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This paper describes how a course on university teaching for university assistant professors was 
transformed into blended learning by use of Gilly Salmon’s model for online courses. The 
transformation allowed the course designers to introduce new ICT-educational aspects to the 
participants and at the same time provided the opportunity to evaluate the usage of Salmon’s model 
in blended learning. Based on the experiences from the course this paper will discuss the key 
challenges of blended learning and propose an option for developing blended courses with attention 
given to these challenges. 
 
Introduction 

The Network of Educational Development at the University of Aarhus (www.upnet.au.dk) faced a 
challenge when a 3-day residential course on university teaching for university assistant professors 
experienced an increase in enrolment inquiries. The solution was to make an additional course 
combining on-site teaching (F2F) with teaching and learning activities in a VLE.  

The overall purpose of the online part of the course was to compensate for the fewer lectures, the 
participants were given F2F, to prepare the participants for the lectures and to keep them motivated 
in between the lectures. Furthermore, the new course design was seen as an opportunity to heighten 
the use of and knowledge among the participant about ICT. Seeing the course as an opportunity to 
experiment, the course designers also decided to create a rich online environment using among 
others a video based introduction to welcome the participants and video dialogues between experts 
to inspire the participants and motivate reflection before attending the on-site course. The 
communication online, i.e. text, sound and pictures, was seen as equally important as the usual 
learning material to achieve more reflective participants.  

The design of the online course was based on the pedagogical model of e-moderating described by 
Gilly Salmon in the books ‘E-moderating’ and ‘E-tivities’ [4, 5]. The main focus in the research by 
Salmon is the use of the model as a framework for designing online courses for people interested in 
learning how to teach online. The e-moderating model has become a widespread approach to 
discussing and designing fully online courses. The model emphasizes that online learning is a 
process or activity that needs a well structured setup and a shift in focus from the traditional 
blackboard teaching to teaching as moderating and facilitating learning. The model is anchored in 
concrete and meaningful problems regarding teaching and learning online. The learning process is 
established by use of five progressive and scaffolding stages, each involving different activities of 
learning activities.   

 

 



                        Stage 5: Development 
                  Stage 4: Knowledge construction 
            Stage 3: Information exchange 
      Stage 2: Online socialisation 
Stage 1: Access and motivation 

Figure 1: The five stages of Salmon’s model of teaching and learning online. 

However, as the model is based on fully online learning activities, the central challenges and 
questions for blended learning courses are: 

1. Is the model appropriate for a blended learning course and how do we bridge the gap 
between F2F learning and online learning? 

2. Is it possible to applicate the type of e-tivities described in the model to an academic course? 
3. Can the model be used as successful as described by Salmon when the focus of the course is 

not how to teach and learn online – but how to teach university students in general? 

This paper and its conclusions are based on first-hand experiences gathered from a blended learning 
course for university assistant professors at the University of Aarhus held in spring 2007. The 
course was attended by 45 assistant professors and was scheduled as follows: 
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Figure 2: Course design. 

The course was evaluated on several occasions: 37 out of 45 participants handed in a written 
evaluation of the entire course, 23 out of 45 answered an online questionnaire on the use of ICT in 
the course and furthermore informal F2F evaluations of the course were conducted. 

Using the e-moderating model for blended learning 

In the present course we chose to follow the outline of the 5 stage model as closely as possible. The 
F2F activities were considered of same equal standing as the online learning activities. Fig. 3 is an 
illustration of the course design combining the stages of the model with the outline of the course: 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: The design of the course including the stages of Salmon’s model. 
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The initial online activities on stage 1–2, focusing on access, motivation and opportunities for 
online socialisation, were positively reviewed.  The course designers assigned the following short e-
tivities to these steps: 1) write a short message to say you have arrived to the VLE, 2) present 
yourself and 3) define what is good teaching. The first assignment was done by almost everyone. 
The assignment was described as a socialisation assignment and as an introduction on how to post 
messages in the VLE. The course manager and designers used the e-titivity to follow up on the 
relatively few, whom had not accessed the course. The follow up was done by e-mail outside the 
VLE and secondly by phone (participants calling the help desk). Different reasons were given for 
not accessing the VLE: Misunderstanding of the paper instructions, adaptation to the VLE, time 
pressure and one drop-out. The second assignment was likewise answered by almost all 
participants. The course designers operated as e-moderators welcoming every single participant to 
the course, informing about group division and commenting the postings of the participants. The 
third assignment asked the participants to define good teaching and urged them to comment each 
others’ postsings. The e-moderating job involved summarizing the replies and the spartanly 
interaction between the participants. The e-tivities in the first two weeks also involved literature 
reading and preparing a written portfolio for other group members to read. These assignments were 
intended for step 3 (information exchange).  
 
