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In higher education, despite disciplinary expertise and teaching experience, faculty who are asked to 

implement curriculum into new modalities, particularly ones that rely heavily on technolo-gy such as 

blended learning, may be intimidated and overwhelmed. However, instructors may be more willing to 
explore new modalities if they feel that support is available. Professional Learning Communities, or 

PLCs, support instructors embarking on teaching in new modalities and and us-ing new technology to 
support and expand their instruction. The current study looks at how a PLC was utilized to support 

faculty who piloted a blended learning model of course instruction. Seven faculty members from 

different disciplines shared their perceptions of how PLC meetings affected their ability to teach in the 
blended learning modality. Various sources of qualitative data, including surveys, interviews, and 

meetings notes, were analyzed to see the ways in which the faculty mem-bers viewed and utilized the 

PLC. Faculty reported that the PLC provided support, new ideas, and enhanced teaching and learning 

outcomes. The interdisciplinary nature of this collaborative group was particularly helpful in allowing 

instructors to expand their pedagogical practices within this new modality. They also felt more 

comfortable in their own ability to teach in this modality after receiving feedback from their peers who 
were also teaching blended learning sections for the first time. This preliminary study provides support 

that PLCs can assist in shaping faculty skills and boost interdisciplinary collaboration when faculty 

adapt their teaching to a new pedagogical modali-ty, such as blended. 

 
A greater focus on student learning outcomes and 

innovative approaches to teaching have been a driving 

force in higher education. Blended learning is one 

resulting instructional culmination of this shift. While 

the literature does not present a single, agreed upon 

definition of blended learning, Garrison and Vaughn 

(2008) nicely summarize it as the “thoughtful fusion of 

face-to-face and online learning experiences” (p. 5). 

Institutions choosing to implement this type of 

experience will face the challenge of determining their 

own definition of blended learning, and they will need 

to give equal attention to why blended learning is being 

implemented, as this purpose will drive the mixed-

modality initiative (Niemiec & Otte, 2009). 

The creation of this alternative learning experience 

does not simply mean modifying lesson plans and 

placing content online. Technology is a necessary tool 

in this learning model, but consideration regarding how 

it will contribute to the delivery and understanding of 

the topic being presented should be considered. 

According to Schaber, Wilcox, Whiteside, Marsh and 

Brooks (2010), an ideal blended experience consists of 

deeper and more active learning tasks that are not solely 

modeled by the instructor. The blended modality 

requires teachers to rethink their instruction and create 

experiences that are novel or that they have never tried 

in a traditional or online classroom environment. 

Faculty are challenged to re-evaluate their content and 

how they teach. Blended learning requires that teachers 

put a considerable amount of time into a lesson that 

takes place outside of the purview of their classroom. In 

asking teachers to take such a leap, it is important that 

they are supported, yet orthodox and generative views 

of higher education pedagogy offer little solace to the 

professor who now needs to design investigatory and 

creative learning opportunities through a Learning 

Management System (LMS). 

As teachers at our institution undertook an 

opportunity to pilot blended learning classes within 

their discipline, faculty began meeting once or twice a 

month. Though not mandatory and not billed as formal 

professional development, these ad hoc meetings 

allowed blended learning instructors from multiple 

colleges and disciplines to discuss and share challenges 

and triumphs encountered as they engaged students in 

this new modality. Through the collaboration and 

support instructors sought in these informal 

roundtables, a Professional Learning Community (PLC) 

had unwittingly been established. PLCs have been 

discussed as a vehicle for collaboration within many 

sectors, but particularly in education. Annenberg 

Institute for School Reform (n.d.) differentiates PLCs 

from other professional development by the fact that 

they are ongoing, context specific, aligned to a goal of 

reform or change, and “grounded in a collaborative, 

inquiry-based approach to learning” (p. 1). Instructors 

from various disciplines, who embarked on the blended 

learning experience for the first time, formed a PLC to 

share their experiences.  The current qualitative study 

was conducted to capture the impact of the PLC on the 

blended learning first year experience for faculty, 

through the use of surveys, faculty interviews, and 

meeting notes. This data clearly shows that the PLC 

provided necessary support to teachers implementing 

blended learning, which ultimately impacted the overall 

outcomes of students in their classes in positive ways.  
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Literature Review  

 

In reviewing the literature for this study, a brief 

synopsis of blended learning, the faculty preparation 

necessary to implement blended learning, and the 

role of PLCs in supporting this faculty preparation 

will be summarized. 

