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Adapting and thriving: From emergency remote teaching to blended learning

Keywords Abstract
Blended learning; 
case study; 
emergency remote teaching; 
Hong Kong higher education; 
outside the classroom.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound and lasting impact on 
education, with change and consequences that extend beyond its 
duration. The emergency remote teaching (ERT), the sudden shift 
from face-to-face to online instruction, left many educators worldwide 
unprepared. While cases of ERT abound, existing literature focuses 
primarily on ERT in the classroom setting. There is also a paucity of 
studies exploring the longer-term impact of ERT on the educational 
landscape. This case study interrogates how educators in the context of 
Hong Kong higher education navigated and advanced teaching beyond 
the classroom during ERT. It further explores the transition and lasting 
impact of pandemic-implicated educational practices. As diversity is the 
primacy underlying the case study approach (Stake, 1995), four cases 
were selected based on various disciplines, technologies, and pandemic-
implicated educational practices in Hong Kong. The findings reveal that 
these pandemic-implicated practices do not simply revert to the normal 
after the pandemic, which was the original face-to-face instruction. 
Instead, they evolve into blended learning practices at various levels, 
including activity-level blending, course-level blending, and programme-
level blending. The paper concludes by discussing the pedagogical 
implications of the “new normal” when blended learning becomes a 
prevalent form of teaching. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound and lasting 
impact on education, with change and consequences that 
extend beyond its duration. More precisely, the pandemic 
has forced stakeholders worldwide to act and react 
swiftly, radically, and arduously in unprecedented times 
of emergency. When face-to-face teaching was halted 
in the early months of the pandemic and intermittently 
during subsequent waves, many higher education (HE) 
institutions transitioned to emergency remote teaching 
(ERT). Due to the far-reaching effects of the pandemic, a 
large body of ERT literature has flourished. Some literature 
collected perspectives from students and parents during 
the pandemic (Ewing & Cooper, 2020; Mshigeni et al., 
2021; Seabra et al., 2022) while others chronicled the lived 
experiences of practitioners globally as they navigated 
ERT, both individually and collectively (Alterri et al., 2020; 
Anzovino et al., 2020; Mahaffey, 2020; Mulrooney & Kelly, 
2020; Linden & Gonzalez, 2021; Usher et al., 2021). 

The existing ERT literature has effectively captured the 
immediate changes brought about by the pandemic, such as 
the temporary transition to online teaching (O’Dea & Stern, 
2022), and a range of success and bittersweet stories during 
ERT (Appel & Robbins, 2021; Shinaset al., 2022; Vanleeuwen 
et al., 2020). Nevertheless, three issues regarding the impact 
of the pandemic on education remain under-addressed. 
First, the majority of the literature primarily focuses on 
ERT in the classroom setting. In other words, learning that 
occurs outside the classroom is largely unknown. Second, 
there is also a paucity of empirical studies exploring the 
evolving educational practices beyond ERT. While the ERT 
paradigm rests not on sustainability but on the temporality 
of teaching practices (Hodges et al., 2020; Iglesias-Pradas 
et al., 2021), many ERT practices, in fact, have been much 
improved through periodic feedback loops over the past 
two years (Moore et al., 2021). As such, there is a potential 
for pandemic-implicated educational practices to be 
continued or sustained after the initial times of emergency 
(Moore et al., 2021). Third, the discourse in the ERT literature 
often concentrates on the overall change in the mode of 
instruction but fails to address the specific areas of change 
and how change took place when the teaching modality 
shifted. 

This paper seeks to address the three research gaps 
aforementioned by examining how educators in the context 
of Hong Kong HE navigated and advanced teaching outside 
the classroom in the pandemic and beyond. Specifically, 
drawing inspiration from the influential Technological 
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework 
(Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Shulman, 1986, 1987), this study 
investigates changes and adaptations that occurred within 
three knowledge domains, namely content, pedagogy, and 
technology, during ERT. This theoretical framework is chosen 
for its suitability and immediate relevance to the study, 
precisely because of its focus on teacher knowledge. In 
fact, teaching requires high cognitive skills, where teachers 
simultaneously leverage their knowledge of subject matter, 
teaching methods, and technology (ibid.). Such knowledge 
enables them to navigate in the unexpected situations, as in 
the case of the pandemic. The two research questions (RQs) 

are:

In what ways did educators modify their 
content, pedagogical approaches, and 
utilisation of technology during the period of 
Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT)?

How and why have pandemic-implicated 
educational practices been sustained?

RQ1.

RQ2.

