Blended Learning Makes

Customizahle Learning a Reality

What is this research about?

Recently, there has been a growing interest in new
strategies to empower learning in the Canadian
workplace. Although still in its infancy, ‘blended
learning’ brings together various approaches to
teaching and learning, using a variety of Web
technologies to create robust learning experiences
that are both interactive and reflective. Blended
learning strategies can support both individual

and collective learning. They often blend face-to-
face interaction with a variety of synchronous and
asynchronous technologies such as discussion
boards, e-content, and conference calls. But, for the
most part, research on blended learning tends to
compare it to other forms of learning — such as online
or classroom learning. There has been less focus on
blended learning in the workplace. How does blended
learning impact the development of ‘soft skills’ like
coaching, teamwork, and critical thinking? How does
it influence job performance?

What did the researchers do?

Funded by the Canadian Council on Learning,
researchers at York University and Scotiabank
teamed up to explore four different blended learning
strategies. They had three goals: to validate the
four different blended learning strategies; to deepen
the understanding of how e-learning can be used
effectively to maximize job performance in a
Canadian workplace; to provide a solid platform for
future blended learning research in the workplace.

What you need to know:

There is no single best, one-size-fits-all blended
learning model for every organization or every
employee when developing soft skills in the
workplace. Instead, a ‘mass customization’
approach that honours the uniqueness of different
organizations, learning cultures, and learners can
create highly personalized learning paths that
enable each and every employee to learn. In this
way, blended learning strategies can be used to
maximize personal and collective learning in the
workplace.

The researchers compared four different approaches
to blended learning, which were offered to two
hundred management employees, working in different
parts of the world.

What did the researchers find?

The biggest — and most unexpected — finding is

that individuals, sharing no common traits, excelled
in each of the four different approaches to blended
learning. In other words, no single ‘best’ approach
for designing a blended learning strategy to advance
soft-skills development in the workplace could be
found. This reinforces our understanding of the
uniqueness of each and every learner — especially in
the workplace where personal experiences, needs,
preferences, and abilities differ greatly. This, in

itself, isn’t a new idea. What is new, however, is the
way blended learning strategies can make a ‘mass
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customizable’ learning strategy — a blend tailored
to the unique, highly specific needs of learners — a
vibrant reality.

How can you use this research?

Teachers, researchers, and training and development
professionals need to recognize that supporting
individual and collective learning is a complex
undertaking — even more so in the workplace where
time is a scarce resource. Indeed, there needs to

be a shift in organizational thinking about learning
and skills development. To maximize the impact of
learning, decisions shouldn’t be made for learners;
rather, organizational learning experts should ask
questions to find ways to support more of a learner-
controlled learning philosophy. Learners should

be offered as much choice as seems reasonably
possible — a much different strategy than our present
classroom models that favour a one-size-fits-all
approach. When blended learning is scheduled over
time, in short sessions (i.e. 20-minutes a week for 6
weeks), it has a positive impact on job performance.
Similarly, blended learning has a greater job impact
when tightly linked to work projects. Its impact also
increases when learning is evaluated, acknowledged,
and rewarded in a meaningful way. But it is essential
to continually re-evaluate programs, technologies and

instructional-approaches to maximize learning impact.
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