2023) has shown that structuring
the blended learning format by setting mandatory
deadlines and attendance positively affects academic
achievement. However, at our university, it is not
possible to impose mandatory lecture attendance. Not
only are lectures not allowed to be mandatory; these
days, we even have to justify, per workgroup, why
students are required to attend them. Another solution,
offered by Boelens et al. (2017) is that teachers can
assist students in planning, monitoring, and adjusting
learning through, among others, the use of formative
assessments. As formative assessments are not much
liked by students, this cannot be regarded a silver bullet
either though.

7. Conclusion

As said in the Introduction, in the Vision on Blended
Education (Wildeman 2022) it is stated that there
is both momentum and urgency to further deploy
digitalization and to properly integrate it into our
campus education. As a starting point, it is assumed
that students can be offered a richer learning experience
by using digitalization responsibly than without it. At
the same time, it is stated: “Digitalization is not a goal
in itself, but a means to achieve (part of) the goals that
we have elaborated in the Education Vision and the
Institutional Plan more effectively and efficiently.”
This research gives reason to modify the assumption
underlying the starting point, as there are reasons to
doubt whether further digitalization or the addition of
online teaching materials will per definition have added
value. That being true for pre-ChatGPT education (the
research was initiated at a time when Generative Al had
not yet intruded into the very roots of our education), it
is all the more plausible that in the current situation, a
more nuanced view is needed.

What our experienced teachers attest to is that
blended learning works particularly well in courses
where practical and computer skills form an important
part of the learning objectives. They make it clear that
for primarily content-focused courses, it works much
less effectively, or can even be counterproductive,
particularly when it leads to students retreating from
lectures. Moreover, they underline that for courses
where learned theories must be put into practice, such
as project-based courses, tailor-made scaffolding

is crucial to ensure that students draw upon both
the online and face-to-face education. This can be
viewed as confirmation of the conclusions of earlier
research on the experiences with blended learning: that
integrating learning activities in a way that aligns with
the intended learning goals is an important precondition
for successful blended courses (Vermeulen, 2023). The
same can be said about the conclusion that both online
and on campus modalities are to be used for activities
that they are most suited for — for example, contact
moments for interaction and engagement; knowledge
clips for knowledge transfer.

Hence, further digitalization and expanding on online
activities are not a ‘must’, but an option that indeed
needs to be carefully considered in the context of a
particular course, and taking into account the level of
the students. For what might work for master students,
doesn’t necessarily work for bachelor students.
Following the European Maturity Model for Blended
Education (Van Valkenburg et al., 2020) we propose to
develop an appropriate distribution of online and face-
to-face time throughout the program. But even more
important than putting more on campus elements in
the blend for first-year and second-year students than
for third- or fourth-year students, is to find ways to
ensure that they actually participate in the face-to-face
activities.

Vermeulen (2023) reports that students’ experiencing
a blended course as successful also depends on the
structure it offers. While our teachers may theoretically
completely agree on this issue, in practice things
are more complicated. In both earlier research
(Tromp 2019, 2022, 2025) and the current study,
the aspect of structure, and particularly the way in
which students defy the provided structure, is found
to be very problematic. So while we do agree that
offering students flexibility is one of the attractive
opportunities offered by blended education, we cannot
unconditionally support the recommendation to offer
students freedom of choice in whether they want to
study online or on campus and in the way they want to
participate. If it interferes with the educational design
and undermines the structure, as in practice it does,
measures need to be taken.

We agree with Antwi-Boampong and Bokolo (2022)
that a poorly implemented blended learning process
can result in a counterproductive outcome that will
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disrupt the university’s academic workflow processes
in the long run. Leaving it all to the students to decide
which elements of the well-wrought blended designs
they are going to enjoy and which they will leave for
what they are, will lead to blurred learning rather than
to successful blended learning. Students may be very
satisfied with set-ups that give them a lot of freedom to
decide for themselves when and how they participate
in the offered education (or not); teachers care to
disagree that this is the best route to successful learning
paths. This sensitivity for the dangers associated with
further flexibilization of our education is missing in
the universities’ vision and strategic plan, as well
as in many studies on blended education within and
outside the University of Amsterdam. The same can
be said about the issue of voluntary compared to
mandatory education. It is a gap that urgently needs to
be addressed.

