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Abstract: This study explores how second generation tutors within blended
learning courses link the face-to-face and online course modalities — in their
representations as well as through their pedagogical activities — and which
aspects help them to feel involved in the course. The methodology used is a
qualitative analysis of interviews with seven tutors of three different blended
learning courses. The results show that most tutors indeed had difficulties
gaining a deeper insight into the course design: they considered the face-to-
face modality to be the central one, just as in a traditional L2 course (whereas
course design was centred on the online modality), and therefore rarely played
their role as online tutors. Moreover, their understanding of the courses' task-
based approach appeared to be limited. Nevertheless, the majority of the tutors
managed to feel involved in the course, which shows the importance of
additional factors in defining their relationship to the course. We identified
eight other factors, which are partly due to the intense use of ICT within the
course (as shown by a comparison with two additional interviews with e-
learning-tutors), and partly depend specifically on the blended learning mode.
This study furthers our understanding of difficulties tutors can have and what
support they require within blended language learning settings, although
further research will be needed in order to permit greater generalisation.

Key-words: Blended learning; tutor; second generation tuition; face-to-face
modality; e-learning modality.

1. Introduction

1.1. Context
Over the last few years, blended learning solutions have become more and more

frequent (Singh, 2003; Bonk & Graham, 2006; MacDonald, 2008; Means ef al.,
2009). This also applies to blended L2-training (Hauck & Stickler 2006: 467).
Today, even in small institutions, course designers are no longer the only
teachers, trainers or tutors who play a role in these blended learning courses. New
people are beginning to play these roles and have to find their place within these
sometimes complex courses. We will refer to these people who did not design the

course as second generation tutors. Even though the combination of face-to-face and
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distance sessions can benefit learners (Means et al., 2009), it raises new questions for
teachers and tutors. While there has been a large array of research on e-learning
design, learning and tutoring at a distance over the past 20 years (e.g. Jacquinot, 1993;
Jézégou, 1998; Bernard, 1999; Henri & Lundgren-Cayrol, 2001; Staddon 2001), there
is much less focus on blended learning, and still less on blended language learning
(except e.g. Neumeier, 2005). And, to our knowledge, no research has been carried
out on second generation blended learning tutoring yet. Here, the issue is no longer
how best to enable students to learn at a distance, but rather how best to allow them to
benefit from this double modality combining face-to-face and distance sessions.

The following research questions thus arise and will be addressed in the
present paper. What role does each modality play in the eyes of the teachers / tutors
and how do they combine them? Do they consider them as a whole? How do they
manage to make the courses their own, even if they did not design them?

1.2. Definition of Blended Learning

Several studies have defined the term “blended learning” as referring to particular
forms of teaching with technology (e.g. Whitelock & Jelfs, 2003; Singh, 2003; Kerres
& De Witt, 2003). However, within the array of different definitions available, the
elements that can be mixed to create blended learning are variously stressed.

Therefore “blended learning” can be seen as the mixing of e-learning with
traditional learning (Thorne, 2002), as online learning combined with face-to-face
(Graham, 2006). We can also find that the purpose of “blended learning” is the
mixing of different media, the combination of different modes of web-based
technology, or the mixing of different contexts within which learning takes place
(Rossett et al., 2003). Some of the definitions suggest the idea that what needs to be

blended in “blended learning” are various kinds of intended learning outcomes
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(learning objectives), or different pedagogical approaches like constructivism,
behaviourism and cognitivism (Driscoll, 2002). Here, we refer to “blended learning”
as the combination of distance and face-to-face learning modalities within a setting
where they complete each other and are sustained by a tutor. Moreover, the blended
learning settings we analyse in this paper are designed in a task-based approach'.
Within these different types of what is nevertheless unanimously called
blended learning, various research questions have been addressed. Several
publications focus on how to build effective courses (MacDonald & McAteer, 2003;
Bersin, 2004 ; Saunders & Werner, 2004; Neumeier, 2005; Banados, 2006; Allan,
2007; MacDonald, 2008; Soubrié¢ 2008; Lignon & Tea, 2010; Rosler & Wiirffel,
2010), or point out the advantages of blended learning modalities (Murphy, 2003;
Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Rovai & Jordan, 2004; Romano et al., 2005; Motteram,
2006; Dalsgaard & Godsk, 2007; Hughes, 2007). Some work focuses on the reasons
why experts in instructional technology use blended learning (Bonk & Graham,
2006). Others compare the effectiveness of distance and blended learning
environments (Harker & Koutsantoni, 2005) or investigate the students' point of view
(Ginns & Ellis, 2007; Strake, 2007; Deschryver, 2008; Giugni, 2008; Nissen, 2009a).
A few studies focus on the tutors' role, but they concentrate either on the roles
attributed to tutors in the different course modalities (Nissen, 2011), compared to an
e-learning course (Nissen, 2009b), or they aim at improving the blended learning

course in one specific institution (Guillet & Roupié, 2008).