Literature review

Emergency remote teaching 

The COVID-19 pandemic upended higher education (HE) 
institutions worldwide from early 2020 and throughout 
the two subsequent years, with potential effects that may 
persist for years to come. In early 2020, a myriad of social 
distancing policies was in place to mitigate the spread of 
the coronaviruses. Of particular significance to the HE 
was the policy of transition from face-to-face to online 
instruction. As highlighted by Hodges et al. (2020), there is 
a glaring difference between online teaching as a planned 
and structured approach and the abrupt and temporary 
shift in teaching modality during the pandemic. More 
concretely, such temporality of change from face-to-face, 
hybrid, or blended courses to fully online instruction should 
be distinctively referred to as emergency remote teaching 
(ERT). This distinction is necessary precisely because online 
teaching involves careful and coherent design and planning 
which is in stark contrast to ERT where teachers scrambled 
to teach remotely without sufficient time for necessary 
amendments (Hodges et al., 2020; Moore et al., 2021; 
Iglesias-Pradas et al., 2021). 

Due to the abrupt shift in the teaching modality, many 
teachers were left unprepared. Teachers’ high level of 
unpreparedness can be attributed to a lack of practicality, 
such as the unfamiliarity with using technology-enhanced 
educational or communication tools or having limited or 
no prior experience in teaching remotely (Appel & Robbins, 
2021; Khan, 2021; Maddumapatabandi & Gamage, 2020; 
Vanleeuwen et al., 2020). However, at a more fundamental 
level, the lack of readiness can be attributed to the perceptual 
shift in the teaching paradigm. Traditionally, the classroom 
has been viewed as a closed system, with teaching and 
learning confined to a physical space. In contrast, e-learning 
operates as an open system that allows students to learn 
without temporal and spatial limitations (Khan, 2021). This 
shift raises important questions and challenges for teachers, 
such as what to expect in the online learning environment, 
what forms of interaction hold significance, or even how to 
gauge student engagement when their cameras are turned 
off.

In the context of higher education in Hong Kong, universities 
underwent an ERT seesaw situation in response to different 
epidemiological waves of the pandemic in the city. The 
word ‘seesaw’ epitomises the constantly swinging modes of 
instruction that occurred from February 2020 to May 2023. 
It shall follow that while each university in Hong Kong has its 
own administrative policies, institutional agendas, priorities, 
and teaching calendars, they followed similar timelines 
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for implementing ERT practices during the pandemic. The 
timelines that follow are based on the experience of a 
particular university as an illustrative example. In the second 
term of the 2019-2020 academic year, all local universities 
implemented their first ERT where all teaching was moved 
until further notice (The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
[CUHK], 2020). When the COVID-19 situation improved, 
Hong Kong higher education institutions returned to 
face-to-face instruction in the first term of the 2021-2022 
academic year (CUHK, 2021). However, ERT was reintroduced 
when the Omicron variant had a significant impact locally 
and globally (CUHK, 2022a). Following the Omicron-induced 
wave, face-to-face teaching resumed starting from the 
2022-2023 academic year onwards (CUHK, 2022b). Despite 
a recent uptick in Hong Kong from April to May 2023, no 
emergency measures or ERT were restored (CUHK, 2022c). 

The ERT seesaw situation in Hong Kong confirms a 
fundamental assumption underlying ERT, which suggests 
that the original teaching modality will generally be resumed 
once the crisis subsides (Hodges et al., 2020). However, 
it raises the question of whether pandemic-implicated 
educational practices can be fully returned to their original 
state.

The present study

The present study is part of a larger cross-institutional 
project which explores different virtual teaching and 
learning (VTL) strategies adopted beyond the classroom 
in four public universities in Hong Kong. The project 
encompasses three main areas of investigation, including 
VTL educational practices concerning new learning venues, 
internationalisation, and extracurricular activities. Informed 
by Stake (1995), the present study adopts an instrumental 
collective case study approach to deriving a general 
understanding of the lived experience of educators who 
transitioned into and beyond ERT. 

Method 

Participants

Four participants, also referred to as cases, were recruited 
by the project lead and co-leads from four different public 
universities in Hong Kong through the cross-institutional 
project. All four public universities are research-intensive 
and have student enrolments ranging from 6,000 to 20,000. 
While most students are local Chinese from Hong Kong, 
there are also non-local students, including international 
and Mainland Chinese students. There were general and 
specific sampling criteria. The first general criterion required 
participants to be involved in virtual teaching and learning 
(VTL) roles within the four universities under study. The 
second general criterion was that participants must have 
experienced the transition to ERT where they carried out 
pandemic-implicated educational practices. This means 
that the participants had either adapted their practices or 
adopted new initiatives during ERT. As balance and variety are 
essential in case selection (Stake, 1995), specific criteria were 
established to recruit participants from various disciplines and 

across different types of curricula, including both curricular 
and extra-curricular activities, as well as different forms of 
VTL, such as simulated or online approaches. Guided by 
the sampling criteria, potential participants were identified 
through the professional networks of the project lead and 
co-leads, as well as desktop research on university websites, 
including annual teaching and learning conferences. Prior 
to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the 
research ethics committee. Initial contact was then made 
with the four participants to explain the purposes of the 
study and to confirm their willingness to participate. A 
consent form detailing participants’ rights, such as the ability 
to withdraw from the study, confidentiality, and anonymity, 
as well as how data would be stored, was provided. 