 

Blended Learning 

 

Blended learning is defined and described in the 

literature in a variety of ways. Kitchenham (2005) 

defined it as the combination of Internet and classroom 

resources to provide students with specific skills. Pape 

(2010) provided one of the most elaborate definitions of 

blended learning, describing it as an experience that 

goes beyond the walls of the classroom and that appeals 

to diverse learning styles, fosters independent learning, 

and includes online options to enhance the learning 

experience. For the purpose of this study, blended 

learning will be defined as a combination of traditional 

classroom methods and online digital media and 

technology. Instructors who teach blended learning 

classes work to create opportunities for students to 

explore course topics both inside and outside the 

classroom. More specifically, blended learning will be 

defined as a class that meets 50-70% of the assigned 

class time in the face-to-face classroom setting and 

spends 30-50% of the assigned class time completing 

course work in a different setting.  

 

Faculty Preparation 

 

King and Arnold (2012) identify course design, 

communication, and motivation as the three most 

important factors for faculty to consider in successfully 

implementing blended learning. Planning for activities 

that promote active and self-directed learning along with 

increased use of technology involves a rethinking of 

teaching practice on the part of instructors. Classes may 

require revision or a complete redesign to support a 

learner-centered approach, as this is the key to blended 

learning (Bates, 2010; Napier, Dekhane, & Smith, 2011). 

A change in the delivery method, as well as the teaching 

style, needs to be considered and accommodated to 

ensure success. Due to the nature of implementing these 

“planned” and “pedagogically valuable” experiences 

(Laster, Otte, Picciano, & Sorg, 2005), which provide 

meaningful learning in areas where a professor might be 

used to simply lecturing content, faculty must be 

prepared for an investment of time in planning for 

blended classes (King & Arnold, 2012).  

Lesson planning for blended courses requires 

different considerations than lesson planning for 

traditional seated or online courses. Instructors are 

challenged to identify how to introduce topics in class 

and expand upon those topics through independent 

learning activities. This should be considered, because a 

portion of the face-to-face instruction is replaced with 

time spent outside of class participating in activities and 

assignments that reinforce concepts previously 

introduced. Instructors should also focus on finding 

engaging ways to allow students to interact with the 

material. One researcher recounted that it took three 

weeks of intensive preparation to have a pilot three-

week blended unit within a traditional course ready to 

go; as the unit was presented, refinements were made 

based on student and course needs and feedback 

(Kenney & Newcombe, 2011). Creating active learning 

activities can be challenging for instructors as class 

time and the online environment are both 

considerations (Singleton, 2013). Additionally, 

preparation prior to implementing technology into the 

blended learning environment is also critical. This may 

include teachers participating in professional 

development activities that provide the opportunity to 

utilize new technologies prior to incorporation into their 

curriculum. This type of hands-on learning experience 

allows them to use a variety of technologies and gain 

experience with them prior to implementing them into 

blended learning classes. 

All these disparate considerations should be taken 

into account when instructors begin teaching in a 

blended environment. This additional planning time and 

commitment can be a challenge to instructors; one way 

to support faculty through implementation is in peer 

groups where they can “deepen their knowledge and 

expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing 

basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p.4). The 

creation of a PLC to provide this needed support 

became important for the successful implementation of 

blended learning courses. 

 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 

 

PLCs are referred to by many different names; 

however, in reviewing the literature, it was determined that 

the goals and outcomes for the groups assembled was 

consistent: to support the faculty who were participating in 

the groups. Teaching strategies were shared, advice was 

provided, and support was felt by those who participated. 

Below is an overview of the research on PLCs. 