We define a task according to the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (Council of Europe, 2001) as an object-oriented action with an observable
result, that can imply the use of language but does not necessarily or entirely do so, and
that is part of the learners’ (possible) social context: every day life, studies, work, etc.
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2. The Study
The objective of our study is to understand how second generation tutors on the one

hand perceive links and on the other hand create links between the different blended
learning course modalities. A further objective is to explore what helps them make a
blended learning course, which they did not design, their own.

2.1. Data Collection and Method of Analysis

In order to answer these research questions, we interviewed seven teachers and tutors
who participated in three different blended language learning courses, all at university
level. We also interviewed two tutors of an e-learning course that was delivered
exclusively online, so that we could distinguish between statements that were due to
the blending of learning modalities, and statements that were more generally due to
the intense use of ICT within a language course. This e-learning course is based on
the same pedagogical approach as the online part of two of the blended learning
courses (cf. section 2.2.), and is therefore comparable to the others.

The nine semi-guided interviews lasted between 22 and 60 minutes; 354
minutes in total. The main questions we tackled dealt with the role played by the
second generation tutors in the course, and more specifically in each learning
modality. We also evoked the difficulties they encountered and what kind of help they
found, who they worked with (e.g. other tutors, course coordinators, etc.) and how
they worked with them, how they considered the course modalities to be connected
and how they actively linked them when working with the students. We also asked
whether they had former experience in e-learning or blended learning. Our method of

interview analysis is qualitative analysis.

Course 1 Course 2 Course 3 Course 4
(blended learning) (blended learning) (blended learning) (e-learning)
Tutor 1A (41°20) Tutor 2A (41°35) Tutor 3A (39°15) Tutor 4A (44°27)
Tutor 1B (30°10) Tutor 2B (59°58) Tutor 4B (28°45)
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| Tutor 1C (21°56) | Tutor 2C (48°57) |

Table 1. Length of the interviews with tutors.

All tutors but one agreed to be interviewed, so we can base our analysis on a
relatively complete range of views of the different tutors who were involved in a same
course. At the same time, we can observe tutors’ perceptions within three different
blended learning courses. Although this will not allow us to generalize from the
results, it nevertheless provides a broader perspective than would be afforded by a
single case study.

2.2. Description of the Courses

The courses we shall examine are all L2 courses for specialists of other disciplines,
provided by Stendhal University (Grenoble, France) during the first semester
2009/2010. They were designed and organized by the Lansad (languages for
specialists of other disciplines) department, in the context of an Inter-University
Language Project (PIUL) in 2009-2010. The platform used for the distance part of all
these courses is Esprit (Quintin et al., 2001), which was co-developed by the
universities of Mons (Belgium) and Grenoble (France). It allows pedagogical
activities to be offered in both individual and collective learning modes.

The teachers and tutors involved in our blended learning programs have various
different statuses. Some are permanent teachers, the majority of them are teachers on
one-year contracts and others are replacement teachers. However, they are all native
speakers of the language they teach. Their technical competence is reasonable as they
all have some experience in teaching using a computer.

Two blended learning courses (course 1 and course 2) are English courses, designed
on the same model. They both combine three modalities: individual online work on a

learning platform, face-to-face sessions in large groups of 18 students, and
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conversation workshops in smaller groups of 6 students. Several people are involved
in these courses: two course coordinators, a course designer for each course, teachers
for the face-to-face sessions, tutors for the conversation workshops, and online tutors.
Since it is often the same people who are involved as teachers (in face-to-face
sessions) and at the same time as tutors (in conversation workshops or online), in the
present paper we shall refer to all of them as “tutors”.

Although courses 1 and 2 are very similar, some key differences must be
mentioned: they are designed for different special purposes (Cities and Environment
vs. Economy and Business Administration); they target students of different
university levels (students in second-year Masters classes at the Grenoble Institute of
Urbanism vs. first-year students in the Economics Faculty at Pierre-Mend¢s-France
University in Grenoble); and the number of hours in each learning modality differs:
figure 1 shows the hours for both courses, (with the number of hours for course 2 in
italics and in parentheses).

The three modalities are all scheduled regularly during the semester. Between
6 and 11 units appear on an online learning platform. After preparatory activities with
immediate automatic feedback, each unit ends with a task to be accomplished: written
tasks that the students hand in via the platform or oral tasks that are carried out during
the conversation workshops. Thus, the latter are totally integrated into the online
units. Regarding the face-to-face sessions, no precise content is given to the tutors as

the course coordinators wanted to give them space for their own ideas.
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Blended learning courses 1 & 2 (English)

< pedagogical coherence

Conversation
workshops

Distance Face-to-face

oD 2D CGaad

individual large groups small groups
online work

Writing, reading, Content chosen Listening, speaking,
listening, grammar, by tutor oral interaction
vocabulary

Figure 1. Model of course 1, English for Cities and Environment (level Bl or B2), and
course 2, Economy and Business Administration (level A2).