Table 1 specifies the demographics of each participant, 
including their institutions, pandemic-implicated practices, 
disciplines, teaching experiences, and examples of courses 
they teach or projects they manage. In particular, teaching 
experiences are not solely confined to the act of teaching 
but also include the commitment to supporting student 
learning and experiences through various initiatives, such as 
research, professional development, and reflection (Advance 
HE, 2020). Each participant was assigned a pseudonym to 
protect their identities.

Table 1. Participant demographics. 

Data collection 

Upon obtaining the ethical approval, qualitative data were 
collected between December 2021 and June 2023 using 
semi-structured interviews. Each of the four participants 
underwent two interviews: one pre-interview and one 
post-interview. The pre-interview instrument contained 
six questions related to the course or programme design, 
teaching and learning strategies, and future plans for the 
courses or programmes. The post-interview instrument 
included two sets of questions. The first set, consisting of 
five questions, was used if the participants had continued 
the pandemic-implicated practices discussed in the pre-
interviews. For example, one question asked, “Have you 
expanded the scope of your initiative or made changes to it? 
How and why?” The second set of post-interview questions, 
covering four questions, explored why the participants did 
not continue their pandemic-implicated practices. However, 
since all participants in this study continued their practices, 
only the first set of interview questions was used.
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All pre-interviews were conducted either face-to-face or 
online, with an average duration of 50 minutes. For the 
post-interviews, three out of the four were conducted 
online, while one was conducted in a written format due to 
a scheduling conflict. The post-interviews were intentionally 
designed to be shorter than the pre-interviews, with an 
average duration of 25 minutes. Such design was to focus 
specifically on following up with the participants regarding 
the changes and sustainability of their previously discussed 
pandemic-implicated practices, rather than starting anew 
with questions about their practices. This approach sought 
to build rapport with the interviewees by demonstrating 
familiarity with and appreciation for their work. Although the 
post-interviews did not repeat some background questions 
about their work, participants were free to describe or 
mention what they did as they wished. All interviews were 
audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed for data 
analysis purposes.

Data analysis 

Thematic analysis was chosen as the method for analysing 
the data because it provides the researchers with the 
flexibility to make sensible choices about how analysis can 
be conducted, with the caveat that thematic analysis is not an 
‘anything goes’ approach (Antaki et al., 2003). In Braun and 
Clarke’s (2006, p. 79) words, “[t]hematic analysis is a method 
for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) 
within data”. It also explores patterns and shared meaning 
across the datasets which can address the two research 
questions. Specifically, data were analysed both deductively 
and inductively. As for the theoretical frameworks, this 
study used two coding schemes for the two respective RQs. 
The first RQ was guided by the Technological Pedagogical 
Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework (Mishra & Koehler, 
2006; Shulman, 1986, 1987) where data were analysed 
according to themes regarding content, pedagogy, and 
technology. The second RQ followed Graham’s (2006) 
proposition of blended learning models, namely activity-
level, course-level, and programme-level blending, as well 
as some major benefits for the blends.  

Apart from the deductive approach, data were also 
examined inductively following the six stages of analysis. 
These stages include familiarisation of data, generation of 
initial codes, development of themes, theme reviews, theme 
naming, and report writing (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2020). 
The data were read and re-read to gain insights into the 
subject matter. Notes and key points were taken to capture 
some early observations. For example, phrases, such as “(a)
synchronized participation” (Bonnie), “visit this material 
again and again” (Roger), and “practise anytime” (Katie) 
highlighted that technologies could move learning beyond 
temporal and spatial limitations and were subsequently 
coded and clustered under the theme of the value of blended 
learning. Referencing Graham’s (2006) suggested rationales 
for blended learning, possible sub-themes of the value of 
blended learning could be enhanced access and added 
flexibility. However, this study identified that the benefits of 
blended learning are not confined to time and space, but 
also extend to people, such as “across continents” (Bonnie). 
Therefore, a sub-theme of expanding the parameters of 

learning (see below) was used.  