One way to attain an optimal use of the educational
potential of our blended designs and to benefit most
from it could be making all classes compulsory, just
like in high school. In view of the objective to attain
flexibility with blended designs, this does not seem
to be a desirable route though. Moreover, making
classes compulsory can be expected to be just as
counterproductive as leaving it all up to the students to
decide whether to come to class or not. For attendance
will be everything but functional when students are
merely present but not actually paying attention.
Another option is to include mandatory assignments
that students have to take up in a portfolio, and assess
these at the end of the course, e.g. in an oral or written
exam on campus. As the wide-spread introduction
of Generative Al tools forces teachers to reconsider
the standard forms of assessment anyway, this seems
a more recommendable route to attain an optimal
balance between structure and flexibility. This could be
combined with extending workgroups and practicals
so that students can work on the assignments during
these meetings — partly independently, partly under
supervision. As increasing the number of contact
hours can also perpetuate the problem and hinder the
development of self-directed learning, this is an option
that seems mainly suitable for students in the early
phases of their educational career. Moreover, it will
be challenging to do this in such a way that it doesn’t
subsequently lead to an increased workload for the

teachers.

No less than a decade before the pandemic, Norberg
et al. (2011, p. 18) foresaw that we would enter “a
new normal period when we no longer think of digital
tools as technology and when even blending becomes
an irrelevant concept.” They expected that, in the
near future, traditional classrooms would no longer
be juxtaposed to technology-enabled education, and
that combining modern media, communication modes,
and times/places would become more natural for both
teachers and students. It could very well be that this
time has come now. Let’s make sure that ‘blended’ is
not going to be substituted by ‘blurred’ and safeguard
our teachers’ well-wrought educational designs with a
built-in balance between structure and flexibility.

Acknowledgements

This study was made possible by a contribution
from the University of Amsterdam’s quality funds
for blended learning. The author wishes to thank the
interviewees for sharing their insights and granting
permission to use the findings in this article.

Disclosure of Interest

The author has no relevant financial or non-financial
interests to disclose.

Data availability

The questionnaire for the interviews is available
on request (in English), as well as the reports and a
summary of the interviews (in Dutch).

References
[1] Antwi-Boampong, A., & Bokolo, A. J. (2022).

Towards an institutional blended learning
adoption model for higher education. Technology,
Knowledge and Learning, 75(5), 765—784. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10758-021-09507-4

[2] Awidi, I.T. & Paynter, M. (2019). The Impact of a
Flipped Classroom Approach on Student Learning
Experience. Computers & Education 128: 269-83.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.09.013.

[3] Abeysekera, L. Dawson, P. (2015). Motivation
and Cognitive Load in the Flipped Classroom:
Definition, Rationale and a Call for Research.
Higher Education Research & Development 34 (1):
1-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2014.934



Vol 3 Issue 3 2025

336.

[4] Akgayir, G. & Akgayir, M. (2018). The Flipped
Classroom: A Review of its Advantages and
Challenges. Computers & Education 126: 334-45.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.07.021.

[5] Alten, D. van, Phielix, C., Janssen, J. & Kester,
L. (2019). Effects of Flipping the Classroom
on Learning Outcomes and Satisfaction:
A Meta-Analysis. Educational Research
Review 28: 100281. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.edurev.2019.05.003.

[6] Bendermacher, G., Wolthagen, I. & Dolmans, D.
(2017). Unravelling Quality Culture in Higher
Education: A Realist Review. Higher Education 73
(1): 39-60. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-
9979-2.

[7] Benton, S.L., & Cashin, W.E. (2014). Student
Ratings of Instruction in College and University

(ed.), Higher
Education: Handbook of Theory and Research,
29: 279-326. Dordrecht, NL: Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-94-017-8005-6 7.

[8] Bergmann, J. & Sams, A. (2012). Flip Your
Classroom. Reach Every Student in Every Class
Every Day. Eugene/Alexandria: ISTE and ASCD.

[9] Biggs, J. & Tang, C. (2015). Constructive
Alignment: An Outcomes-Based Approach to
Teaching Anatomy. In: Lap Ki, C. & Pawlina, W.
(eds.) Teaching Anatomy: A Practical Guide: 31-4.

[10] Birgili, B., Seggie, F. N., & Oguz, E. (2021). The
trends and outcomes of flipped learning research
between 2012 and 2018: A descriptive content

Courses. In: Paulson, M.B.

analysis. Journal of Computers in Education, 8(3):
365-394. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40692-021-
00183-y

[11] Bliuc, A. M., Goodyear, P. & Ellis, R. A. (2007).
Research focus and methodological choices in
studies into students' experiences of blended
learning in higher education. The Internet and
Higher Education, 10(4), 231-244.