Background. Professional development for teachers 

who are embarking on new methods and modalities of 

teaching is important. To ensure that teachers have the best 

opportunity for success, they need to be supported by their 

colleagues and administration. Stacey and Gerbic (2008) 

called for more investigation of “successful models of 

professional development and support of teachers who 

take up this new mode of teaching [blended learning]” (p. 

967).  Pape (2010) supported this claim by indicating that 

more research was necessary to determine the best 
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professional development practices for blended learning. 

However, existing research did support the fact that 

traditional professional development workshops and 

trainings needed to be supplemented or completely 

replaced with PLCs (Pape, 2010). In a study conducted by 

Pape (2010), when face-to-face study groups were created 

and began to meet regularly to discuss curriculum 

development and to share results about blended learning, 

there were positive results for both the instructors and the 

students. This was a key element that led to successful 

implementation of blended learning.  

In a synthesis of 11 different empirical studies on 

PLCs, Vescio, Ross and Adams (2008) identified four 

essential characteristics that are shared by effective 

PLCs.  The first is collaboration between faculty, which 

required providing them the opportunity to be open in 

their practice, reflect on their practice, and ultimately 

engender change. A focus on student learning is also 

necessary, because the ultimate goal of collaboration and 

reflection is to impact students. Teacher authority allows 

the teacher to make the most advantageous decisions for 

their learners and enables them to experiment and 

innovate. Finally, continuous teacher learning makes the 

experience a form of professional development in which 

teachers are constantly self-evaluating and engaged in 

becoming better teachers (Vescio et al., 2008). 

Benefits and Goals. Cochrane-Smith and Lytle 

(1999) see PLCs differing from other kinds of 

professional development efforts in the primacy of the 

teacher. Where professional development may be seen 

as giving teachers knowledge, PLCs shift that model so 

that faculty instead explore their own knowledge of 

their practice. Benefits of PLCs included better 

understanding of personal teaching philosophy, more 

confidence in capability of implementing technology, 

collaboration and relationships formed with colleagues 

outside of their discipline (Stacey & Mackey, 2009). In 

addition, other benefits of participation in PLCs 

included an increase in faculty motivation and job 

satisfaction, development and maintenance of faculty 

relationships, and reduced faculty burnout (Roth, 2014). 

Improved teaching practices, including reduced time 

lecturing and increased implementation of active 

learning opportunities for students, benefits the faculty 

and students in the class (Roth, 2014). In most cases, 

teaching practices were improved.  

When the goal of the PLC was improving student 

learning, faculty from various disciplines could come 

together and share ideas.  Cross-discipline professional 

communities facilitate new ideas and practices (Roth, 

2014). PLCs establish support for teachers who feel 

isolated in their profession, which helps to improve 

teaching practices and impacts student learning (Roth, 

2014). Interdisciplinary design fosters individual 

learning, critical thinking, and communication skills as 

new practices and ideas as shared across disciplines. 

Group members are considering and integrating concepts 

and ideas from multiple disciplines into an existing 

framework that allows for professional and personal 

growth (Moore & Carter-Hicks, 2014; Stacey & Mackey, 

2009). The teaching discipline is secondary to the desire 

to learn from each other, share common interests, and 

work toward a common goal (Roth, 2014). Collaboration 

leads to the implementation of new teaching practices, 

which encourages further discussions in future meetings 

(Stacey & Mackey, 2009) 

 

Our Blended Experience 

 

Implementation of blended learning at our 

university began during a pilot summer session with a 

single introductory math course. In the fall, blended 

learning classes were offered in six courses in two 

colleges, including math, sciences, and psychology, and 

eventually composition was added in the spring. Course 

objectives and competencies in these blended courses 

remained the same as the traditional courses. The model 

is a mix of face-to-face and online class meetings, 

either 33% outside of the classroom for classes that 

meet three times a week or 50% for classes that meet 

twice a week. Though institutions might view blended 

learning as a cost saving measure to increase the 

number of course offerings without having to build 

additional classrooms, instructors participating in this 

particular pilot study remained in the classroom on the 

independent, or blended, days. Students were afforded 

the opportunity to work in the classroom or ask the 

instructor questions, though they were not mandated to 

be there. On the independent learning days, learners 

were asked to complete assignments that went beyond 

the scope of the traditional course lessons.  Deeper 

learning was fostered with extensive promotion of 

critical thinking skills that focused on deeper 

applications of the curricular competencies. Many of 

the lessons included applied problems that related 

directly to their majors or the contemporary workplace.  