Course 3 is a German course. It is one of the German courses for students of
other disciplines that can be taken by students from any university in Grenoble and at
any university level. Because far fewer students take German L2-courses, only one
session ran at a time (contrary to the English courses 1 and 2, where three or four
tutors gave parallel sessions), and therefore there was only one tutor. Similar to
courses 1 and 2, the course lasts two semesters. The three learning modalities are
interconnected and lead the students to accomplish successive real world tasks within
a global simulation. Two major differences can be pointed out between course 3 on
the one hand and courses 1 and 2 on the other hand. First, in courses 1 and 2 the tasks
are not linked to each other whereas in course 3 the pedagogical scenario clearly links
them. Second, course 3 does not include conversation workshops, preferring another
way to foster intense language practice: during some of the face-to-face sessions, the
students participate in videoconferences with L2-learners in Germany, in small groups

from 2 to 4 students. The videoconferencing allows the students to practice oral
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interaction with native speakers and to gather information on their student life, as this

is the theme of the course. Videoconferencing and conversation workshops might

both be considered as forms of synchronous oral interaction in (very) small groups.

In this course 3, the course designer also conceived the distance work

component as the main modality, but, unlike courses 1 and 2, the students accomplish

tasks online in small groups. They also do individual online work on methodological

aspects, or grammar, or in direct preparation for the task to be accomplished.

Blended learning course 3 (German)

methodological help

Distance Face-to-face
+ . .
Videoconferencing
|
|
v
e TN
v 3h !
~___~
online work: group pairwork
individually &
in small groups
Wiritten interaction, Oral interaction, Oral interaction
writing, reading, speaking,
listening, grammar, methodological help

pedagogical coherence

Figure 2. Model of course 3, Student Life in Germany (level Bl).
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Course 4 (Distance learning course in English, level A2) targets students
attending first-year Masters classes, in scientific and technical faculties, at Joseph
Fourier University in Grenoble. It is entirely delivered at a distance and does not
include any face-to-face sessions or conversation workshops. However, it is designed
on the same model as courses 1 and 2, and has the same coordinators. It also consists
of modules on a learning platform where students accomplish and hand in a task at the
end of each module. And, again similar to courses 1 and 2, listening and reading
activities as well as work on the topic of each module, grammar and vocabulary
familiarise students beforehand with the topic of each module.

3. Results

The content analysis of our interviews with the tutors of the blended learning courses
reveals that most of them consider that they were able to make the blended learning
course their own. But the degree to which they consider they were able to do so varies
a great deal, as indicated by table 1.

Two tutors (1A and 2A) out of the seven are very positive about their
integration into the course, two are positive (1B and 2B), one is uncertain (3A) and
two are negative (1C and 2C). This diversity shows that the tutors’ feeling of
involvement is not simply due to the course design itself. Several other elements that

have a clear impact upon the level of involvement felt by tutors are recurrent in the

interviews.
Feeling of Course 1 Course 2 Course 3 Course 4:
involvement (e-learning)
Very positive  ++ Tutor 1A Tutor 2A
Positive + Tutor 1B Tutor 2B Tutor 4A
Uncertain +- Tutor 3A Tutor 4B
Negative - Tutor 1C Tutor 2C

Table 2. Tutors’ feeling of involvement in their mediated course.
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In this section, we will first describe the link they make between the different
course delivering modalities (at a distance, face-to-face in large groups, and the
conversation workshops / the videoconferencing) and how they consider the role they
play within these modalities. Second, we will identify the reasons for which they felt

integrated or not.

3.1. What Links do Tutors Perceive and Create between Different Course
Delivering Modalities, and what Roles do they Play?

3.1.1. How tutors link the three modalities
Based on our interviews with the tutors, we attempt to draw up a schematic

representation of the way in which they relate distance sessions, face-to-face sessions
and conversation workshops / videoconferencing (cf. figures 3, 4, and 5). A
distinction can be made between passive and active links. The former are those
perceived by the tutors but that they do not initiate themselves, while the latter are
those that they create themselves when working with the students (we distinguish both
kinds of links: in figures 3 and 4 the active ones are underlined).

The three schemas in figure 3 show that the tutors mainly focus on the
modalities in which they were actors themselves, and on the way in which these
modalities are linked to the others. For instance, tutor 1A, who was solely involved in
conversation workshops, creates active links between the workshops and the other
two modalities (distance and face-to-face); but she does not mention any link, active
or passive, between the latter two.

Her active links are based on grammar and vocabulary: in her workshops, she
uses the vocabulary the students have learnt online, allows students to question her on
words they encountered in the face-to-face sessions, and tests them on grammar
points taught in the latter. She also makes links on an organisational level, intensively

exchanging information with the face-to-face tutor, taking a very close look at the
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online activities while preparing the workshops, and transmitting students' comments

to the course coordinators. Therefore, she feels she is an intermediary between the

face-to-face modality, the distance modality, and the students.

