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Creating Effective Blended Language Learning Courses: A Research-Based Guide from Planning 
to Evaluation(2020)isaCambridgeUniversityPresspublicationbyMariaMizzaandFernando
Rubio.Itispresentedasaresearch-basedguideaimedatlanguageeducatorsinterestedinthedesign
processofblendedlanguagecourses,anareawhichmanyfindchallenging.Thebookwasreleased
duringtheCovid-19globalpandemicwhichresultedinnationallockdownsandsocialdistancing
restrictionsaround theworld, thus forcingeducators toabruptlyshift fromtraditionalclassroom
teachingtoonlineteaching(Chan&Wilson,2020).Thissuddenchangeincontentdeliveryhasfurther
acceleratedtheprocessofintegratingteachingandtechnology(Gacsetal.,2020).Itislikelythat
educationalinstitutionsandeducatorswillmakeuseofthisonlineteachingexperiencetoimplement
effectiveblendedlearningcoursesoncetherestrictionsareliftedandlearnersareabletoreturntothe
classroom.Consequently,thispublicationwillcontinuetoremainrelevantfortheforeseeablefuture.

MizzaandRubiodividedthebookintothreepartscontainingeightchapters.PartIconsists
solelyofChapter1,whichbeginsbyreviewingthebriefhistoryoftheintegrationoftechnologyinto
languageeducation,andthensummarizesthedifferentdefinitionsoftheterm“blended”thathave
beenusedineducationalfieldstodate,beforeclarifyingthedefinitionof“blended”adoptedinthis

Creating Effective Blended-
Language-Learning Courses:
A Research-Based Guide From 
Planning to Evaluation
Reviewed by Wen Jia, Department of Applied Linguistics, School of Humanities and Social Sciences, College of Foreign 
Studies, Nanjing Agricultural University, China & Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, China

Reviewed by Scott Swain, English Language Centre, School of Languages, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, China

Reviewed by Thais Haddock, English Language Centre, School of Languages, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, China



International Journal of Computer-Assisted Language Learning and Teaching
Volume 11 • Issue 4

114

book.Afterwards,fiverationalesforblendedlearninginlanguagecoursesarediscussed,followed
byaliteraturereviewofpreviousstudiesonblendedlanguagelearning(BLL).Notably,theauthors
pointoutthattheresultsfromcurrentquantitativestudiesarelargelynon-generalizablebecauseof
differentmethodologiesandpopulations.Theyconcludethatmorequalitativeandnon-comparative
researchshouldbeexploredtoclosethisresearchgap,whichisthemajorfocusinPartIIofthisbook.

InPartII,MizzaandRubioelaborateonthetheoreticalbasisof(Chapters2and3)andpedagogical
evidence(Chapter4)forBLL.Afterexaminingthedevelopmenthistoryofblendedlearninginhigher
education(HE)languagecoursesandanalyzingtherationalesfordesigningandredesigningBLL
courses,Chapter2furtheremphasizestheimportanceofconcertedeffortsfromallstakeholders—
administrators,teachers,students,andITstaff—toensureBLLsuccess.Later,theauthorsdemonstrate
thatthebalanceandinterdependenceofface-to-face(F2F)andonlinecomponentsarecrucialaspects
ofthepedagogicalplantoensureasuccessfulblendingprocess.Accordingly,theysuggestthatblended
pathsshouldbebasedontheconstructivistapproachand,assuch,shouldprovideopportunitiesfor
autonomouslearning,reflectionandmetacognition,andadheretotheprinciplesofSecondLanguage
Acquisition(SLA)withregardstoinputandinteraction,negotiationofmeaning,andexposureto
feedback.Inordertounifythesevariousaspectsoftheblendingprocess,twofundamentalapproaches
toablendedpath,inputfront-loadingandinputback-loading,areexamined;eachbasedondifferent
introductoryphasesoftheinputsource.ToconcludePartII,Chapter4movesawayfromthepurely
theoreticalfocusoftheprevioustwochapters,andinsteaddescribesandevaluatessomeexamples
ofBLLcourses,aswellasrecommendingfollow-upactivitiesforreaderstoconsolidatethecontent
discussedinChapters2and3.Thisshiftfromthetheoreticaltothepracticaliscompletedwiththe
step-by-stepinstructionaldesignprocessforBLLcoursesinthefinalpartofthebook.