[12] Boelens, R., De Wever, B., & Voet, M. (2017).
Four key challenges to the design of blended
learning: A systematic literature review.

Educational Research Review, 22, 1-18. http://

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2017.06.001
[13] Braseby, A.M. (2015). The Flipped Classroom.
Idea Paper 57. http://ideaedu.org/research-and-

papers/idea-papers/idea-paper-no-57/.

[14] Bredow, C.A., Roehling, P.V., Knorp, A.J. &
Sweet, A.M. (2021). To Flip or Not to Flip? A
Meta-Analysis of the Efficacy of Flipped Learning
in Higher Education. Review of Educational
Research 91(6): 878-918.

[15] Bruck, S., Loenen, B. van, Vermeulen, E., Parcja
Roblin, N., Cornelissen, F., Voogt, J. & Volman, M.
(2022). Characteristics of effective and meaningful
blended education: a literature overview,
Amsterdam: Universiteit van Amsterdam.

[16] Bruggeman, B., Tondeur, J., Struyven, K., Pynoo,
B., Garone, A. & Vanslambrouck, S. (2021).
Experts Speaking: Crucial Teacher Attributes
for Implementing Blended Learning in Higher
Education. Internet and Higher Education 48:
100772. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2020.100772.

[17] Buhl-Wiggers, J. Kjergaard, J. & Munk, K.
(2023). A scoping review of experimental
evidence on face-to-face components of
blended learning in higher education, Studies
in Higher Education, 48(1): 151-173, DOI:
10.1080/03075079.2022.2123911

[18] Calderon, A., Scanlon, D., MacPhail, A., &
Moody, B. (2021). An integrated blended learning
approach for physical education teacher education
programmes: Teacher educators’ and pre-service
teachers’ experiences. Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy, 26(6): 562-577. https://doi.org/10
.1080/17408989.2020.1823961

[19] Cho, M-H. & Kim, J.B. (2013). Students’ Self-
Regulation for Interaction with Others in Online

Learning Environments. Internet and Higher
Education, 17: 69-75. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j-iheduc.2012.11.001.

[20]Cho, M-H. & Cho, Y. (2014). Instructor
Scaffolding for Interaction and Students’ Academic
Engagement in Online Learning: Mediating
Role of Perceived Online Class Goal Structures.
Internet and Higher Education, 21: 25-30. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2013.10.008.



The Journal of Education Insights

[21] Dulfer, N., Smith, C., Harrison, M. & Selkrig,
M. (2023). Digital Learning: How to Manage a
Very Tricky Balance. Retrieved d.d. 18 Sept 2023
from the Australia Association for Research in
Education’s Blog EduResearch Matters, Digital
Learning: How to Manage a Very Tricky Balance -
EduResearch Matters (aare.edu.au).

[22] Graham, C.R., Woodfield, W. & Harrison, J.B.
(2013). Framework for Institutional Adoption and
Implementation of Blended Learning, /nternet and
Higher Education, 18: 4-14.

[23] Glogowska, M., Young, P., Lockyer, L., & Moule,
P. (2011). How ‘blended’ is blended learning?:
Students' perceptions of issues around the
integration of online and face-toface learning in a
continuing professional development (CPD) health
care context. Nurse Education Today, 31(8), 887-
891. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2011.02.003

[24] Heffernan, T. (2022). Sexism, Racism, Prejudice,
and Bias: A Literature Review and Synthesis of
Research Surrounding Student Evaluations of
Courses and Teaching. Assessment and Evaluation
in Higher Education 47 (1): 144-54. https://doi.or
2/10.1080/02602938.2021.1888075.

[25] Kirschner, P.A., & Van Merriénboer, J.J.G. (2013).
Do Learners Really Know Best? Urban Legends
in Education. Educational Psychologist, 48 (3):
169-83. https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2013.8
04395.

[26] Karaoglan Yilmaz, F.G., Oztiirk, H.T. & Yilmaz,
R. (2017). The Effect of Structure in Flipped
Classroom Designs for Deep and Surface
Learning Approaches, Turkish Online Journal of
Educational Technology 2017: 732-50.

[27] Marsh, H. (2007). Students’ Evaluations of
University Teaching: Dimensionality, Reliability,
Validity, Potential Biases and Usefulness. The
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education: An Evidence-Based Perspective: 319—
83. Dordrecht, NE: Springer.

[28] Massingham, P., & Herrington, T. (2006). Does
Attendance Matter? An Examination of Student
Attitudes, Participation, Performance and

Attendance, Journal of University Teaching &

Learning Practice, 3(2),20-42.

