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Principles

• ABL focuses on good pedagogic design and teaching practice.

• The way to design for effective learning is to redesign.

• Content is not King. Context is. 
What matters is what students and tutors do with content, why, how and with whom.

• Good learning contexts promote quality contact.

• Steer clear of outdated definitions of blended learning. 

• Spot the difference: teaching v content delivery. Content v learning. 

• There are many things we can do with, in, on and about learning. “Deliver” is not one of them.



Active Learning

Active learning “…involves students in 
doing things and thinking about the 
things they are doing”.

Bonwell and Eison (1991: 19) 



The ABL story
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ABL – the ‘official’ (published) definition

Active blended learning is a pedagogical approach 
that combines sense-making activities with focused 
student interactions (with content, peers and tutors) 
in appropriate learning settings – in and outside the 
classroom. 

ABL focuses on engaging students in knowledge construction, reflection 
and critique, the achievement of learning outcomes and the development 
of learner autonomy.



Blended and connected learning

Blended and connected learning, Portsmouth's approach to learning and teaching, means 
that students engage with their studies…

 in and outside the classroom, synchronously and asynchronously

 through activities that enable them to take ownership of new concepts, critique and 
incorporate new knowledge, ideas, experimentation, teamwork and feedback

 for the development and application of subject knowledge, professional and digital skills.



A course is not
taught in ABL 

if:

1. It makes regular use of _________________, or
2. The VLE (or LMS) is primarily _____________, or
3. Online activity is merely ____________to the 

face-to-face sessions, or
4. There is no evidence of _____________.



A course is not
taught in ABL 

if:

1. It makes regular use of non-interactive lectures, or
2. The VLE (or LMS) is primarily a content repository, or
3. Online activity is merely an add-on to the face-to-

face sessions, or
4. There is no evidence of systematic enhancement.
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blueprint

storyboard

prototype

check reality

review & 
adjust

Action Plan

CAIeRO & Carpe Diem: a team approach to scaling up ABL

Creating Aligned Interactive educational Resource Opportunities
https://www.northampton.ac.uk/ilt/academic-development/caiero/
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The pivot to ERT… and beyond

• ABL as unexpected preparation for ERT (e.g. Watermeyer et al, 2020)
• Emergency Professional Development (EPD)
• Painful pivot otherwise?



Research context

Global online survey in May and June 2020

• 136 HE practitioners
• 92% academics
• 72% in FT employment
• 81% at public institutions
• 62% in their roles for 10 years or more
• Age: 25 to 70, median = 50
• 82% UK based

eduCOVID19 research: https://educovid19.wordpress.com/about/

(Armellini & Padilla Rodriguez, forthcoming)



Frequency Percentage

Face-to-face with online activities or content within a 
course platform

79 58%

Face-to-face with some technology use 30 22%

Fully face-to-face without any technology use 18 13%

Fully online 4 3%

Online most of the time with some face-to-face activities 5 4%

136 100%

Participants’ teaching practices before COVID-19



Three main areas explored:

1. Preparedness to teach online

2. Academic professional development

3. Staff challenges and needs



1. Preparedness to teach online

Mixed prior pedagogical expertise, digital capability and 
preparedness for ERT

• 79% “transformed their teaching practice” for ERT

• 50% conducted pedagogical redesign

• 62% felt prepared for emergency remote teaching
• 21% did not know about appropriate pedagogical 

approaches for online learning  Stress



2. Academic professional development

Primary focus: online pedagogy and digital fluency

• Improving knowledge of how to teach well online 
and expanding repertoires (72%)

• 87% focused on digital skills

• Only 27% reported receiving guidance from their 
institutions



Expanding repertoires

Frequency Percentage

Studied alone, consulting online resources such 
as videos or blogs

101 74%

Joined professional development provision 
offered by the employer

65 48%

Participated in a free course (e.g., MOOC) or 
workshop

41 30%

Changes to teaching practices triggered by COVID-19 have had a positive impact on my 
professional development (51%)



3. Staff challenges and needs (1)

• Staff took charge of their own staff 
development on the fly!

• Limited institutional direction

• Implemented ERT, not ‘proper’ online 
learning

• Pandemic highlighted poor or absent 
teacher training in HE

• …but many felt prepared to teach online –
pedagogically and technologically

Source: eduCOVID19 project, 2020
Padilla & Armellini, forthcoming



• Peer communities for support (including 
emotional) and sense of belonging

• Attachment to colleagues and students

• Expected incentives and recognition – not just 
goodwill

• “Emergency Professional Development”

Source: eduCOVID19 project, 2020
Padilla & Armellini, forthcoming

3. Staff challenges and needs (2)



“I don't need more material and training - I need the 
freedom and the general attitude to get things done without 
banging my head on minutiae. Once I have an idea I can find 
the material and resources I need [...]” [P129]

“Investment [...] rather than relying upon osmosis and 
goodwill.” [P101]

“Recognition of the emotional labour of this time. More 
time, more compassion, more focus on well-being of the 
learning community, more focus on pedagogy and 
inequality.” [P116]



Emergency Professional Development (EPD)(1)

• Many HE tutors learn about teaching as they teach 

• They learned about online practices as they were 
implementing them (Cutri et al., 2020)

• ERT: a sudden opportunity to learn about pedagogy 

• ERT triggered ‘emergency professional development’ 
(EPD)



EPD (2)
• EPD: autonomy to decide what, how and when to learn

• Institutional workshops and courses
• Informal learning strategies, resources and communities
• Temporary shift or new pathway
• Needs-driven, messy and deployed online, just in time

• Ahead of the pedagogic curve pre-COVID (e.g. through ABL) = better place to pivot to planned online learning (not ERT)

• Risk friendliness



Pre-Covid
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Adapted from 
Armellini, A. and Grunberg, J. (2002) From face-to-face to distance: models for the incorporation of e-learning in Higher Education. Cuadernos de 
Investigación Educativa, 1(10), 5-10. 



During Covid
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Low Campus-based students 
working mostly asynchronously

Traditional, mostly 
asynchronous, distance learning

High Traditional campus-based f2f 
provision

Real-time provision for 
geographically dispersed 
students

High Low

Post-Covid
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