Results

RQ1. In what ways did educators modify their content, 
pedagogical approaches, and utilisation of technology 
during the period of Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT)?

The first research question was addressed using data 
collected from the pre-interviews. This paper reveals that all 
participants made adaptations within the three knowledge 
domains. In the content domain, educators modified the 
sequencing and quantity of their teaching content. They 
also created opportunities for student-generated content. 
Within the pedagogy domain, a student-centred learning 
approach was adopted in the pandemic-implicated 
initiatives. In terms of the technology domain, Information 
Communication Technology (ICT) and Virtual Reality (VR) 
were utilised. Table 2 below provides a summary of the four 
pandemic-implicated practices and the corresponding areas 
of adaptation.

Table 2. An overview of the four pandemic-implicated 
practices and the corresponding areas of adaptation.

The adaptation of content

During the transition to ERT, educators in the four datasets 
implemented various adaptations in terms of content. The 
adaptations encompassed three different approaches: 
change in content sequencing, adjustments in content 
quantity, and the facilitation of student-generated content.

Change in content sequencing 

The sequential change in content is exemplified in Roger’s 
e-learning student ambassador programme. This programme 
provides students with opportunities to enhance their skills 
in information technology (IT), media, communication, as 
well as teamwork to support peers in the wider community. 
The training includes essential IT and digital skills, such 
as multimedia editing, desktop publishing, web design, 
basic programming, and digital animation. By design, the 
training sessions were intended to take place face-to-face 



220Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.8 No.1 (2025)

on campus. The first training session on the introduction to 
photography was conducted in-person. However, due to the 
transition to ERT, all in-person instruction was moved online 
until further notice. In the original plan, the second and third 
training sessions were dedicated to videography and audio 
recording, as well as lighting techniques. This sequencing 
was based on the shared foundational principles between 
photography and videography, particularly in terms of 
lighting and focusing. Nevertheless, these sessions were 
swapped with sessions on audio editing and video editing. 
This adjustment allowed students to engage in hands-on 
practice remotely with their own digital electronic devices. 

Adjustments in content quantity 

The increase in the number of practice content is particularly 
evident in the case of Katie’s VR job interview practice 
tool. The VR tool is specifically designed for a business 
communication course which seeks to enhance the learning 
needs of students in job searching and the early stages of 
their careers. The course and the tool introduce strategies 
for navigating various communication challenges that new 
graduates may encounter in various workplace settings. 
In the initial design, only one lesson was allocated for the 
in-person job interview practice due to various constraints, 
such as the already packed teaching schedules, limited in-
class time, and a large cohort of students. The high demand 
for more job interview practice was reflected in Katie’s 
mid-term and end-of-term course evaluations, as many 
students remarked that “more interview practice please as 
it is very valuable”. With the introduction of the VR practice 
tool, students now have access to a significantly greater 
number of practice opportunities as they can learn anytime 
and anywhere. For instance, students using this tool can 
engage in extensive practice and repetition through the 
built-in exercises, which cover fifteen types of professions, 
three levels of difficulty, and three types of duration. This 
allows students to enhance their interviewing skills through 
repeated practice and exposure to different scenarios.

The facilitation of student-generated content 

Students took the initiative to generate content in the two 
outside-classroom learning opportunities. Bonnie’s online 
exchange project was developed as an internationalisation-
at-home initiative to address the prolonged suspension of 
physical exchanges due to the pandemic. Students from 
Hong Kong and Turin, Italy, were given both structured 
and unstructured opportunities to interact through online 
meetings and WhatsApp where they gained insights into 
their respective linguistic and intercultural differences. 
Specifically, participants from both sides were tasked with 
collecting photos that showcased the linguistic landscapes 
of their respective cities. These photos were then presented 
and discussed in virtual classes. In Hudson’s online peer 
mentoring service-learning project, university students 
serving as mentors took an active role in content creation. 
The mentors attended training to enhance their academic 
and psychological awareness in areas such as examinations, 
university interviews, time management, self-efficacy, 
confidence, peer communication, and more, so that they can 

better equip themselves to answer potentially challenging 
questions raised by their fellow mentees. Upon completion 
of the training, the mentors designed a set of common 
admission interview questions, conducted two online 
communication training workshops, and facilitated seven 
mock university interviews with their mentees. This mentor-
led initiative aimed to enhance the mentees’ interviewing 
skills while providing valuable guidance and support during 
the university admission process.

The adaptation of pedagogy 

Under the theme of the adaptation of pedagogy, teachers’ 
efforts to promote student-centred learning become 
prominent across the four cases. In particular, the core 
notion of the student-centred learning is to design learning 
that facilitates students’ active engagement where they 
have the ownership and autonomy of their learning (Arman, 
2018; Hoidn, 2017). In this case study, students’ role in 
their own learning is evident through two significant forms 
of interaction, namely student-student interaction, and 
student-computer interaction. 