In Part III (Chapters 5 to 8), Mizza and Rubio construct their BLL Course Development 
Framework: Design, Build, Teach, and Revise.ThisframeworkprovidesguidancethatisSLAtheory-
based,yetremainssimpletofollowforBLLinstructors,designersandadministrators.Firstly,itoffers
multi-facetedandcomprehensiveBLLguidelinesfromcourseplanningandbuildingtoinstructional
practiceandcourseevaluation.Secondly,itispractice-orientatedbypresentingsomereproductive
examplesandevaluationcriteriaforeachphase.Thirdly,sinceitisacircularanditerativeframework,
itisalsoabletocatertovarioustargetgroupsbyallowingthemtodecidewhichphaseintheprocess
theyshouldbegincreatingtheircourse.Forexample,beginnerscouldbeginfromtheinitialphase,
whilethosewhohavealreadyestablishedcoursegoalsandobjectivesandaimtoconvertexisting
F2FcoursestoBLLcouldchoosetostartfromtheBuildphase;Thus,theuniquefeaturesofthis
frameworkenableeducationalpractitioners,especiallythoselackingonlineteachingexperienceto
effectivelyswitchtheirinstructionalrolesduringthehighereducationseachangethattheCovid-19
crisishasbroughtabout.

MizzaandRubioname the first frameworkphaseas theDesign phase inChapter5,which
containstwoconsecutivesteps.Thefirststepistoconductlearnerandlearningcontextneedsanalysis,
bothpriortocoursedesignandasanon-goingprocessforpotentiallychangingneedsandcourse
improvements(Section5.1).Basedontheinformationgatheredinthefirststep,thesecondstepis
toestablishgeneralprogramgoals,achievableteachingobjectivesandmeasurableoutcomesfirst,
andthentodetermineacceptableevidencetoassesspreviouslysetobjectivesandoutcomes(Section
5.2).Afterwards,MizzaandRubiodescribetheirupdatedbackwarddesignapproachesthatarebased
onWigginsandMcTighe’s(2005)“BackwardDesignModel”andaimtoavoid“thetwinsinsof
traditionaldesign.”Specifically,thefirst“sin”oftraditionalcoursedesignisactivity-orientation,
which might mislead learners into feeling that simply engaging with activities is learning. The
second“sin”isthecoverage-focusedmodelintraditionaldesign,whichis“likeawhirlwindtourof
Europe”inthatithasneithercleargoalsnordetailedplanstoreachthosegoals.Insteadoffocusing
onlearninginputsintraditionalcoursedesign,however,MizzaandRubio’snewerbackwarddesign
modelisoutcome-focused.Theyrecommendstartingbyidentifyingdesiredlearningoutcomesand
objectives,thenchoosingappropriateassessmentsthatcanverifytheselearningresults,andfinally
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workingbackwardsfromthefirsttwostagestodeveloplearningactivitiesforF2Fandonlinedelivery
formats.Comparatively,MizzaandRubio’smorerecentbackwarddesignmodelappearstobuildand
improveonWigginsandMcTighe’s(2005)modelandtheirviewthat“wecannotstartplanninghow
wearegoingtoteachuntilweknowexactlywhatwewantourstudentstolearn.”