The use of the model in the initial phase before meeting F2F (fig. 3) proved to be pedagogical and 
technical useful. The responses of the participants’ show that their activity relate to the fun of trying 
out a new way of learning and the felt online presence of the co-learners. The presence of others is 
seen as highly inspirational and the short, easily coped and non-academic e-tivities such as let us 
know you have arrived presumably form the basis for the motivation at this stage. 
 
The online activities after meeting F2F focused on knowledge construction and development 
according to stage 4 – 5 of the model. The assigned e-tivities were more elaborated and academic in 
style and output. They concerned among others the use of ICT in teaching, reflections on teaching 
by means of metaphors and discussions about the outcome of the first F2F meeting. The second 
phase was on the contrary to the first phase subject to some criticism and though most participants 
did the tasks required, the motivation for contributing to the online activities visibly decreased. The 
criticism concerned: Information overload, lack of control, misalignment between F2F and online 
activities, lack of achievement objectives in the online activities and a general attitude towards the 
benefits of F2F discussion versus the perceived less beneficial online asynchronous discussions.  
 
The use of the model in general received good reviews from the teachers of the course. In their 
experience the usage had heightened the reflection among the participants, increased the 
participants’ preparation for the course and opened up new opportunities for online collaboration. 
Also, the blended course received the same good reviews by the participants as the residential 
course had previous years concerning the activities on campus and the learning theories presented.  
 
On the basis of the experiences with this course, we have identified four key challenges for blended 
learning courses. The challenges are motivated by the use of Salmon’s model, but they are not seen 
as challenges restricted to this type of course design. The key challenges are: 
 

• Structure and organization of information 
• Motivation 
• Alignment 
• Communication 



Structure and organisation of information 
 
Working online in a online learning environment (VLE) often implies free access to all learning 
resources. The resources may differ in shape (literature, text discussions and video) and may be 
subject to different structural destinations according to the logic of the VLE. This range of options 
can cause bewilderment.  
 
During the second online phase in the present course almost all participants reported that they were 
overwhelmed by the amount of postings and lack of overview of the topics presented. It indicates 
that stage 2, e.g. enhancing online interaction skills and adapting to the online learning 
environment, was not fully explored in the course and presumably the underlying cause to the 
problem. The immediate solution at the time seemed to be assigning additional, smaller but more 
interactive e-tivities with closer deadlines, sending out reminders and assigning the tasks to groups 
(each group had 5 – 7 participants) as it would limit the postings to read for each group member. 
During the course attempts were also made to facilitate the discussion by summarizing postings and 
pointing out common issues and concerns among the participants but only few responded to the 
postings of the e-moderator or the other participants.  
 
Another and more positively received attempt to adjust the course was to restructure the online 
learning resources from the use of a course page with equally ranked tools/functions and the use of 
a discussion forum with equally ranked sub-forums to a learning path. A learning path structures the 
content and organizes the learning resources into a ranked hierarchy [2]. Moreover a learning path 
can be used isolated; hiding the original repository of the resources as the path consists of direct 
links to the material (documents etc.). The integration of a learning path accommodates to GUI 
(graphical user interface) guidelines such as: Do not complicate the user’s task and deliver only 
relevant information [7, p. 102-103], but can also be seen as a hindrance for another GUI guideline: 
Optimise individual freedom [7, p. 104]. According to the digital and anonymous questionnaire the 
structured organisation of the learning material and learning activities (by use of a learning path) is 
seen by approx. 60 % of the participants as more suitable for this type of course. One writes: It [the 
new structure, ed.] enhances the overview and control. One does not loose one’s drive, because 
reading the total amount of postings is totally impossible in a stressful everyday life. The course 
forum was slightly harder to access earlier on as the information was accessible in many different 
ways. This gave away the feeling that there could be assignments you had not seen and therefore 
had not answered. Others are indifferent to the restructure of the virtual part of the course. One 
writes: It [the new structure, ed.] gives a better overview. I had on the other hand become 
confidential with the old structure and found it easy to navigate …Therefore I do not see the change 
as an improvement, but neither as degradation.  
 
