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Hybrid courses—a mix of face-to-face and online content delivery—have changed the face of teaching and learning. In a personal interview, pre-nursing student Curt Bartley, who is attending Lewis Clark State College in pursuit of a nursing degree, shared his thoughts on today’s education. 

Curt returned to school after spending nearly thirty years in governmental accounting software development. When asked to compare his education now with his prior experience at the University of Minnesota and College of , Curt quickly replied that courses are more dynamic with changes in delivery. “Back [in the late 70’s] the instructors used chalk boards and lectured from boring textbooks.  Today my instructors project their computer screens and show YouTube videos, and the textbooks are more interesting.”  (Bartley, 2011). He also likes the change in submitting assignments electronically rather having to type the document and wait for the next class to submit.

The following statements reflect his experience with online learning:

Curt, give me your opinion of the courses you are taking at LCSC: 

How many online course have you taken? Three; statistics, ethics, and CNA.
How many hybrid courses have you taken? One; my CNA course was hybrid.
Which type of course is your preference and why? It depends on the textbook. Online courses tend to have a lot of reading. If the textbook is well written, I can go through at my own rate without having any problems. The hybrid allows me to go at my own rate to a certain point. I still have pauses when I have to wait for the actual classes before I can go any further, so the online course work is what I actually prefer because my reading is fast and my comprehension is adequate enough to do the online quizzes in a fairly rapid manner.
In your opinion, what is the key to success in hybrid courses? You have to make sure to keep up with the online portion so that you are in-sync with the classroom portion. Trying to catch up in any online course is hard, but especially in hybrid courses. I think it’s more important because if you get behind, you are not ready for the in-class portion.
What are the benefits and drawbacks of hybrid courses? The drawback for me was the distance I had to drive to get to the class. I live 120 miles from LCSC, so I would have a four hour round trip drive once a week for a 5 hour class. 
What words of wisdom do you have for a faculty who is planning on teaching a hybrid course? Try to be able to do the classroom portion in more than one physical location – especially for those students who live further away.
How does the hybrid class compare to the totally face-to-face class? It depends on the instructor’s personality and classroom presence. If the instructor or subject matter is not – I hate to use the word “entertaining” – maybe interesting, then the hybrid portion makes it more enjoyable.
What does make the instructor interesting? Personality…he or she is engaging and presents side materials that he brings in to the class to make the materials more relevant.

Have any of your instructors used any web 2.0 features, such as podcasts? No, I haven’t had any assignments where I use web 2.0, but instructors use YouTube video clips all the time…sometimes the video relates to what we are talking about, and others are more like a nice break. 

According to a study presented at the 19th Annual Conference On Distance Teaching And Learning (Kaleta, Garnham, & Aycock, 2005), there are obstacles to hybrid courses for both staff and students.
The study showed that staff members tend to add to their current course design; integrate the face-to-face components into the hybrid class rather than integrating the online portion into their face-to-face class, and taking extra time with the students and their teaching when teaching the hybrid class the first time.
Students do not plan enough time for the hybrid course, thinking that somehow the course will be easier. Another issue is that some students experience difficulty with the online aspect or do not have the resources to access that portion of the class.
Implementing hybrid, or “blended learning,” courses is not something that can be done overnight, or over the span of one graduate course. Thoughtful planning must take place, with input from all stakeholders. Meris Stansbury (2011) comments on the rise of K-12 hybrid courses and the challenges that education leaders face when considering an implementation. Summarizing a report by Michael Horn and Heather Clayton-Staker (2011), Stansbury notes “instructors would like to see better incorporation of research into content design” and “improved data interface between online teachers and face-to-face teachers.”
Policy making is a second component in developing hybrid content. Interpretation of current federal funding policies results in internet filtration that restricts access to web 2.0 tools. Schools need to carefully analyze their current policies and determine how to best relax the filter enough to keep up with the changes in internet technology while protecting sensitive student data and keeping the students away from predatory advances.

As states move to advance online instruction, the need for high-speed bandwidth in classrooms grows. Many schools have wireless capabilities and sophisticated networks to facilitate online instruction. In Idaho, the demand for technology in the classroom is not supported with funding at the state level. The state reimburses school districts for certified staff and administrators, but does not reimburse for technology staff, hardware, or software causing undue financial strain on rural areas. In some districts, the financial burden can be somewhat offset by E-rate funding (FCC) for internet access, web hosting, and telecommunication. Federal EETT grants provide funds for technological devices and teacher professional development, but funds are limited to those few schools who receive the award. 
It is an exciting and troublesome time in education. From brick-and-mortar to virtual schools, online activity has changed the way we think, we share, and we learn. 

References

Bartley, C. (2011, July 18). Hybrid Course Experience. (S. Brimacomb, Interviewer)

Kaleta, R., Garnham, C., & Aycock, A. (2005). Hybrid Courses: Obstacles and Solutions for Faculty and Students. University of Wisconsin-Madison Distance Education Professional Development, Division of Continuing Studies (p. 6). Madison: University of Wisconsin.

Stansbury, M. (2011, June). Report cites 40 diverse examples of blended learning. eSchool News , p. 14.