As these courses began, instructors involved in 

teaching blended learning courses started to meet 

regularly. The courses being offered in the blended 

learning modality were initially housed within two 

colleges. In the spring of 2015 another course was 

added which was housed in a third college.  

Therefore, the PLC meetings and discussions were 

increasingly interdisciplinary in nature. Initially 

instructors met every two weeks to discuss and share 

their progress and struggles within this new 

modality. However, considerations were made 

regarding the number of meetings that faculty are 

expected to attend; therefore, it was decided that the 

PLC would meet monthly. An agreed-upon day and 

time was established. These meetings, though 

formally calendared and highly encouraged by the 
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administration, were largely voluntary, and there 

were no repercussions if a faculty member’s 

schedule precluded their attendance. 

This study recounts and summarizes the 

perspectives of faculty from various disciplines who 

met once per month to share best practices, discuss 

concerns or challenges, and support one another as 

they implemented a blended learning model into 

one of their classes. The purpose is to provide an 

overview of the experiences of the faculty who 

participated in the PLC and to detail the 

interdisciplinary nature of the meetings. 

Additionally, an exploration of how the meetings 

led to the creation and management of meaningful 

blended learning experiences will be discussed. 

Finally, the effectiveness of the PLC in supporting 

faculty who taught in this modality will be 

promoted as an effective method for professional 

development in implementing blended learning.  

 

Method 

 

This study analyzed the perceptions and 

experiences of eight faculty members who implemented 

blended learning for the first time. Faculty members 

were from a variety of disciplines including math, 

English, psychology, business, physics, and biology. In 

order to be included in this study, the instructor had to 

teach one blended learning section of his/her respective 

course during the summer, spring, or fall semesters. 

Instructors, who agreed to teach a blended learning 

course within this timeframe were considered to be part 

of a pilot group. Of the seven instructors, six taught 

fulltime in the face-to-face modality and one taught 

fulltime in the online modality. One of the instructors 

who taught fulltime in the face-to-face modality had 

two years of online teaching experience. None of the 

instructors had experience in teaching a blended 

learning class prior to this experience. 

 

 

Table 1 

Faculty Perceptions of PLC 

Statements (n=6) 

Strongly 

Disagree(%) 

Disagree 

(%) 

Neither Agree 

or Disagree (%) Agree (%) 

Strongly 

Agree (%) 

I looked forward to sharing my 

experiences with my colleagues 

at our blended learning 

meetings 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 3 (50.0%) 3 (50.0%) 

I gained valuable information 

from hearing about my 

 colleagues’ experiences 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (16.7%) 5 (83.3%) 

I often felt like I wanted to be 

there more than I had to be 

there 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (16.7%) 3 (50.0%) 2 (33.3%) 

After hearing about different 

techniques and my colleagues 

tips and experiences, I would 

often experiment with those 

ideas in my own blended 

classes 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (16.7%) 3 (50.0%) 2 (33.3%) 

The blended meetings 

enhanced my teaching and  

student outcomes 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (33.3%) 4 (66.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

Overall, the blended learning 

meetings were helpful and 

supportive in my experience 

of teaching blended learning 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (33.3%) 4 (66.7%) 
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The faculty also participated in a PLC that was 

formed and facilitated by a dean from the College of 

Humanities and Social Sciences, which houses the 

disciplines of English, math, and psychology, all of 

which were represented in the blended pilot; however, 

faculty from disciplines in other colleges, including the 

physical and biological sciences and business, were also 

included in the blended project and the PLC. The PLC 

employed an informal roundtable format and met one 

time per month for one hour. During each meeting, 

everyone who participated in the group was provided the 

opportunity to share their experience with the blended 

learning class. An administrator was responsible for 

time-keeping to ensure the meeting moved along and that 

everyone was given the opportunity to share and receive 

feedback from peers. Administrative facilitation was 

limited to listening and connecting ideas among faculty 

rather than attempting to solve problems or critique 

approaches being described.  