Tutor 1B sees a (passive) topical link between the online contents and the

conversation workshops. The active links she makes are based on grammar. In her

view, grammar is essential for learning progress, and she therefore mostly teaches

grammar in the face-to-face sessions. The grammar points are, for higher level

students, those from the online units, and in the same way the grammatical work is

generally meant to facilitate the online learning process.

Tutor 1C does not mention any active link between the three modalities. She

only states that the units at a distance prepare the conversation workshops she gives.

Course 1

Tutor 1A
(involved in C)

Tutor 1B
(involved in F and (some) C)

Tutor1C
(involved in C)

- —— =
- ~
7 N

7/ AN
/ \
/ \

/ ocabulary
i \
| |

| —_
\ !

\ vocabulary, grammar /
\ /

grammar

sle topics
»>
H——0

grammar

@ prepares
xv‘orkshops

D= at a distance

F= face-to-face

C= conversation
workshops

links: - active
- passive

Figure 3. Course 1 tutors’ indication of the link between the three modalities (at a

distance (D), face-to-face (F), and conversation workshops (C)).
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Tutor 2A states that she had thought about how to relate the different
modalities and had finally decided to base the link on grammar, and hence deals in the
face-to-face sessions with grammar points from the online units. As figure 4 shows,
she does not mention any other active or passive links.

Tutor 2B has a much more complex vision of the relationship between course
modalities, and she considers the whole as a coherent system. This different outlook,
grounded more in a design perspective, can be better understood in light of the
knowledge that she has previously completed a Master’s degree in educational
technology. Nevertheless, she does not explain precisely why she considers
“complementary”, on the one hand face-to-face sessions and online units and face-to-
face sessions and conversation workshops on the other hand. As for the link between
the distance modality and the workshops, in the latter the students put into practice
what they have understood in the online units.

As most of his counterparts, tutor 2C actively establishes links based on
grammar and vocabulary: he relates the online units on the one hand with the face-to-
face sessions as well as the workshops. Surprisingly, neither he nor tutor 2A mention
any relationship between the face-to-face modality and the workshops. One
explanation for this phenomenon could be the course coordinators' general insistence
on drawing links with the distance modality, since they consider links between the on-
site sessions in big groups (face-to-face sessions) and in small groups (workshops) as

more self-evident for the tutors.
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Course 2

Tutor 2A Tutor 2B Tutor 2C
(involved in F, C) (involved in D, F, C) (involved in F, C)

graminar /@

® ©

comple- understood

mentary

< :Lplementarg @

pedagogical coherence

vocabulary,
grammar, vocabulary
topics /

D= at a distance

F= face-to-face

C= conversation
workshops

links: - active
- passive

Figure 4. Course 2 tutors’ indication of the link between the three modalities (at a
distance (D), face-to-face (F), and conversation workshops (C)).

As shown by figure 5, the active links created by tutor 3A go from the face-to-
face modality to the distance modality. Indeed, it is within the face-to-face sessions
that she feels most at ease and, in her view, they aim at motivating and preparing
students for the work at a distance through methodological training in how to learn.
The passive links she sees are also motivational (videoconferencing motivates the
students for the whole course), or acquisition-related (within the videoconferencing,
students put into practice what they have learnt online and face-to-face). She states
that task accomplishment is the focal point in this course, but she also admits her lack

of understanding of the different function of the different modalities within this.
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Course 3

Tutor 3A
(involved in D, F, V)

D prepares F @

FpreparesD: AT .
- autonomous learning ) V reinvests D-work

- social relationship \ V motivates

D= at a distance
F= face-to-face
V= videoconferencing

Students reinvest
what they have
already worked
on at a distance

links: - active
- passive

Figure 5. Course 3 tutor’s indication of the link between the three modalities (at a
distance (D), face-to-face (F), and videoconferencing (C)).

3.1.2. Tutors’ involvement in the three modalities

3.1.2.1. Face-to-face sessions
As shown by section 3.1.1, the links the tutors draw between different course

modalities are mostly based on grammar and vocabulary, or sometimes on common
topics. Some of these links are made while preparing the sessions. Others are made
while delivering the sessions: within the face-to-face sessions or the conversation
workshops, they give students time to ask questions on grammar and vocabulary, or
they themselves question or test students.

Grammar appears to be regarded as highly important, not only for the links
established, but also as the basis for the face-to-face sessions. Tutor 1A, for instance,
calls these sessions “grammar classes”, and in fact tutors 1B, 2A and 2C mainly focus
on grammar. Other, apparently secondary, aspects they address face-to-face are:
culture, reading comprehension, listening comprehension, and vocabulary; tutor 2C

also mentions oral interaction.

Nissen, Tea (2012) — CALL Journal (submitted version) 14



Unlike these grammar-centered sessions, tutor 2B works on oral expression,
oral interaction, and some written expression. In order to allow students to practice
oral interaction even more, she divides the face-to-face groups into smaller groups.
She also emphasizes methodological cognitive aspects: she asks the students to keep
their own vocabulary notebook, and she works on the methodology of listening
comprehension.

