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Blended learning is not a new topic for educational research in Higher Education
(HE). However, before the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, blended learning was
studied by a “niche” of researchers and educators interested in technology integration in
teaching and learning. It was not difficult to meet HE professionals who had never or
had only poorly reflected on the topic of how to integrate digital technology in teaching
and learning before March 2020. Many authors acknowledge the effectiveness of blended
learning over face-to-face traditional courses [1,2]. Nortvig and her colleagues [3] proposed
a more comprehensive comparison, which included e-learning with only online formats,
a blended approach that mixed online and face-to-face teaching with in-person teaching.
According to their review, it is clear that is not easy to compile a ranking and point out
the best method, as many other factors influence the effectiveness of a teaching method,
such as educator presence in online settings, the interactions between students, teachers
and content, and deliberate connections between online and offline activities and between
campus-related and practice-related activities.

The pandemic forced even the most skeptical HE actors (teachers, students, and deans)
to deal with educational technologies. This shift to what we currently call Emergency
Remote Teaching [4] brought mixed results, which can be explained by organizational
aspects (e.g., infrastructure), teacher and student digital competences, and instruction
modes. Despite the emergency, in a few cases, research shows better learning outcomes
during the forced distance teaching period compared to traditional face-to-face classes
before the pandemic [5,6].

Even in the most negative contexts, it was possible to experience positive aspects,
such as opportunities for teachers’ professional development. We recognize that these
opportunities have not yet been fully exploited and we consider that understanding how to
capitalize on the lessons received during the lockdown for the future is the next challenge.
Indeed, the new educational scenarios are—at different speeds according to the pandemic
scenario—going back to in-person teaching; however, many do not want to give up tech-
nology and the possibility of using education at a distance. In other words, the blended
solutions are going to be even more popular.

Blended learning seems to be a favorable solution and is a field which has already
attracted some attention; now, we need to re-focus on this, capitalize on what we have
learned from the current situation, and combine them with what we already know from
previous research.

The most basic definition of blended learning encompasses the possible combination
of computer-mediated and face-to-face teaching. It is not a simple juxtaposition of physical
presence and technological mediation, but a well-studied alternation of the two, aiming
to make the most of the various components and design effective work contexts for both
students and teachers.
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Although this definition of blended learning is generally accepted, a huge variety of
practices have been developed under this terminology. In light of the new technological
awareness that educational settings have reached, there is a need to provide more detailed
instructions and suggestions regarding how to design, implement, monitor, and assess
blended learning.

The six papers presented in this Special Issue begin to answer to a few critical questions
related to learning models, cognitive and social processes that could be intertwined in a
blended learning program in HE and communication modes.

By looking at the six papers, blended learning has been interconnected with a the-
oretical model of constructive and interactive learning, specifically with collaborative
knowledge construction [7–10], collaboration with external professional communities [11]
and collaboration aimed at conceptual problem-solving [12].

Soliman et al. [10] described how synchronous and asynchronous Knowledge Building
can be combined in new ways to provide students with more design time and a deeper
engagement with the content and their peers. In Bent et al. [7], pre-service teachers
developed their collective expertise through peer-feedback on video recordings of their
professional practice. Through semantic network analysis, authors retrieved the progressive
knowledge development of the pre-service teachers, which, at the end of the semester,
adopted a new specialized vocabulary and were more able to interconnect conceptual topics.
Ritella and Loperfido [8] described that a student-centered approach, such as Knowledge
Creation, requires HE students to develop self-organization strategies in blended learning
contexts. According to their findings, group self-organization changed across different
phases of the collaborative task and involved the development of specific practices of
self-organization. Sansone et al. [9] presented how a blended HE course could be enhanced
through a Design-based research approach by improving students’ perception of the
acquisition of skills and knowledge through the different course editions. In the case
of Amenduni et al. [11], collaboration occurred between an HE educational community
and external professional communities. The participation of company tutors in an instant
messaging environment moved HE students toward a more collaborative and reflective
dynamic. Finally, Stahl [12] described the collaborative use of existing dynamic-geometry
technology for Euclidean geometry (GeoGebra). The technology allows teachers and
students to interact with the same material in multiple modes, so blended approaches can
be flexibly adapted to students with diverse preferred learning approaches or needs, and
structured into parallel or successive phases of blended learning. The technology can be
used by online students, co-located small groups and school classrooms, with teachers and
students having shared access to materials and student work across interaction modes.

The six papers described different Communication and collaboration modes—i.e.,
asynchronous or synchronous—which are involved and interconnected with the various
existing platforms. Soliman et al. [10] described the combined use of Zoom for synchronous
communication with the Knowledge Forum for asynchronous knowledge construction
activities. Bent et al. [7] used the Iris Connect environment for students to upload their
recordings of their teaching activities at VET schools. Communication between students oc-
curred within the Iris Connect environment in the form of peer feedback among pre-service
teachers. Amenduni et al. [11] described the use of Whatsapp as an instant messaging envi-
ronment to support communication within an academic community (composed of students
and academic and tutors) and between academic and professional community (composed
of students, academic and company tutors). Sansone et al. [9] described the combination of
different communication and collaboration environments: Moodle (for discussion), Padlet
(for brainstorming) and Google Suite for collaborative activities (e.g., collaborative maps
and writing). Stahl presented a recent feature of the GeoGebra environment, the “class
function”, in which a teacher can invite several students (a pod) to work on their own
versions of the same construction, and the teacher can view each student’s construction
work and discussion in a Class dashboard.
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Overall, this Special Issue provides a deeper understanding of what Blended Learn-
ing will be in the near feature, encompassing not the simple combination of online and
physical presence, but a combination of delivery tools and media used to provide infor-
mation and support interaction, a combination of different methods of instruction and
teaching/learning, and a combination of learning contexts.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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