 

Data Sources and Analysis 

 

Interviews and surveys were used to collect 

information from faculty members who taught blended 

learning courses in the fall and/or spring semester. Faculty 

interviews were conducted at the end of the fall semester 

for all faculty who taught a blended learning course. The 

interviews were transcribed and coded. In addition to the 

interviews, a faculty blended learning survey, consisting of 

seven Likert-style questions and three short answer 

responses, was administered to collect information from 

instructors. Finally, notes from the monthly PLC meetings 

were used to support information reported in the 

interviews or provided on the faculty survey. 

Surveys. Six out of eight faculty members 

completed and returned the faculty survey that was 

distributed at the end of the first year of blended 

learning. The survey consisted of ten items including 

seven Likert-style questions and three short answer 

questions (Appendix A).  The survey gathered feedback 

on the blended meetings that were held in the first year 

of implementing blended learning classes. The seven 

Likert-type scale questions were run through SPSS for 

basic descriptive statistics (Table 1) while the three 

short answer response questions were coded to identify 

emergent themes. 

Interviews. Faculty interviews that were 

conducted at the end of the first semester were analyzed 

and coded. The Center for Innovation in Research and 

Teaching (CIRT), a faculty driven initiative that 

facilitates excellence in research and writing, conducted 

the interviews and collected the data to help to make the 

interviews more anonymous. These five interviews 

asked open-ended questions about the faculty’s general 

views and experiences piloting the blended classes. 

These interviews were later transcribed and provided to 

the research team. They were then analyzed and coded 

for theme (Table 2) 

Meeting notes. At the monthly meetings, a note-

taker recorded the responses from each participant. 

Different challenges as well as successes were shared 

during these meetings. At each meeting participants 

would briefly describe how their class was progressing; 

what, if any, challenges or struggles they faced; and 

what was going really well. Teaching pedagogy, class 

management, struggling students, LMS issues, and 

overall feelings about the blended learning classes were 

shared during this time. These experiences were all 

captured at each meeting.  

The text of the surveys, interviews, and meeting 

notes were hand-coded into meaning units by each 

researcher. The researchers each coded individually to 

gain better facility and understanding of the data prior 

to meeting altogether. After this initial coding, 

researchers then met to share their codes and to further 

analyze and categorize the data into themes based on 

shared characteristics that the researchers found in the 

interpretation of the data (Saldaña, 2013). Over the 

course of several discussions of categories and themes, 

inter-rater reliability was established between 

researchers and individual understandings, and codes 

were solidified into agreed upon themes as outlined in 

the next section. 

 

Results  

 

In a survey of faculty participants, all strongly 

agreed (50%) or agreed (50%) that they looked forward 

to sharing their experiences with colleagues in the PLC 

(Table 1). One participant stated, “More than anything 

else, the meeting gave moral support, a sense of not 

being alone.” The theme of support was echoed by 

others who stated, “[I]t was reassuring to know that I 

was not alone in the experience,” and, “[I]he meetings 

were a great support.” Additionally, they reported 

gaining valuable information from listening to their 

colleagues’ experiences. In regard to the motivation to 

join the group, five members reported “wanting” to be 

involved rather than feeling an obligation or being 

required to attend the meetings. One participant 

reported neither agreeing nor disagreeing with this 

statement of motivation to be a part of the group. 

Five out of six participants in the PLC reported 

experimenting with different ideas that were shared in 

the PLC. Overall, all of the participants reported that 

the PLC was helpful and supportive in their experience 

of teaching the blended learning class.  

In addition to the Likert responses, survey short 

answers and interview responses were analyzed. 