Tutor 3A also uses face-to-face sessions to work on methodological aspects,
although quite different ones: she took over and extended, in the face-to-face context,
some work from the platform on “what kind of a learner am I?”. She also aims at
creating a positive working environment and establishing social relationships with
students during the face-to-face sessions, so that they feel involved in the course and
do not give up during the online phases.

We can draw a parallel between the greater complexity of links between
course modalities perceived by tutors 2B and 3A and the fact that they are the only
ones who address methodological aspects. Indeed, these two tutors are the only ones
who have previous experience in course design including an online platform, and
tutor 2B, at least, had previously thought about how to combine face-to-face and

online sessions.

3.1.2.2. Conversation workshops
Regarding conversation workshops, all tutors (of courses 1 and 2, since course 3

employs videoconferencing instead) agree that they aim at intensive language
practice. They have a clear vision of their role within workshops. Thus, they take a
back seat in order to let the students speak as much as possible, they moderate (tutors
1B, 2B), they use the preparation sheets on the platform in order to make the students

talk (tutor 2C), they encourage students to speak (1B, 1C), they give vocabulary hints
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(1A, 1B), they correct (1B), and they incite students to employ words and content
they had understood when working online. They know how a conversation workshop
functions, and they know students prepare them using the workshop preparation

sheets on the platform.

3.1.2.3. Online tuition
Conversely, it is much less clear to them what exactly their role as an online tutor

should entail. It is striking that whereas all these tutors were supposed to follow the
students' work online — as stated by the course coordinators —, figures 3, 4, and 5 show
that only tutors 2B and 3A indicate that they actually did so. Tutor 2B talks very
clearly about the way she tutors students online individually and what she thinks
about assessing online tasks. Tutor 3A only talks about online tuition in negative
terms: she underlines its difficulties, for instance the difficulty of staying in touch
with students at a distance.

None of the other tutors claimed to have played a role as an online tutor.
Nevertheless, tutors 1B and 2C marked written tasks handed in by the students via the
platform or via e-mail. However, they do not seem to consider this as being part of the
role of an online tutor. For most of the tutors, online tuition is not incumbent upon
them. “Online tuition, no, I never did it... I could not even tell you how it works”,

states tutor 1B.

3.1.3. Discussion of tutors' roles and perceptions regarding course modalities
When we compare how involved tutors felt, as indicated in table 2, and the number of

active and passive links these tutors make between the three course modalities, or the
complexity of these links (cf. section 3.1.), no direct correlation can be seen. With the

exception of tutor 1C, who does not draw any active link at all and, in parallel, states
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she had not been able to make the course her own. For all the others, neither the
number of active links they make between course modalities, nor the complexity of
their understanding of the course model, can directly explain their feeling of
involvement. Thus, the way tutors relate course modalities is only one aspect among
others that determine this involvement.

Another important aspect appears in tutor 3A's statements: the understanding
of the task-based approach. Course 3 is task-based, and the tasks as well as the
methodological approach require some understanding of how to focus a course,
through different modalities, on task accomplishment and acquiring abilities in order
to accomplish these tasks. Although tutor 3A clearly perceived that the course was
task-based, it was too complex to allow her to feel she was able to handle it.

In courses 1 and 2, each unit also ends with a writing task or an oral task, the
latter being completed during a workshop. Although the tasks are smaller and the
whole course less complex, as we indicated in section 2.2., the courses are still task-
based and their design links at least the distance modality and the workshops through
tasks. Hence, it is striking that none of the tutors for these courses even mention tasks
as an existing link between course modalities, and we can therefore doubt their
understanding of the task-based approach. They rather make (active) links and
perceive (passive) links based on grammar, vocabulary and sometimes topics.

Although tutor 1B did perceive that the online units determine the whole
content of the blended course, what section 3.1.2. shows is that the tutors nevertheless
do not consider the distance modality to be important. Different reasons can be found
for this. Firstly, in their view the distance modality does not allow for the element that
they consider to be important, that is to say oral skills (cf. tutors 1A, 2A), because

only the face-to-face modality is “lively and spontaneous” (tutor 1A) (although they
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insist a lot on grammar and not always on oral skills face-to-face either). Secondly, at

a distance, it is difficult to establish social relationships (tutor 3A).

3.2. What Helps Tutors Feel Involved in a Blended Learning Course?
As we stated before, most of the tutors felt they were able to make the course their

own. However, some did not. We identified two primary factors above (in section
3.1.1.) that allow us to explain the varying involvement of the tutors: the way they
actively and passively relate course modalities, and their understanding of the course
design's task-based approach. This part of our paper will outline eight other recurrent
factors that were identified through our interviews. In order to see whether they are
exclusively linked to blended learning courses (or if they also apply to e-learning
courses), we will make comparisons with the statements made by the e-learning

tutors.