The responses to this course indicate that participants in blended learning benefit from a well 
structured VLE with a limited number of paths and limited freedom. This points in the direction of 
Laurillard’s view on educational technology [3, p. 204]: The student’s reflection must be focused on 
the content of learning, on the meaning of their interaction, not on how to operate the program, but 
stresses at the same time that it is difficult to be successful online when the interface of the VLE is 
not operationally transparent. Furthermore the feedback indicates that another way to enhance the 
participants’ control of the VLE is by explaining the pedagogical model to the participants, giving 
them as much information as needed in order to shift from traditional teaching to online pedagogy 
and course design.  
 



Motivation 
 
Although there are many interesting aspects of motivation, one is critically relevant in relation to 
learning online: The motivation put forward in the e-tivities. In the following motivation will be 
evaluated by the use of expectancy theory as it is referred to by Salmon [4] and introduced as a 
pedagogical framework in the present course on university teaching. The two main ways for 
promoting motivation are: Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation [1]. When a participant takes part in an 
activity for the sake of the activity itself it is the intrinsic motivation operating. When a participant 
focuses on the outcome, the result of the activity, it is the extrinsic motivation operating. Salmon 
mentions a third motivation, the social. Social motivation implies doing something to please others 
(the teacher, the boss). 
 
In this course we found that the intrinsic motivation was important at the first stages, and that the 
majority of the participants took part in the activities for the fun of it. The e-tivities developed for 
stage 1 supported this motivation, asking the participants to make themselves visible online but with 
no academically relevant output. The extrinsic motivation, though, should have been nourished 
already at stage 2 – 3 as the participants began to ask for more visible and course-relevant goals and 
not so much the sharing of ideas and experiences.  
 
As for the social motivation e.g. doing something to please others, it was given second priority by 
the participants. This can be seen in the responses to the online questionnaire, which shows that the 
use of deadlines and making online e-tivities compulsory is regarded as highly motivational by over 
80% of the participants. The responsibility towards other group members/ participants is found to 
be motivational by approx. 45%, while interesting e-tivities/subjects and the opportunity to read 
others’ responses are selected by approx. 30 %.  
 
A conclusion made on the grounds of this course is that it is critically important to offer e-tivities 
with a clear output already by stage 2. It will presumably be of great value to the participants if the 
e-tivities result in a “product” online, as it nourishes the extrinsic motivation. Furthermore in order 
to maintain the flow of motivation when moving from learning F2F to learning online, it is 
advisable to adjust the online e-tivities to the prior stage after a F2F meeting. That is, if the 
participants are on stage 3 when meeting F2F, you should go back to stage 2 when resuming to 
online learning activities. 
 
Alignment 
 
The transformation of a traditional F2F course into a blended learning course involves many 
challenging aspects, two of them are already mentioned, but a central challenge for making it all 
work is the alignment between the F2F activities and the online activities. The principle of 
alignment as described by Biggs [1] is to approach all learning activities as parts of an ecosystem 
where all activities support each other: When there is alignment between what we want, how we 
teach and how we assess, teaching is likely to be much more effective than when it is not [1, p. 27]. 
The main goal is consistency. 
 
Consistency between the online and the F2F part is critical as participants react on lack of 
consistency or misalignment. One participant pointed this out in the online questionnaire: Some e-
tivities seemed relevant while others seemed irrelevant; e.g. I think follow-up on the e-tivities has 
been missing on our meetings F2F. I don’t think the follow-up on the VLE has been satisfactory. 



The reactions to misalignment can be many, but worst-case scenario for a course using the e-
moderating model as a framework would be lack of interaction among the participants in the VLE. 
This course showed a decrease in interaction in the second phase, which quite possibly is due to a 
perceived misalignment by the participants.    
 
In order to create alignment it is important to create online e-tivities that either have a direct and 
course-relevant output online or have a direct connection to the forthcoming F2F activities. 
Developing e-tivities for the sake of e-tivities or accustoming the participants to the VLE is not 
advisable in the long run according to our experiences. Also it is essential that the teachers know 
how to combine and integrate the online and F2F activities. Alignment and a clear and course-
relevant output are necessary contributors in order to maintain the flow of motivation which 
becomes more and more goal oriented as the participants climb the steps of the e-moderating model.  
 