Themes identified included support, collaboration, 
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Table 2 

Examples of Participants Perceptions of Blended Learning 

Theme Examples 

Support “moral support”; “a sense of not being alone”; “provided encouragement”; “the meetings 

were a great support”; “encouragement along the way” 

Collaboration “able to brainstorm ideas”; “brainstorming provided new learning experiences to be 

implemented into the classroom”; “it helped me to realize that  we often face common 

challenges but each of us had a different take on the solution so it was great to see 

different approaches”; “great help to hear about techniques my colleagues used in their 

blended classes”; “shared best practices” “could experiment with new things in my 

teaching”; “helped me to create stronger learning experiences” 

Comfort “sharing of ideas and issues made me feel more comfortable teaching blended”; “helped 

me personally to be comfortable with my implementation” 

Student 

Experience 

“the meetings helped me make better decisions on course structure and delivery and that 

helped with student outcomes”;  “helped me be more prepared therefore the students 

benefited from it”; “allowed me to help students with the blended format”;  “an idea 

from my blended class has since been implemented in all of my classes”; “positive effect 

on the student outcomes in all my classes, not just the blended section” 

Preparation “I think that was very similar to a regular class.”; “it wasn’t an unreasonable workload.”; 

“The work is not the same, of course, but is not 10 times more.” 

 

 

comfort, student experience, and preparation. Faculty 

reported that the PLC provided moral support, a feeling 

of not being alone, and encouragement. Participants 

openly discussed their experiences and challenges while 

receiving feedback from their peers who were sharing 

those experiences in their classes. One participant stated 

the following: 

 

I considered pulling the plug on the blended 

learning experience when technical issues plagued 

my class causing a lot of confusion for students in 

the beginning of the semester. However, the 

support from others teaching blended learning 

classes provided me the support to continue with 

the experience during the technical difficulties and 

once they were resolved. 

 

Collaboration led to the ability to step outside of one’s 

comfort zone and try various teaching strategies in the 

classroom. Through the realization that, due to the nature of 

our disciplines, “we often face common challenges, but each 

of us had a different take on the solution,”  a new approach 

could be considered and implemented. When one peer 

reported successful implementation of an activity or 

teaching technique, this “offered insights to improving 

practices” for the entire group. For example, one instructor 

reported that her students particularly enjoyed working in 

teams on the blended days; this inspired another instructor, 

who had previously only provided individual activities, to 

employ collaborative assignments for some of the 

independent learning days. The shared information and 

collegial support allowed for more experimentation in each 

instructor’s pedagogy and encouraged them to try teaching 

approaches not always highlighted within their discipline. 

Collaboration led to feeling comfortable in the 

implementation of blended learning experiences. It 

provided confirmation that there is not one correct way 

to conduct a blended learning class. One participant 

reported, “Listening to the different ideas and 

methodologies used by my colleagues helped me 

realize that not all blended learning looks the same. It 

made me comfortable with my implementation.” 

Another instructor reported that though she “did not 

directly implement anything gleaned from a colleague,” 

she reported that “the encouragement along the way 

helped me personally to be comfortable with my 

implementation.” In addition, comfort came from 

feeling better equipped to teach in this modality. By 

attending the PLC meetings, instructors reported feeling 

more prepared and, therefore, more comfortable in 

implementing blended learning.  

Student learning experiences were impacted 

indirectly through the PLC meetings as reported by the 

instructors. One participant noted that the experiences 

shared in the blended learning meetings had a positive 

effect on student outcomes because “they helped me be 

more prepared, therefore students benefit from it.” 

Activities that were successfully implemented in the 
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blended learning section of the course were often later 

implemented into traditional sections of the course 

being taught by the same instructor. One instructor 

explained, “An idea from my blended learning class has 

since been implemented in all my classes. This idea 

alone has had a positive effect on the student outcomes 

in all my classes, not just the blended learning section.” 

In addition, the opportunity to discuss pedagogy with 

other instructors from various disciplines helped in 

“making better decisions on course structure and 

delivery, and that helped with student outcomes.”   