[29] Moskal, P., Dziuban, C., & Hartman, J. (2013).
Blended learning: A dangerous idea? Internet
and Higher Education, 18, 15-23. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2012.12.001

[30] Norberg, A., Dziuban, C. D., & Moskal, P. D.
(2011). A time-based blended learning model.
On the Horizon, 19(3), 207-216. https://doi.
org/10.1108/10748121111163913

[31] O’Flaherty, J. & Phillips, C. (2015). The Use
of Flipped Classrooms in Higher Education:
A Scoping Review. Internet and Higher
Education 25: 85-95. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j-theduc.2015.02.002.

[32] Porter, W. W. & Graham, C. R. (2016).
Institutional drivers and barriers to faculty
adoption of blended learning in higher education.
British Journal of Educational Technology, 47(4),
748-762. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12269

[33] Selkrig, M., Dulfer, N., Harrison, M., Smith, C.
Cochrane, T. & McKernan, A. (2023). Keeping
It Human: Learning Design in the Digital World.
Melbourne: The University of Melbourne Faculty

of Education.

[34] Strelan, P., Osborn, A. & Palmer, E. (2020a). The
Flipped Classroom: A Meta-Analysis of Effects
on Student Performance Across Disciplines
and Education Levels, Educational Research
Review, 30: 100314. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j-edurev.2020.100314.

[35] Strelan, P., Osborn, A. & Palmer, E. (2020D).
Student Satisfaction With Courses and Instructors
in a Flipped Classroom: A Meta-Analysis. Journal
of Computer Assisted Learning, 36 (3): 295-314.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcal.12421.

[36] Theelen, H. De Smet, M., Van Breukelen, D.,
Eeckhoudt, L. Van Gucht, D. Adriaens, K. &
Vanhees, C. (2024). Navigating the Landscape
of Blended Higher Education: Didactical Design
Principles for Students’ Broad Development,
Lifelong Learning - Education for the Future
World.

[37] Top Hat. (2021). Top Hat Field Report: 3,052
College Students on the Good, the Bad and



Vol 3 Issue 3 2025

Learning Post-COVID. Toronto: Top Hat Active
Learning Courseware Platform for Higher
Education.

[38] Tromp, C. (2019). Experimenteren met de flipped
classroom, een ommekeer in het onderwijs,
Th&ma (5): 76-79.

[39] Tromp, C. (2022). The Return to the Classroom:
Offering Scaffolding Joint Classes to Prepare for
Flipped Workgroups, Proceedings 15th annual
International Conference of Education, Research
and Innovation (ICERI). Sevilla: IATED, 7-9
November, 2022. doi: 10.21125/iceri.2022

[40] Tromp, C. (2025), Scaffolding the Flipped
Classroom to Enhance Students’ Learning
Process, Teaching & Learning Inquiry, 13: 1-18.
DOI: 10.20343/teachlearninqu.13.26

[41] Universiteit van Amsterdam (2021). Inspiring

Generations, Instellingsplan voor de periode 2021-
2026, Amsterdam: Universiteit van Amsterdam.
[42] Ustun, A. B., & Tracey, M. W. (2021). An
innovative way of designing blended learning
through design-based research in higher education.
Turkish Online Journal of Distance Education,
22(2), 126-146. https://doi.org/10.17718/

t0jde.906821

[43] Van Valkenburg, W. F., Dijkstra, W. P., De los
Arcos, B., Goeman, K., Van Rompaey, V., &
Poelmans, S. (2020). European Maturity Model
for Blended Education. EADTU.

[44] Vermeulen, E., Bruck, S., Loenen, B. van, Pareja
Roblin, N., Cornelissen, F., Voogt, J. & Volman, M.
(2023). What makes blended courses successful
in the experience of teachers and students?
Amsterdam: Universiteit van Amsterdam.

[45] Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society:
Development of Higher Psychological Processes.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

[46] Wood, D., Bruner, J.S. & Ross, G. (1976). The Role
of Tutoring in Problem Solving. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 17 (2): 89—-100. https://
doi.org/10.1111/5.1469-7610.1976.tb00381.x.

[47] Wildeman, 1J. (2022). Visie Blended Learning,
Amsterdam: Universiteit van Amsterdam, January
2022.

[48] Yiirekli Kaynardag, A. (2019). Pedagogy in HE: Does
It Matter? Studies in Higher Education, 44(1): 111-9.
doi:10.1080/03075079.2017.1340444.