Student-student interaction 

Opportunities for student-student interaction were actively 
constructed in various ways. For example, Roger’s e-learning 
student ambassador programme aimed to equip a cohort 
of eight to ten students with some fundamental digital 
skills so that they could create a supportive digital learning 
experience for their peers at the university. Bonnie’s online 
exchange project provided a rich platform for student-
student interaction at an international level. Students 
from Hong Kong and Turin had designated time for 
icebreaking conversations in order to establish connections 
and foster cross-cultural understanding. Additionally, 
they collaborated on a project focused on exploring the 
linguistic landscape of their respective cities. Hudson’s 
online peer mentoring service-learning project facilitated 
student-student interaction across educational sectors. 
A group of 30 university students served as mentors and 
provided communication training specific to university 
interviews to a cohort of 30 secondary school students. This 
service-learning project was significant because it provided 
additional support and resources necessary for students 
with little cultural and economic capital to thrive in their 
educational pursuits. 

Student-computer interaction 

Katie’s VR job interview practice tool places a strong 
emphasis on empowering students and cultivating their 
sense of autonomy and ownership in their learning process. 
This application sought to enhance students’ job interview 
skills by providing them with valuable support, including 
built-in interview exercises and mini lessons. With the VR 
tool, students were granted unlimited opportunities to 
practise job interviews and received immediate feedback on 
their performance. They could self-assess their performance 
while benefiting from auto-generated feedback tailored to 
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their specific selections of scenarios. This iterative process 
enabled students to continuously refine their interview 
skills and gain self-awareness. In addition to the interview 
exercises, the tool offered a range of mini lessons. These 
self-directed learning materials, such as pre-recorded videos 
on job-seeking, enriched students’ learning experiences by 
allowing them to engage with these resources anytime and 
anywhere. 

The adaptation of technology 

To aid the transition into ERT, the use of technology can 
be broadly categorised into two types. The first and most 
prevalent type of technology was the use of Information 
Communication Technology (ICT). In the three cases 
examined, namely Roger’s e-learning student ambassador 
programme, Bonnie’s online exchange project, and 
Hudson’s online peer mentoring service-learning project, 
were mediated by the videoconferencing tool, Zoom. 
Educators, students, and peers were able to interact with 
each other by speaking up in online meetings, sharing their 
screens to display documents or presentations, having 
access to the instant chat function, and casually providing 
feedback by pressing the thumb-ups or emojis. The second 
type of technology identified in one of the cases was 
Katie’s incorporation of Virtual Reality (VR) into a course. 
VR technology created simulated 3D environments for 
students to practise interviews with an avatar interviewer. 
The immersive setting also allowed students to develop a 
sense of presence as if they were actually participating in 
authentic job interviews.

RQ2. How and why have pandemic-implicated 
educational practices been sustained?

The second research question was answered by analysing 
data collected from the post-interviews. Different from 
the pre-interviews, the post-interviews focused on the 
development of the previously discussed pandemic-
implicated educational practices. This study identifies one 
overarching theme that emerged across all four datasets, 
namely the notion of continuity and sustainability through 
blended learning. In other words, educators in the post-
pandemic era have adopted blended learning as their 
prevailing teaching modality. Within this overarching theme, 
there are two salient sub-themes, which are the levels and 
the value of blended learning. Blended learning can take 
various forms and operate at different levels (Graham, 2006). 
From the four cases examined, three levels of blending have 
been identified. These blends include activity-level blending, 
course-level blending, and programme-level blending. A 
summary of the cases can be found in Table 3.

The levels of blends

Blended learning at the activity level 

Activity-level blending refers to a learning activity which 
involves both face-to-face and computer-mediated 
components (Graham, 2006). In this case study, Bonnie’s 

Table 3. The continuity and sustainability of the pandemic-
implicated educational practices.

online exchange project is incorporated as an activity-level 
blending component in the current instruction. While the 
online exchange project was developed as a rescue plan 
during the pandemic, this initiative has proved to be an 
effective learning activity for students to participate in cross-
cultural communication remotely and safely. The partnership 
between Hong Kong and Turin, Italy remains unchanged. 
Students of both sides share the same learning opportunity 
as the previous cohort. What changes in the current teaching 
is the physical location of the online exchange. In the post-
pandemic era where in-person teaching has resumed, 
Bonnie now brings participants from Turin at a distance 
into the lecture hall where the Hong Kong cohort is located. 
Students in Hong Kong now have the opportunity to engage 
in learning not only with peers and the teacher face-to-face, 
but also simultaneously interact with peers overseas by 
computer-mediated technology. 