Chapter6delvesintothesecondphaseoftheBLLframework,theBuildphase,whichaims
atprovidingreadersawell-thought-outBLLroadmaponbothmacro(courseandunit)andmicro
(activity and task) levels. Based on the established teaching objectives and learning outcomes,
MizzaandRubiorecommendmappingoutcoursesaswellasunitoutlines.Next,theyadvisethat
appropriateselectionandsequencingofactivitiesshouldgiveconsiderationtothemodelofdelivery
(F2Foronline),communication(synchronousorasynchronous),andinteraction(teacher-student,
student-student,student-content).Noticeably,thesuggestedstepstowardcoursemappingareresearch-
basedandfollowwell-establishedtheoriesandprinciplesofSLA(e.g.,content-basedinstructionon
p.142,Robinson’s(2001)CognitionHypothesisonp.170,andSkehan’s(1998)LimitedCapacity
Modelonp.171).ThisfeatureprovidesBLLteachersanddesignerswithasolidscientificbasisand
referencewhenplanningandarrangingtheirowncourseorunitoutlines.Inaddition,Mizzaand
Rubioprovideabundantexamplesandrecommendations.Thesebeneficialfeatures,suchastheunit
outlineexamplespresentedinTable6.2and6.3onp.149,front-loadedandback-loadedquestion
exampleselaboratedonfrompage160to166,andtaskcomplexitycategorizationguidelineslistedin
Table6.4,assistusersinfollowingthetrailtodesigntheirowncourses.Finally,anothersignificant
boonforBLLpractitionersisthatampletechnologicalresourcesareprovidedinthelastsectionof
thischapter.MizzaandRubioproposeauser-centrictaxonomyoftechnologytoguidereadersin
effectivelyintegratingtechnologicaltoolsintolanguagecourses.Specifically,theynotonlyofferan
essentialclassificationoftechnologiesforthetraditionalfourlanguageskills(asshowninTable6.5),
andsomekeyconsiderationsfortechnology-integrationinaBLLcourse(Figure6.15andTable6.9),
butalsosummarizeandcategorizevariousasynchronousandsynchronoustechnologiesaccordingto
differentlearningcontexts,suchasstudent-contentexperttechnologies(Table6.6),student-student
technologies (Table 6.7), and student-context technologies (Table 6.8). In sum, the Build phase
introducedinthischapterallowspractitionerstobewellpreparedboththeoreticallyandtechnically
beforestartingaBLLcourse.

Havingdefinedteachingobjectivesandlearningoutcomesbyfollowingthebackwarddesign
model in the Design phase, and selected appropriate activities, tools and resources to facilitate
achieving those outcomes in the Build phase, the “Teach” phase proceeds to arguably the most
critical step in theBLLprocess, when thepreparatory steps made in those first twophases are
implemented.Consistentwiththeresearch-basedapproachemployedinpreviouschaptersinthis
part,Chapter5introducestheconceptofincorporating“High-LeveragePractices”(HLPs)intoBLL
courses.ItconcentratesonfourHLPguidelinestoensurethatcomplexblendedformatscanstillbe
SLAprinciple-based,easilyteachable,andapplicabletodifferentcontextsandlearners.Thesefour
HLPsare:maintaininganeffectiveblendedpath;fosteringautonomouslearning;enhancingteaching
presencethroughdesign,facilitation,anddirection;andcreatingopportunitiesforinteractionand
negotiationofmeaning.IntheexplanationofeachHLP,MizzaandRubiobeginbyclarifyingthe
theoreticaljustificationforeachHLP,andthendeconstructeachHLPintosmallerandmoreviable
teachingcomponents.Lastly,theyfinalizeeachHLPexplanationbyprovidingaspecificexamplewith
adequateandfeasiblemicro-practices.ByfollowingtheHLPguidelinesproposedbyMizzaandRubio,
itisbeneficialforcourseteachers,especiallythoselackingBLLexperience,todeconstructteaching
practiceintosmallerandmoreeasilyteachablecomponents,andthentofacilitatetheachievement
ofspecificteachinggoalsinbothF2Fandonlinecontextswithlearnersatdifferentlevels.