3.2.1. Accepting to spend time familiarizing themselves with course content
To be able to feel involved, several tutors feel the need to look in detail at the online

course content and activities, or even complete the online activities themselves. Tutor
2A does so. She states: “Just go on it, look at everything and then when you are
familiar with the contents, link up these elements. Then I felt I was a part of it because
I linked up parts of it.”

Another tutor, 1A, while preparing her conversation workshops, did the same
with the activities completed in the face-to-face class, but in a less detailed way with
the online activities. It still shows her involvement in the course, but at the same time
it reveals the greater importance she sees in face-to-face teaching than in the online

part of this blended learning course.
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The need to know the course content in detail is not exclusively linked to
blended learning courses. It can be felt by any tutor who did not design the content:
one of the two tutors of an e-learning course (4A) also familiarized herself in detail

with the online content in order to adapt her tuition to it.

3.2.2. Appreciating course content
Another element that helps the tutors truly accept to get involved in a blended

learning course — perhaps in the same way as in any kind of course, and our
interviews with e-learning tutors confirm this — is their appreciation of the course
content. Two of the tutors who felt involved in the blended learning course mention
the quality of the online content (2A and 2B). Tutor 2A indicates that she globally
appreciates the great variety of the online content and the quality of the audio and
video documents on the platform, which are up to date and appealing. Nevertheless,
the topics of some of the units interest her more than others, and she comments that

“it can be trickier to work on [several] subjects rather than on those that you like”.

3.2.3. Obtaining help easily and efficiently (from the course coordinators)
Blended learning courses 1 and 2, and the e-learning course on which our study is

based, all had the same two course coordinators. Tutors highly appreciate the great
availability of the coordinators, as well as the speed and efficiency of their responses.
For instance, tutor 2B notes that whenever she had a technical problem, she simply
contacted the relevant coordinator, and he always found a solution. Tutor 1B states
more globally, regarding not only technical help but general help: “What really has to
be maintained is the great availability of the interlocutors and the quality of their

responses. I really found this fabulous. (...) Whenever you had a problem, you just
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had to pick up your phone or write an email and at most two days later, [a

coordinator] had given you an answer or even found a solution”.

3.2.4. Feeling integrated into a team
This factor goes further than simply obtaining answers to questions (as explained in

3.2.3.). It is a very important element and depends specifically on the blended
learning mode where several tutors are involved in one course. On the contrary, when
there is no course content to elaborate and when one single tutor is involved for one
group of learners, discussion with other tutors of the same course is considered not to
be absolutely necessary, as evidenced by our interview with e-learning tutor 4A.

The blended learning tutors who are most positive about their involvement in
the course are also those who consider themselves to be part of both a tutor team and
a team with actors at different levels of the course (1A and 2A). The tutors who were
not integrated into a team felt little (3A) or no (1C) involvement in their course. One
counterexample is tutor 2C, who did not feel involved in his course either, despite
sharing the same course documents and activities with two other face-to-face tutors of
other groups within the same course — but this person prefers to teach with textbooks,
or ready-made documents, rather than elaborating content and activities, alone or with
others (cf. below). This appears to be the reason why teamwork is less important for
him than for the others; furthermore, in his case, contact with the other tutors seems to

have been limited to sharing documents.

3.2.4.1. A team of actors at different levels of the course (course designers,
coordinators, secretaries, students)

Within the quite complex blended learning courses we are considering in this study,
tutor 1 A emphasizes the importance of good communication between the actors at all

levels of the course. She never felt isolated, because the coordinators let the tutors
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express their ideas, and took them into account, and because they informed them
about any changes. She was in contact not only with the coordinators, but also with a
large number of other individuals: the coordinators, the students, the university
secretary, an interuniversity secretary, the face-to-face tutor, the students and finally
also the course designer. “We were all so much in contact and really, I had the feeling
we all worked as a team”.

In the same way, tutor 2B states she was able to feel involved in the course
because the different actors worked as a team - the course designer, the coordinators,
herself as a tutor and the learners - and she explicitly felt like one of these actors: “We
did not simply use a tool (as I did before with other readymade learning tools), we
were a team where everyone played a role”.

Two of the tutors (2A, 3A) underscore the importance of contact with the
course designers. Tutor 2A “really liked the course, very probably because [she]
know(s] and trust[s] the people who designed it”. In parallel, tutor 3A greatly regrets
she was not able to exchange with the course designer who was on maternity leave.
She received advice, explanations and useful documents from her at the beginning, in
complement to the ready-made online part of the course. Afterwards, however, she
“managed the course all alone” and could not ask questions of anyone, because there
were no parallel blended courses with other tutors for this language. She would have
liked to be able to ask the course designer questions in order to better “understand the
logic behind the course and the course structure (...). Of course, if you can discuss a

situation with someone, it’s better, it helps.”