Blended learning at the course level 

Course-level blending consists of both face-to-face 
instruction and computer-mediated activities within a 
specific course or learning experience (Graham, 2006). A 
range of classes or learning components are arranged and 
sequenced chronically or simultaneously to achieve the 
intended learning objectives (Graham, 2006). Two cases, 
namely Katie’s VR job interview practice tool and Hudson’s 
online service-learning project, have evolved into examples 
of course-level blending in the post-pandemic era. For 
example, Katie’s VR job interview application continues to 
serve as a supplementary practice tool in the compulsory 
language course once face-to-face teaching resumes. 
Another instance of course-level blending is Hudson’s 
online service-learning project. This project, which has been 
embedded within a course on interpersonal communication, 
continues to operate as a course-level blending approach. 
Originally designed and delivered entirely online, the project 
has now transitioned to a blended model that combines 
80% online and 20% offline components. The orientation 
meetings between mentors and mentees and the online 
workshops and training provided by the university students 
remain unchanged and continue to be conducted remotely. 
These online components ensure that the project maintains 
its accessibility and flexibility which allows participants to 
engage in collaborative and interactive activities regardless 
of their physical locations. The 20% offline component of 
the project refers to the closing ceremony. After working 
together remotely on the online learning components, the 
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student groups now come together for a two-hour face-to-
face event as part of the closing ceremony. 

Blended learning at the programme level 

While programme-level blending is frequently referred 
to as a degree programme (Graham, 2006), in this case 
study, a programme is defined as a range of online and 
offline activities, tasks, or resources that are offered within 
a particular timeframe. In the case of Roger’s e-learning 
student ambassador programme, face-to-face training 
sessions have resumed after the pandemic. However, the 
programme utilises a learning management system to 
host a variety of supplementary learning materials. These 
online resources, curated based on training topics such as 
photography, videography, and video and audio editing, 
serve as valuable supplements to the face-to-face training 
sessions and would not replace the training per se. Roger 
added, “Just because we finished with the pandemic, it 
doesn’t mean that we finished with Zoom or online learning. 
But it will keep continuing. It will keep evolving because I 
don’t think online learning will just end it like that. I think 
offline and online will work together”. As the e-learning 
student ambassador programme is now blended, students 
can revise and revisit the materials according to their own 
interests, needs, and time alongside the in-person training 
classes. Additionally, the online repository serves as a 
contingency plan in the event of future emergencies, such as 
the need for another round of ERT if there is a sharp uptick 
in confirmed COVID-19 cases. This added flexibility enables 
teachers to seamlessly deliver teaching content either online 
or offline, depending on the circumstances.

The value of blended learning 

In response to the evolving educational practices influenced 
by the pandemic, the reasons for changes are often 
mentioned during the interviews. This brings the value 
of blended learning to the fore. Three prominent sub-
themes are identified, including expanding the parameters 
of learning, improving inclusivity, as well as enhancing 
pedagogy. 

Expanding the parameters of learning

The traditional notion of learning has long been associated 
with a physical classroom where teaching and learning take 
place (Khan, 2021). However, this case study demonstrates 
a departure from this conventional approach by offering a 
range of learning opportunities beyond the confines of a 
physical classroom. Students no longer learn with temporal, 
spatial, or participatory restrictions. For instance, Roger’s 
e-learning student ambassador programme provides 
students with supplementary learning resources so that they 
can conduct self-study at their own pace. Similarly, Katie’s 
VR job interview practice tool enables students to gain 
additional practice anytime and anywhere. Furthermore, 
Bonnie’s online exchange project offers students across 
continents to participate in (a)synchronised activities and 
cross-cultural communication. Likewise, Hudson’s online 

peer mentoring service-learning project brings together 
university and secondary school students from different 
educational sectors to co-construct learning. The parameters 
of learning in terms of time (anytime), place (anywhere), and 
people (anyone) are thus extended. 