Thelastframeworkphase,Revise,isestablishedinChapter8.Inthisphase,theauthorsadvise
takingfulladvantageoftherespectivebenefitsofbothF2Fandonlineformatstorealizeaprocess-
driven,project-oriented,andproduct-orientedBLLassessment.Specifically,theyencourageauthentic
andtask-orientedperformanceassessment,whichalignswiththeteachingobjectivesandlearning
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outcomesestablishedintheDesignphase,theactivitiesandtasksoutlinedintheBuildPhase,andthe
teachingpracticesemployedintheTeachPhase.Tomakethisproposedassessmentapproachmore
explicit,MizzaandRubioshowcasethe“TravelExpo”projectonp.230.Thisprojectrequiresstudents
toimitateareal-lifetravelexpobypresentingacityoftheirchoicetoattractpotentialtourists.The
wholeprojectcomprisesofthreeindividualprocesses:creatingaquestionnaire,teamworkingona
proposal,andfinallyproducingacity-promotionblogwhichissimilartoanactualprintedbrochure
at a real travel expo. Throughout these three sub-processes, the instructor can assess students’
accomplishments in collaboration, writing, oral communication, and other targeted skills based
onauthenticformsofassessment.Last,MizzaandRubioconcludetheirfour-partframeworkby
proposingcriteriaandstandardstoevaluatetheoverallsuccessofBLLcoursesfromthreeperspectives:
theinstitution,thecourse,andtheuser.Asisevident,thisbookclearlymanagestoincorporatea
significantquantityandvarietyofinformationintoits282pages.It is important tomentionthat
MizzaandRubiorefertothisphaseas“Revise”whenitmighthavebeenmoreappropriatetocall
it“Assess.”Althoughtheydonotexplicitlystatethereasonsforthis,itmightbeinferredfromtheir
consensusonsomescholars’viewpoints.Tobemorespecific,theyacknowledgethatongoingand
dynamicevaluationofBLLcoursesiscrucialfortheirsuccessandcontinuousimprovement,“where
subsequentimplementationscanbuildonandextendsuccessfulfeaturesoftheblend(Boyleetal.,
2003:177)”.Therefore,blendedlearningneedsevaluationduringthedevelopmentprocess,rather
thanexclusivelyattheendofit(Pombo&Moreira,2012).

When evaluating the significance of Mizza and Rubio’s contribution to the ever-increasing
discourseonblendedlearning,part III’sBLLdevelopmentframework isoneaspectof thebook
thatisundoubtedlyanunmitigatedsuccess.Thisframeworkcomprisesjustoverhalfofthewhole
book,andisthecruxofitsconsiderableusefulnesstoanyoneembarkingonthedesignofablended
course.Thisframeworksuccessfullymanagestointerweavetheorywithpracticaladviceandreal-
worldexamplesthattogetherformastep-by-stepguidethroughtheprocessofdesigning,building,
teachingandevaluatingblendedcourses.Someofthestepsthattheauthorssuggestwilllikelyresult
inmorethanone“Eureka”momentforthereader.Ofparticularuseinfacilitatingthisaretheclear,
well-designedtablesthatareusedtoillustratesomeofthesepoints,suchastheorganisationof,and
relationshipbetweencoursegoals,teachingobjectivesandlearningoutcomesintables5.1and5.2,
orthestepstowardscoursemappingthatareillustratedintable6.1.Bothofthesetables,aswellas
severalothers,managetoencapsulatefairlycomplexthoughtprocessessothattheymaybeunderstood
ataglance.Infact,thisencapsulationofcomplexityintopracticalityisemblematicofwhatpartIIIas
awholemanagestoachieve,withtheendresultbeingapragmaticguidetoblendedcoursecreation.

Aswellasthepracticalframework,anotherbeneficialoutcomeofthisbookistheclarityMizza
andRubioprovidetothereaderintermsoftheover-archingapproachthatshouldbetakenwhen
embarkingonthedesignofablendedcourse.ThroughoutPartsIandII,theconceptthatiscompounded
repeatedlyisthattheonlineelementsofthecoursemustbeinterwovenwiththeclassroomelements,
andviceversa.Thisisexemplifiedbytheadviceonp.9thatthedysfunctionalityofthe“courseand
ahalf”thatisoftentheresultofmerelyboltingonlineelementsontoanexistingcourseshouldbe
avoidedatallcosts.ThisadvicemaybeparticularlypertinentduringtheCovid-19pandemicthat
has,bynecessity,resultedinwidespread,rapidadaptionofexistingF2Fcoursesandtheadoption
ofawiderangeofdeliverymethods,oftenbythosewithlittleornopreviousexperienceofutilising
therequisitetools.