3.2.4.2. A team of tutors
As we stated above, it is possible to draw a clear parallel between how the tutors think

they were able to make the course their own, and their degree of teamwork with other
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tutors. Thus, tutors 1A and 2A who feel very much involved in the course, say they
worked a good deal with at least one of the other tutors of their course. Tutor 1B, who
is quite positive about her involvement in the course, provided information to the
workshop tutor (regarding what she was going to do during the face-to-face sessions)
more than she actually cooperated with her. Tutor 1C who did not feel at all involved
did not work in a team with other tutors either.

We showed above (cf. 3.2.4.1.) that tutor 2C worked in close cooperation with actors
on other levels of the course. She also tried to have more contact with the other tutors,
but the meetings she initiated took place quite late during the course. She notes that,
in order to achieve an even better coherence of the whole course, teamwork between
the tutors of the three learning modes (online, face-to-face sessions and conversation

workshops), would have been helpful.

3.2.5. Working closely with the other actors of the course
While teamwork enhances the feeling of involvement, geographical proximity can

enhance teamwork on two levels. First, regarding teamwork between tutors, tutor 2C
states that he delivered his courses at the same time and in a classroom right beside
two other tutors. It was these tutors who tried to coordinate their courses whereas they
did not work with another tutor of the same course (2B), who taught her courses
another day.

Second, regarding teamwork with the coordinators, several tutors who
delivered courses close to the coordinators’ office on the campus, regularly (2A) or
sometimes (1B) knocked on their office door in order to work with them.
Nevertheless, motivation can compensate geographical distance: Tutor 1A sometimes

telephoned, and tutor 2B had regular online contact with the coordinators.
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3.2.6. Feeling free within a given framework / taking initiatives

The coordinators deliberately let course 1 and 2’s tutors decide on their own what
they wanted to address during the face-to-face sessions, and to design these courses
themselves, providing they took into account the online content. Almost all of the
tutors state that this helped them to feel free and to be able to make the course their
own. For instance, tutor 1B notes: “There was a framework and at the same time, I
could work on what I wanted and how I wanted within this framework.”

Some tutors went further and took initiatives even where the coordinators had
not foreseen this. Thus, tutor 2A modified content even for the conversation
workshops for which detailed preparation sheets had been designed. For example, she
had the students work on a subject she thought was more appropriate just before a
test. Tutor 3A emphasized autonomous learning during the face-to-face sessions when
she felt the students would manage the course better if they knew more about their
own learning style. Tutor 2B took numerous initiatives. In addition to the ones already
mentioned, she also decided to give one session in a computer lab when she became
aware of the technical problems encountered by students, and she did not give any
marks online in the beginning when she felt her role was essentially to support the

students.

3.2.7. Being able to influence course design
None of the tutors interviewed had designed the online part of the course.

Nevertheless, one person (2A) had designed preparation sheets for the conversation
workshops, which probably enhanced her feeling of involvement in the course.
Furthermore, as the universities had ordered courses 1 and 2 very late, the latter were
designed at an extremely late stage meaning that, at the end of the year, the designer

was only a week or two ahead of the users of the course. Requests for changes could
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therefore easily be taken into consideration, for instance the suggestion to indicate in a
footnote the British English version of an American English expression. In turn, this
acceptance of their requests contributed to the tutors’ feeling of involvement. Tutor

1 A states: “At one point I found that the online activities became very difficult. I
discussed this with [tutor 1B] who agreed. We talked to the course designer who said:
‘Oh, thank you for telling me’, and he changed the activities. (...) Everybody always
took into account our suggestions.”

The statements of tutors 1C and 3A confirm that this involvement in course
design is important for tutors’ adhesion to the course: both of them felt distanced from
the course design and therefore found it difficult to teach within this course. Tutor 1C
says: “If I had been more involved in coming up with the workshops [the students]
had to prepare, then I think I would have been more like “appropriée” (i.e. better
adapted to the situation), but I was kind of distanced from it, so it was kind of like I
was one of the students, I just came in and talked basically.”

A comparison with online course 4 on this point is not really possible, since it
was already designed when the course started. Nevertheless, tutor 4B, who does not
like the content, says that if ever this were modified, she would like to participate in
the process. This means that it is easier for tutors to feel involved in a computer
mediated course if they can at least influence a part of its content — if they are willing
to do so. And this is easier within a blended learning course where tutors can decide
on their own what and how they teach during face-to-face sessions, than in an online
course where many more things are determined in advance. This result confirms our
underlying assumption for this study, i.e. that it is more difficult for second generation
tutors than for first generation tutors to feel involved in a course, precisely because

they did not design it.
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3.2.8. Feeling comfortable with the use of technical tools
When many different technical tools are required in a course, this can be a source of

stress for tutors. For instance, tutor 3A felt nervous because of the use of the
videoconferencing tool (Skype), despite the presence of a technical assistant, and she
found the use of software for the production of audio files (Audacity) difficult for the
students, although it was explained in detail on the platform.