Improving inclusivity

The notion of creating a more inclusive and equitable 
learning experience for students of diverse backgrounds, 
be they socio-economically, linguistically, or academically, 
prevails across the datasets. Bonnie’s online exchange 
project is a vivid case in point. Not all students are financially 
prepared for a physical exchange, according to Bonnie in 
charge of the project. The project would allow students from 
less fortunate background to experience cross-cultural and 
cross-institutional collaboration without incurring additional 
costs. Another example is Hudson’s online peer mentoring 
service-learning project. This initiative specifically targets 
disadvantaged secondary school students and provides 
them with valuable insights and practice for navigating 
highly competitive university entrance interviews. Hudson 
recalled that there was a “significant variation of language 
proficiencies among the [mentees]. This is something that I 
did not expect… very unfortunately, several [mentees] could 
not even introduce themselves properly in English. … [But] 
this is the real taste. At least they know their … I can’t say, 
I can’t use the word defects, but at least they know their 
weakness. Right? So they can better prepare themselves 
at least a year earlier.” This community service is a crucial 
initiative to widen access in higher education precisely 
because students from disadvantaged backgrounds often 
lack the information and support essential for them to 
navigate choices (Bowl, 2003; Marshall, 2016). 

Enhancing pedagogy

Pedagogy refers to “the instructional techniques and 
strategies that allow learning to take place” (Siraj-Blatchford 
et al., 2002, p. 10). Hudson’s online peer mentoring service-
learning project highlights the role of student involvement 
and participation in its course design. Students were provided 
with opportunities to take on active roles as mentors by 
leading workshops and creating learning materials for 
the course. Hudson remarked that the course would not 
have been possible without the students’ leadership and 
contributions. He said, “I can’t do this project without the help 
of my students because I just serve as the role as a teacher. 
I give them some guidance, some advice, but they are the 
one who listen to my advice and tailor make some training 
materials for their mentees. They are not using my own, 
lecture handouts. No, they created their own and delivered 
the concept maybe in an easy or more friendly manner”. 
Likewise, Katie’s VR job interview practice tool exemplifies an 
effective pedagogical practice. With a large cohort of over 
100 students, providing timely and personalised feedback 
on interview performance would have been challenging 
with limited human resources. However, the utilisation of 
an auto-generated feedback system enables students to 
receive valuable feedback promptly. 
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Discussion

The findings of this study revealed two significant patterns 
in the pandemic-implicated educational practices that 
took place outside the classroom. First, there are four 
interconnected aspects of change and adaptation observed 
across the cases. More concretely, as the pandemic 
upended the educational landscape at both local and global 
levels, the most prominent change was the immediate and 
temporary shift in teaching modality and its primary role in 
inducing change in the three elements of knowledge bases, 
namely content, pedagogy, and technology. To emphasise 
its importance, the gear representing ERT, as the teaching 
modality, in Figure 1 below is depicted as the largest. In 
other words, the change in modality becomes the decisive 
factor in engendering change and adaptation in the other 
three aspects. 

Figure 1. Imagining gears in motion–The four interlocked 
aspects of change and adaptation during ERT.

In contrast to the extensive focus on technological 
pedagogical content knowledge, as highlighted by Mishra 
and Koehler (2006), Koehler et al. (2007), and numerous 
other scholars (Zimmermann et al., 2021; Valtonen et al., 
2020; Joo et al., 2018), this paper shifts its attention towards 
identifying specific aspects of change and adaptation within 
the three fundamental knowledge domains during the 
pandemic. The change and adaptation examined in this 
study, as addressed in Research Question 1, encompass 
areas such as content sequencing, content quantity, the 
role of content generation, the enhancement of student-
student and student-computer interaction, as well as the 
utilisation of information communication technology and 
virtual reality.

As in Figure 1 above, the three other interconnected 
aspects of change and adaptation are content, pedagogy, 
and technology. The gears representing these knowledge 
domains are of equal size, emphasising the equal importance 
of content, pedagogy, and technology in recognising the 
dynamic adaptation that occurred across the cases. In the 
wider ERT literature, some studies have examined a particular 
knowledge domain, such as how instructional strategies 

facilitated the transition to ERT (Bao, 2020). Others have 
analysed challenges pertinent to technologies, content, 
students, pedagogy, and time management (Jung et al., 
2021). Our study aligns with the ERT literature in highlighting 
Zoom as one of the most widely used ICTs when instruction 
moved online abruptly (Oliveira et al., 2021). 

The second pattern observed in this study revolves around 
the sustainability of these pandemic-implicated educational 
practices. They continue as blended learning at three levels, 
which are the activity-level, course-level, and programme-
level blending. In essence, the four cases, whether derived 
or adapted from the COVID-19 pandemic, did not simply 
revert to their original forms. This finding is particularly 
valuable, considering that consistent patterns or long-
term sustainable changes have not been found in the ERT 
literature (O’Dea & Stern, 2022). One salient reason for the 
continued practice is the recognition of value associated 
with the blended learning approach. For example, blended 
learning improves pedagogy by creating opportunities 
for students to actively engage in and take ownership of 
their own learning, as evident in some other work (Northey 
et al., 2015; Bradey, 2015; de Brito Limaet al., 2021; Chen, 
2022). Blended learning also constructs an inclusive learning 
environment for students (Walldorf et al., 2016; Siergiejczyk, 
2020). Another possible explanation for the sustainability of 
these pandemic-implicated practices is the duration of the 
pandemic, which has allowed for continuous feedback loops 
(Moore et al., 2021). As a critical accelerator, the pandemic 
has driven many educators to engage in trial and error and 
to discover the value and possibilities of integrating different 
teaching modalities. The extended timeframe has provided 
educators with the necessary time and space to explore and 
refine their approaches.