However, in regard to the work of preparing for the 

classes—for example, classroom management, grading, 

and working with students—there was not consistency 

among the responses faculty provided. One faculty 

member reported that the workload was about the same 

and that the type of work was just distributed differently: 

“But as far as managing the class otherwise, getting the 

grades in and working with the students, I think that was 

very similar to a regular class.” This instructor reported 

that “it wasn’t an unreasonable workload.” Interviewee 2 

supported this by stating, "The work is not the same, of 

course, but is not 10 times more.” However, Interviewee 

2 then went on to report, “[I]t was a little tricky to handle 

the grading and making sure that the students get 

feedback for their work.”  

Meeting notes from the PLC meetings reflect a 

framework for the discussions that were most pressing 

to the instructors. Notes while roundtable sharing in 

meetings captured the present concerns, challenges, and 

triumphs in comments such as “going well,” “students 

are responding to visual pieces,” and “trying to figure 

out the best place to post something.”  These meeting 

notes were used to triangulate data from the surveys 

and interviews and helped to provide the framework of 

topics in the discussion section. 

 

Discussion  

 

There is a learning curve for instructors preparing to 

teach a blended learning class for the first time. At the 

beginning of this pilot program, many instructors 

reported planning as if they were teaching a new class. 

Blended learning was not something that they had 

experienced before, and even those who had traditional 

and online teaching experience were stymied in how to 

adjust lessons and materials to fit to the blended learning 

modality. Within the PLCs, faculty were able to share 

ideas, shortcuts, and time management strategies, which 

assisted with feeling less overwhelmed and more 

prepared for the semester ahead.  

 

Preparation and Classroom Management 

 

The literature identifies that preparation for a blended 

class is different and can put added demands on the 

instructor’s time (King & Arnold, 2012), but supports and 

best practices shared in a PLC helped to overcome some 

of those challenges. Faculty teaching blended learning 

classes for the first time had different perspectives 

regarding the preparation, perhaps based upon their 

discipline. One faculty member reported the following: 

 

Initially, I thought that it was going to be very easy 

and that was not the case. It was not difficult but it 

was thinking about teaching differently than I had 

taught before. I thought that with using my ground 

and online experience that I would just combine 

those together and then you would get blended 

learning. I found that that did not necessarily work 

out the way that I thought it was going to. I had 

trouble in the beginning. 

 

Another faculty member reported that in implementing 

blended learning, “You get pushed out of your comfort 

zone, and you have to figure some things out.”   

A variety of different topics were mentioned in 

regard to the workload for blended learning instructors. 

One dilemma was whether an instructor should simply 

adjust existing material used to teach the same class in a 

traditional face-to-face setting or create all new 

materials to fit the new learning environment being 

implemented.  Instructors expressed that preparing for 

the blended learning class took considerably more time 

than preparing for a traditional class. They compared it 

to preparing to teach a class for the first time, even 

though they were teaching the same curriculum in 

traditional classes. Interviewee 1 stated, “I think for me, 

there was a little bit more work in preparing what they 

had to do during the week.” Interviewee 3 also felt 

there was more preparation, because of the following: 

 

[Y]ou [are] trying to really find something that is 

engaging for the students and getting things 

organized. So there’s a lot of prep work, I think 

with this class more than other ones I have done, 

but I think that if it continues that it will probably 

decrease a bit. 

 

In addition to supporting each other, collaboration 

encouraged brainstorming to problem solve. This also 

generated ideas to provide new learning experiences in 

the classroom since they came from various 

disciplinary perspectives. The way a physics instructor 

might approach explaining a difficult concept is likely 

different than how a composition instructor might 

approach a challenging writing task, yet in discussing 

these concerns through the lens of blended learning, 

faculty garnered new approaches. As one group 

member would share an activity that he/she conducted, 

others would take notes and consider ways to 

implement or modify that same activity for their 
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classes. Using an informal roundtable format, this 

environment was intended to provide a different 

approach to classroom design and facilitation issues 

where faculty felt free to share their own challenges in a 

non-judgmental environment. The new approach may 

or may not lead to a better outcome, but it would have 

never been considered if not for time set aside for the 

group to collaborate. 