The use of the platform itself (Esprit) is not seen as being difficult by those
who use it often, that is to say the e-learning tutors 4A and 4B. One of them even
insists on the ease of its use: “No, no, for me — and I am not talented at using technical
things - I think it is really ... it is easy”. Whereas for the blended learning tutors who
use it irregularly, and for whom adequate initial technical training time was
sometimes lacking due to the fact courses 1 and 2 were ordered, and thus designed, at
the last minute (tutors were introduced to the platform together with the students), the
reactions are not at all the same. Either they ask many technical questions (e.g. tutor
1A), they do not use the platform and forget to play their foreseen role as an online
tutor (tutors 1C, 2A), or they reduce its role to that of assessing online tasks (tutor
1C). Some find the use of the online submission tool too complicated and avoid it by
asking the students to send their tasks via e-mail (tutor 2C). This shows that adequate
initial training specifically for tutors, as is normally implemented when courses are
created well ahead of time, and as was the case for the e-learning tutors, is absolutely
necessary in order to allow them to take up the online platform and to become fully

involved in the online aspects of the course.
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3.2.9. Summary: Which of these factors are specifically due to the blended learning
mode?

Within the eight factors that allow tutors to have the feeling they were able to make
the course their own, which we identified through our interviews and which we
indicated in this section 3.2., some are due to the intensive use of ICT within the
course: whether tutors accepted to spend time examining closely the online part,
whether they appreciated it, whether they obtained help easily and efficiently, mainly
for technical issues. Other aspects specifically depend on the blended learning mode,
since it is even more complex than a course delivered entirely online: whether tutors
felt integrated into a team of peers or of other actors within the course (e.g. a course
coordinator, a secretary), whether they felt at ease with the use of technology, whether
they felt free to take initiatives within the course, and whether they felt they were able
to influence course design.

4. Conclusion

In this study, we found that most of the second generation tutors managed to feel
involved in the blended learning course. Nevertheless, the majority had trouble
understanding the function of the online part of the courses, and their own role within
this online part. This is probably due to the fact that these tutors are used to providing
traditional face-to-face courses: they do not distinguish between a traditional face-to-
face session and a face-to-face session within a blended learning course. As they
adopt the point of view that the face-to-face modality is at the centre of the course (in
large groups as well as in the conversation workshops in small groups), whereas, in
actual fact, the course design places the e-learning modality in the heart of the
learning process, they cannot understand why the online part of the course is useful,
how the modalities are combined, and why they should play a role at a distance. As a

consequence, they never, or almost never, play the role of online tutor. If they do so,
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they limit this role to marking written work. And, when they do manage to create
links with the online elements when delivering the face-to-face sessions, these links
are mainly based on grammar and vocabulary.

This reveals another difficulty regarding teachers' comprehension of the
course design: most of them do not seem familiar with the task-based approach on
which these courses, in application of the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages, are based. They do not consider the tasks, with the
methodological or preparative work they offer, as a possible way to make a link
between the different learning modalities within the blended learning course.

We can clearly note a difference where the few tutors with experience as
course designers of online/partly online programmes are concerned. Indeed, their
understanding of what the face-to-face sessions in the blended learning settings can be
used for is much closer to the point of view of the course designers and coordinators®.
For the latter, these sessions make sense only in combination with the online part;
they can complement it (e.g. when focusing on oral communication skills whereas
online students do mostly written and asynchronous work), allow tuition modes to be
varied (e.g. when giving students time to ask an oral question on the course that they
would not take time to write via e-mail), resolve problems (e.g. a technical difficulty),
provide initial information on how the course works, foster methodological skills in
order to prepare and enhance task completion, provide opportunities to students to get
in touch, and can also give them time to allow their teamwork to progress.

In our interviews, most of the tutors insisted on the lack of student

involvement in the online part of their blended learning course. Many reasons for this

z Even though one of these two tutors still has difficulties with the integrated

combination of online and face-to-face modalities, since she still considers the face-to-
face sessions as the most important ones, and since she admits her understanding of the
task-based approach is not deep enough to entirely comprehend the relatively complex
design of the course.
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can be found, such as too few credits allocated to the course, and proportionally too
much personal work requested. Additionally, however, a tutor whose global
understanding of the course design is only partial, even if he is very motivated as
many of our tutors are, will undoubtedly have difficulties in presenting the way the
course works to the students. The latter will be far less likely to feel involved in a
course when it is not clear to them how the course works and what is expected of
them.

Our findings will help to define future tutor training and assistance: the
understanding of the task-based approach and of the distance-centered design, as well
as most of the aspects which enhance tutor involvement, can be sustained with
adequate tutor training. In parallel to Ernest & Hopkins’ (2006) findings, this training
should include the opportunity for tutors to meet regularly and to share their
reflection, allowing them at the same time to constitute a learning community. It
should moreover be task-based and combine face-to-face and tutored distance
learning modalities, so as to allow the tutors to forge their own experience within a
blended learning course and to improve their understanding of this type of course
design and of the kind of tuition that can effectively help the students.
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