Whilethisbookiswithoutdoubtaninvaluableresourceforthoseconsideringembarkingon
thedesignandimplementationofablendedcourse,especiallythosewhohavesuddenlyfoundit
tobeanunexpectedrequirement,onepossiblecriticismisthatitsexplanationsandexamplesare
focusedalmostentirelyonlearningandteachingscenariosinWesterninstitutions.Thishasledto
theomissionofdiscussionof,oradviceonsomevitalissuesthatpractitionersoperatinginother
culturesmayhavetoovercome.Onesuchnotableomissionoccurswhentheauthorsrefer to the
notionsthatsuccessfulblendedlearningmayrequireanactive(p.14),autonomous(p.57)learner,but
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offernoguidanceorpossiblesolutionsforengaginglearnersthatareunlikelytofitthisdescription.
ThisisofparticularrelevanceinmostEastAsiancountriesforinstance,wherelearnersaregenerally
accustomedtoapassive,teacher-centredlearningstyle(Cortazzi&Jin,1996;Subramaniam,2008).
A second example of the book’s somewhat narrow contextual focus is that the case-studies are
almostexclusivelycoursesdesignedforlearnersofaforeignlanguageatinstitutionsintheirhome
countries, where their native languages are the medium of instruction. Therefore, there is little
considerationforthemeta-linguisticchallengesthatmayoccurwhendesigningablendedlanguage
coursewherethelanguagebeinglearnedisalsotheinstitutionalmediumofinstruction,whichis
generallythecasefortheseveralmillionstudentswhoareenrolledathighereducationinstitutions
overseasorattransnationalinstitutions.Allthisbeingsaid,whileawider,moreglobalcontextual
focusthatconsidersvariancesincross-culturallearningandteachingneedscouldperhapsbroaden
thebook’sappealevenfurther,thecontentthatiscurrentlyincludedshouldprovideasolidbasisfor
awell-designedblendedcourseinanycontext,withthecaveatthatthosepractitionerslookingto
offerblendedcoursesinnon-Western,non-nativecontextsmayneedtoconsultfurtherliteratureto
assisttheminconfrontingtheirownspecificchallenges.

Overall,MizzaandRubio’swide-rangingtreatmentofthetopicisnoteworthy.However,while
thiscomprehensivecoverage iswithoutdoubtacreditableachievement, in the lengthy literature
reviewthatispartI,brevitymayhaveimprovedtheoverallreadability.Whiletheauthor’sinitial
clarificationoftheirover-archingdefinitionofBLLisvital,theextendedjustificationoftheuseof
blendedlearningfeelssomewhatofananachronismintheinformationage,wherewebusageisso
ubiquitousthattheincorporationofanonlineelementinaneducationalcontextrequireslittleorno
validation.ThistendencytowardsverbosityiscompoundedinthefirstchapterofpartII(chapter
2)wheretheauthorsgoontolistanddescribemultipleexamplesofblendedlearningprogramsat
variousHEinstitutions;seeminglywiththepurposeofexemplifyingthefirstchapter’stheoretical
explanationofthetopic.Again,giventheubiquityofblendedcoursesatcontemporaryHEinstitutions,
thisseemslargelysuperfluousforexperiencedcoursecreators.Thatbeingsaid,allofthisexposition
maywellbeusefulforanyonewithlittleornoexperienceofblendedlearning,andaccessibilityfor
justsuchreadersisoneoftheauthors’statedgoalsintheirowndescriptionofthebook.Furthermore,
forthosewithsomewhatmoreknowledgeofthesubject,atleastaperfunctoryskimofthissection
isjustifiedasallofthedetaillaysacomprehensivefoundationfortheframeworklaidoutinpartIII.

In conclusion, Mizza and Rubio’s Creating Effective Blended Language Learning Courses
(2020)publicationmeetsitsgoalofprovidingeducatorswithastep-by-stepresearch-basedguide
ondesigninglanguagecourses,orguidingthetransitionfromface-to-faceorfullyonlinecoursesto
blendedinstruction.Iteffectivelyprovidesasignificantamountofusefulcontent,whichincludes
an in-depth theoretical overview of blended learning, awide rangeof authentic examples of its
implementation,andaframeworkforeducatorstousewhendesigningblendedlanguagelearning
courses.Althoughsomeofthecontentisarguablyredundant(e.g.theoverlydescriptivenatureof
thedefinitionof“blendedlearning”),anditscontextualfocusisrathernarrow,whichlimitshow
someofthesuggestionscouldbepracticallyappliedincertainlearningenvironments,thebookdoes
provetobeavaluableresource.Itis,however,recommendedthatlanguageinstructorsworkinginthe
environmentsnotexplicitlyspecifiedinthispublicationtouseitasastartingpoint,andtoconsult
furthercontextuallyrelevantliteratureduringthecoursedesignprocess.
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