Communication 
 
Written communication is a central aspect when teaching and learning online, as the interaction in 
most cases takes place by use of words/text. The guidelines by Salmon for communicating online 
are for example: Use short and meaningful titles, be friendly, use emoticons to express feelings or 
how to interpret the message, avoid capital letters, keep messages short and so forth [4, 5]. The style 
tends to be informal, but as messages posted in a discussion forum are saved and visible for every 
participant, it is not uncommon that participants put a great deal of work into every single message 
[6]. Also the written style of communication can be a barrier for those who favour oral 
communication.  
 
The e-moderating model implies a free flow of information and informal communication between 
the participants, but it can be questioned whether or not it is possible at all to foster this kind of 
communication in an academic course with assessment and an e-moderator/teacher operating as “a 
fly on the wall”. The designers of the present course found it hard to motivate an informal 
communication style although the e-moderators tried to work as role models and the participants 
were able to access a guideline on communicating online. Furthermore a limited discussion took 
place online regarding how to work and communicate online, but it only resulted in the use of 
meaningful titles for postings. Although the character of the online communication was not a topic 
in the questionnaire, it is presumably more difficult than expected to promote informal 
communication in an academic setting. In this course there was a tendency to write long messages 
that compare to a monologue or a speech with arguments and conclusions. As one participant 
comments: A discussion would have been more interesting than the many monologues. Not only 
would it have been more interesting but it would also be more beneficial from a pedagogical 
perspective as collaboration online is founded on an iterative process where a message contains 
questions or is an invitation to writing comments.  
 
Experiences with written asynchronous communication as practised in this course indicates that 
informal communication and a free flow of communication can be fostered online, but the presence 
of a teacher/e-moderator and the assessment aspect influence and potentially hinder the free flow of 
communication. This would be an interesting aspect to analyze in the future.    
 
 
 
 



Key challenges 
 
The key challenges that we have identified for blended courses: Structure and organization of 
information, motivation, alignment, and communication all have an effect on the design and 
implementation of the course – and in this case the application of Salmon’s model. Though some 
adjustments were made to adapt the model to the context of the specific course several other 
changes, as described above, need to be considered in the design of a similar course. This also 
applies to the use of video, which likewise is a major challenge in regards to teaching and learning 
through this medium. These challenges are described in the following.   
 
Use of video resources 
 
This course introduced three different usage of video:  
 

1. Video as a learning resource allowing the participants to explore the subject on their own 
a. A dialogue between two experts discussing learning theories (7 min.) 
b. Interviews with 3 university teachers (5 min.) 

2. Video as a mean to personalize a VLE 
a. Welcome and introduction by the course manager (3 min.) 

3. Video as a supplement in F2F teaching 
a. A recording of 3 participants illustrating a specific method for peer guidance (20 

min.) 
 
The recordings were ”low tech” providing the participants an instructive example on how to work 
with video on their own in a manageable way. The recordings were made with one camera and an 
additional audio recorder. The editing was done in Adobe Premiere 2.0 and for most recordings 
published as video podcasts on the website: http://www.media.au.dk/podcast/. The technical 
requirements were limited to a free player like Quicktime or Macromedia Flashplayer.  
The participants were able to access the material as integrated video in the VLE (example 1 and 2) 
or as podcasts (1 and 3). The material was either embedded in the VLE, making it more or less 
impossible to ignore (2.a), introduced in an e-tivity as an optional learning resource (1.a, 1.b, 3.a) or 
introduced F2F (3.a). A fifth video was introduced on class, but the video was not a part of the 
course material developed for this course and therefore not included in this paper. The video 
resources were developed as unique learning resources able to stand alone, though embedded in a 
learning context (such as an introductional text).  
 
The online questionnaire on the use of ICT in this course indicates that only few encountered 
technical problems accessing the videos, which is crucial with regards to future use of video. 
Approx. 63 % of the 23 participants in the digital evaluation accessed all or almost all of the video 
resources. Approx. 31 % viewed all videos. Approx. 36 % found the use of video to enhance the 
personalization of the course page, whereas approx. 54 % disagreed. Approx. 23 % were able to use 
the video resources in their preparation for the F2F teaching and reflecting on the subject. The 
written feedback varies from enthusiastic responses: Video is a brilliant idea. Using multimedia 
makes ICT come alive (…). To critical responses like: In my opinion the use of video actually makes 
the page more impersonal and I do not hope it is assumed that video can replace personal contact – 
it is too clinical.   
 