The PLC was valuable in that it helped instructors 

to realize they were not alone. The instructors shared 

the same feelings and views in regard to the workload 

and preparation for the blended learning class. By 

discussing best practices, instructors were able to take 

ideas that were shared and work to implement them into 

their classes. They were also able to report if the 

strategies or techniques shared and implemented 

worked or did not. This helped to determine if the 

problems experienced were unique to the blended 

learning experience or if they were discipline-specific.  

Faculty who participated in the PLC freely shared 

their positive experiences and the challenging aspects 

of blended learning. By sharing experiences in the 

group, members were able to receive support in areas in 

which they encountered difficulties; faculty also shared 

ideas that were working well, allowing others in the 

group to decide if they wanted to integrate the new 

shared learning strategy into their own classroom. In 

these exchanges we found support for the idea that 

there are pedagogical benefits alongside greater 

understanding when learning from each other through 

“disciplinary dialogues and collaboration” (Baker & 

Däumer, 2015, p. 51). 

 

LMS and Classroom Management 

 

Classroom management was sometimes found to be a 

challenge when the online discussion forums were being 

used in larger classes. Some of the blended learning 

classes had more than 90 students enrolled. In PLC 

discussions, best practices for using the discussion forums 

were shared. It was suggested that rather than individual 

posts, students could work in groups and post completed 

work to be reviewed in the forums. This would reduce the 

number of posts in the forums. It would also ensure 

collaboration among the students as this was the goal in 

the use of the discussion forum Also, initial technical 

issues with the LMS led to some student and faculty 

confusion. There was a glitch in the discussion forum in 

one of the blended learning sections; therefore, students 

were not able to complete tasks assigned on the blended 

learning days. Once the issue was identified and corrected, 

this problem was alleviated; however, during the diagnosis 

and correction, the PLC helped to support and encourage 

the instructor who was struggling. The instructor 

considered canceling the blended learning experience for 

the semester and returning to a traditional modality. 

However, colleagues came forward with suggestions to 

help alleviate the technological problems until they could 

be formally corrected. This support and the suggestions 

that were made encouraged the instructor to continue and 

complete the semester with successful outcomes.  

 

Future PLC Meetings 

 

These PLC meetings also created a yearning for 

even more collaboration. One instructor suggested that 

in future semesters the PLC meeting should begin by 

each instructor taking a turn at providing a 10-minute 

“mini-teach” to demonstrate and describe a method 

used in their blended classes in hopes of seeing “more 

discipline-focused examples to determine if they could 

be modified to fit my discipline.”  

 

Limitations 

 

Within this study, several limitations were noted. 

This was a pilot study; therefore, the information 

collected serves as a baseline. The effectiveness of 

PLCs was founded in this study, but comparisons 

cannot be made. Additional studies on PLCs in blended 

learning will help to determine the effectiveness of 

PLCs in higher education to support faculty who are 

embarking on blended learning.  

Additionally, the data that was analyzed in this 

study was self-reported. The participants shared their 

experience in the PLC and with blended learning in 

face-to-face meetings, as well as in a survey at the end 

of the semester. Due to the very small sample size and 

based upon information that was shared in the 

meetings, it was hard to maintain confidentiality in this 

study. The lack of confidentiality may have had an 

impact on the way that individuals responded in the 

meetings and on the surveys.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Findings from this preliminary study identify important 

aspects of faculty experiences and their need for 

support in adapting to teaching in a blended learning 

environment. Professional learning communities may 

be the avenue to promote effective faculty collaboration 

and to sustain support for one another. Further research 

should be conducted by expanding the population 

surveyed and interviewed to different college campuses 

nationally and internationally. As groups continue to 

meet in the second and third year of implementation of 

this professional development support model, it will be 

interesting to observe if and how the group evolves 

when individuals have more experience and knowledge. 

Continuing to conduct research on PLCs that 

incorporate diverse academic fields such as fine arts, 

theology, and education, in addition to the disciplines 
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already represented, would be an area for possible 

expansion on this topic. This present study contributes 

to a growing body of research addressing pedagogy and 

practices in the blended learning environment and to a 

foundation for increasing interdisciplinary collaboration 

among professionals in higher education. 
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