As blended learning becomes a prevalent form of teaching 
in the new normal, there are three general yet practical 
pedagogical implications to consider, including why to blend, 
what to blend, and how to blend. The reasons for blending 
and the content to be blended are closely intertwined. 
Educators are advised to reflect on the purpose behind each 
blend. For instance, can incorporating an online learning 
component address specific challenges in teaching, such as 
enhancing student engagement or performance, facilitating 
higher-order thinking, or managing large class sizes? If 
blending can improve teaching and learning, educators can 
subsequently design courses and programmes that align with 
the intended learning outcomes. Determining how to blend 
would be more complex. Educators should consider the roles 
of blended components, such as whether the online learning 
component will complement, supplement, or potentially 
replace certain aspects of teaching and learning content. As 
educators interact with diverse students and pedagogical 
contexts, there is no recipe for a ‘perfect’ blend. However, it is 
essential to establish a system or channel that enables open 
and timely feedback loops. Formative assessments, rather 
than relying solely on summative evaluations, can come in 
handy. Periodic feedback can be gathered from students 
and co-developers where appropriate and applicable, or 
through critical self-reflection.
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Additionally, three specific factors that should be taken into 
account for out-of-class blended activities. Time and effort 
are often two key resources. It is not difficult to imagine that 
blended teaching and learning would demand extra time 
and workload, as each element of blends requires thoughtful 
design and thinking (Tomei, 2004, 2006). However, it would 
be useful if such additional inputs are evaluated against the 
value of blended initiatives. In other words, do the blends add 
value and meaning to student learning? This consideration 
is exemplified by Hudson’s candid remark. He commented, 
“There are seven sections of mock interviews. Personally, I 
think this is time-consuming for me because each interview 
section lasts 45 minutes …. [But] I want to create a more 
authentic experience for them, so I must organize this 
number of sections—seven sections”. Students’ reception 
should also be considered. Non-classroom activities 
typically anticipate more engagement and involvement 
from students, as compared with traditional lecture halls 
and tutorials. In the words of Claiborne et al. (2020), these 
experiences can be “student-centric”. Given that some 
students may not be comfortable or familiar with being the 
focus of attention or being active participants beyond the 
classroom, it would be beneficial for these non-classroom 
activities to be co-created with students, rather than created 
for them.

Conclusion and limitation 

This case study seeks to explore how educators in the 
context of Hong Kong HE adapted and advanced teaching 
practices outside the classroom during the pandemic and 
beyond. Two significant patterns were identified from the 
cases. First, ERT as the provisional teaching modality played 
a pivotal role in driving changes in content, pedagogy, and 
technology. Second, the pandemic-implicated educational 
practices do not revert to the original form but instead 
continue to evolve into a blended learning approach. Three 
levels of blends are identified, including activity-level, 
course-level, and programme-level blending. The decision 
to blend also sheds light on the different advantages of 
the mixed modes. These benefits are expanded learning 
parameters, improved inclusivity, and enhanced pedagogy. 

One potential limitation of this case study is its small 
sample size, as only four cases were examined. Therefore, 
caution should be exercised when generalising the findings 
to other contexts. However, this study places emphasis 
on the concept of particularisation, which can effectively 
capture the unique essence of each case. Due to the rich 
contextual information provided, readers can comprehend 
and make informed decisions regarding the relevance of the 
findings to their own pedagogical contexts (Stake, 1995). To 
address the limitation of the small sample size, this study 
capitalises on balance and variety of pandemic-implicated 
practices across different institutions, disciplines, and types 
of curricula (Stake, 1995). 

Seventeen years ago, various e-learning researchers 
envisioned the future of education to be centred around 
blended learning (Massy, 2006). Graham (2006, p. 28) made 
a notable remark: “[a]lthough it is impossible to see entirely 
what the future holds, we can pretty certain that the trend 

toward blended learning systems will increase. It may even 
become so ubiquitous that we will eventually drop the word 
blended [emphasis in original] and just call it learning …”. 
And now, after three years of the pandemic, it is safe to 
reaffirm that blended learning is the optimal approach to 
take.
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