The experiences from this course indicate that it can be a matter of learning styles or patterns of 
participation [4] whether or not the use of video is seen as valuable to the teaching or learning 
process. The quality of the video may as well influence the perceived value which a couple of the 
responses indicate. Likewise the introduction to the video resources and the context may influence 
the perceived value of the resources, which again stresses the importance of alignment and 
motivation. In general the use of video challenges the way the teacher introduces the learning 
content and learning output: Video cannot stand alone or be introduced in the same way as a 
compendium (a collection of academic papers to be read by the student) as participants according to 
this course seek a motivation for indulging in resources that require “extra” work or are uncommon 
for the students to use.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The purpose of using Salmon’s model for online courses as framework for a blended learning 
course in university teaching was the explicit guidelines on how to design activities on each of the 
five stages in order to support learning online. As the model is developed for fully online courses 
with the goal of teaching how to design online courses and facilitate learning online, some 
adjustments were needed to accommodate to the specific course on university teaching. 
  
In general the Salmon’s model does offer very valuable guidelines on how to design e-tivities and 
how to support interaction and learning on each stage of the model. Nonetheless when applying the 
model to a blended learning scenario it is very important to keep in mind how the e-tivities online 
can be aligned to activities conducted F2F. Likewise arguments for working and learning online 
need to be based on extrinsic motivation as the intrinsic motivation can only be expected to operate 
in the first few e-tivities. The participants’ overall motivation for taking part in the course  and ideas 
about the course has to be considered closely since this is critical to the success of blended learning. 
Explaining the course design – in this case the model of e-moderating – can be a way to comply 
with the ideas of the participants. Another crucial experience in our adaptation of the model to a 
blended learning scenario is that whenever F2F activities intervene with e-tivities online one step 
back in the five-stage model is required.    
 
In the present course the e-tivities of the model were modified after stage 1-2 to cover academic 
content and methods. This coincided with the phase of the course which was criticized by the 
participants. Several different factors beyond the academic e-tivities, such as size of groups, the 
structure of the VLE, the characteristics of asynchronous communication and lack of time are the 
main reasons for this criticism. Again misalignment between F2F activities and the e-tivities, as 
well as lack of a clear goal connecting all activities seem to be an essential part of the problem. At 
the same time the use of e-tivities that motivate and prepare the participants for the academic 
discussions F2F are highly appreciated by the teachers of the course. They express that these 
participants have been better prepared and more reflected than participants on earlier courses. 
 
The use of video as supplement to e-tivities and F2F activities has been another way to explore and 
illustrate ICT-pedagogical methods. Using easy-to-copy methods and standards the intention was to 
introduce the participants to video as learning resources and as a mean to personalize an online 
environment. While the participants experienced few or no technical problems in accessing this type 
of resources, the value of video in the shape presented during this course is questionable according 
to the online questionnaire. Still some participants acknowledge that the video resources have been 
useful in their preparation for F2F activities, which can be seen as a matter of learning styles. In 



order to clarify how video can supply a blended course on university teaching, further experiments 
on how to produce, introduce and use video as learning resources for university teachers are needed.   
 
Overall Salmon’s five stage model has been an important prerequisite for designing and 
implementing the e-tivities in this course. Even if the scope and the structure of the course have 
been different from the conditions of Salmon’s model (directed at fully online courses teaching how 
to facilitate learning online) the model has proved useful for developing a blended learning course 
on university teaching. In our experience the model can with some adaptations be the framework for 
a course combining e-tivities with F2F activities. Whether the model can be used as successful as 
described by Salmon, when the focus of the course is not only how to teach and learn online, will 
depend on a range of external conditions. These comprise as stated earlier the extent of alignment 
between online and offline activities, motivation (both teacher and participant), communication 
skills, the structure of the VLE, knowledge of the model and e-moderation skills among the 
teachers. Also the fact that several teachers have to cooperate on using the model in regards to 
running a blended course may be of some significance. The importance of these aspects as to the 
applicability of the model in blended learning need to be further investigated in the future.   
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