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Abstract  This paper describes the use of a number of alternative blended learning models based on a mixture of tradit ional 
face-to-face classes with some elements of e-learn ing in the course of “English for Academic Purposes” (EAP) and “English 
for Specific Academic Purposes” (ESAP) taught to junior and senior undergraduate students of computer sciences in the 
undergraduate program of Business Informat ics and Software Engineering over a period of time from 2009 to 2012 at the 
National Research University Higher School of Economics (NRU HSE), Moscow, Russia. The following educational 
platforms for the implementation of blended learn ing models were chosen - Wiki (pbworks and wetpaint – -2009), sites and 
services Google (“BI HSE IELTS Class” 2009– 2010) and a p roprietary all university learning management system (LMS - 
HSE LMS eFront – 2011-2012). The purpose of this study was to investigate the learning and pedagogical opportunities 
provided by each blended learning environment. The learners’ attitude to bended learning environments and the problematic 
areas associated with academic skills development were detected by conducting a survey at the end of each EAP course. 
When working with senior years (ESAP) a number of Web 2 technologies were used and the most efficient ones were 
highlighted. The research outcome showed that despite some problems, students were satisfied with the pedagogical 
approach used and their academic achievements became significantly better due to online support. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Blended Learning  

In recent years, with the arrival o f advanced Informat ion 
Communicat ion Technologies (ICT), numerous Web 2 tools 
and  online services, blended learn ing emerges as the most 
distinguished instruction method in Higher Education, 
especially in teaching languages for specific and academic 
purposes (ESP/EAP). Diane Beltcher in her review[1] on 
trends in ESP/EAP emphasizes the increasing ro le of socially 
oriented perspectives and computer mediated communicat io
n when outlining the ‘Research Directions’ for ESP 
Pedagogy’ and the importance of blended genres. 

Now it has become obvious that a weakness of traditional 
university courses are their lack of time flexibility, which 
requires learners to be present in class up to four times a 
week. Th is disadvantage becomes even more serious due to  
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the fact that many tradit ional full-t ime students are now 
required to hold part-time jobs to support themselves. 

At the same time, the methods and principles of blended 
learning environment are based on the “assumption that there 
are inherent benefits in face-to-face (F2F) interaction as well 
as the understanding that there are advantages of using 
innovative on-line methods”[2]. John Watson[3] emphasized 
the increasing convergence of online and F2F education and 
also stresses the role of tech-savvy teachers and technology 
coordinators in creating high quality instructions and content. 
He pointed out that there are a few definitions of blended 
learning which include: 
• The integration of face-to-face and online learning to 

help enhance the classroom experience and extend learning 
through the innovative use of informat ion and 
communicat ions technology. Blended strategies enhance 
student engagement and learning through online activit ies to 
the course curriculum, and improve effectiveness and 
efficiencies by reducing lecture t ime. 
• A course that blends online and face-to-face delivery. 

Substantial proportion of the content is delivered online, 
typically uses online discussions, and typically has some 
face-to-face meetings. The blended courses have between 30 
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percent and 79 percent of their content delivered online, with 
the remaining portion of the course content delivered by 
face-to-face instruction or other non web-based methods, 
such as paper textbooks. 
• Blended learn ing refers to a mixing of d ifferent learn ing 

environments. It combines traditional face-to-face classroom 
methods with computer-mediated activ ities. There is no 
consensus on a single agreed-upon definition for blended 
learning and the terms "blended," "hybrid," and "mixed- 
mode" are used interchangeably in current research literature 
[4]. 

Regardless of the definition of blended learning, it offers 
the possibility to significantly change how teachers and 
administrators view online learning in the F2F setting. 
According to Bonk and Graham[5], the main reasons for 
choosing blended learning are: (1) improved pedagogy, (2) 
increased access/flexibility, and (3) increased cost 
effectiveness. Thus, the improved pedagogy or more 
effective pedagogical practices are indicated above all 
reasons. 

In the context  of higher education in Russia, blended 
learning as well as other forms of online educational 
practices is relatively new, even though there is a steady 
growth in their popularity. The process of integration into 
higher education is not as fast as it could be due to the legacy 
of an old bureaucratic system. Nevertheless, in 2003[6] the 
Russian Federation (RF) joined the Bologna Convention[7] 
on higher education and this gave a powerful incentive to 
increase the quality of higher education in Russia and its 
competitiveness in the world. Along with harmonizing 
educational standards with those of the EU countries and 
other international communities, Russian universities started 
adopting new innovative pedagogical approaches which 
became more flexib le and learner centered. 

Thus, many universities took advantage of e-learning, 
distance learning, blended learn ing or other computer - 
mediated practices. For example, in 2008 an online 
community Smart e-Learn ing Russia[8] with its own online 
journal e-Learn ing World[9] appeared. These and other 
online groups, communities[10],[11] and networks[12], 
[13],[14] join professionals, teachers, scholars and other 
specialists from the RF and other countries. They can take 
part in  conferences and webinars, online teacher summits  
[15] share ideas; learn new skills and pedagogical 
approaches. 

The analyses of recent publications on blended learning in 
Russia (both in h igher education and schools) showed that 
some essential elements such as social bookmarks, 
educational networks and groups, services Google, W ikis, 
programmable media resources and even learning 
management systems (LMS) have already become a vital 
component of the educational process[16]. 

It should be noted that the authors and educators who 
already actively use different forms or elements of blended 
learning in Russia or abroad (Ukraine, Belorussia) 
emphasized  in  an online eTeacher Summit  (March 2012)[17] 
that computers and the Internet fundamentally change 

nothing in the paradigm of learn ing, but have a significant 
impact on the method of informat ion delivery to students. 
Students continue to master the material in courses; they 
attend tutorials and lectures as well as consolidate 
knowledge in the course of practical train ing and confirm it 
by doing tests. Some teachers specifically  emphasized that 
blended learning environment increases the role of students' 
independent work while developing learners’ autonomy. 
Such elements become the key to successful learn ing, but 
more importantly, these findings are in fu ll compliance with 
the above mentioned Bonk and Graham’s [5] reason (1). 

The authors[16],[17] concentrated largely on the role of 
ICT in b lended courses rather than on the outcome of the 
course itself, which, accord ing to Bonk and Graham[5], is of 
primary importance. As a result of such reflections, this 
study focuses mostly on the effectiveness of various 
alternative models of blended learning and specifically on 
successful learn ing factors that can be formed and enhanced 
during the course.  

It is also worth mentioning that such an objective is among 
a few underlying princip les of a modern concept of 
education adopted by HSE in 2010[18] when the university 
acquired the name NRU HSE. The new status made it 
possible for the university to gain  more freedom in 
implementing the Bologna Conventions and in becoming a 
cutting edge of educational innovations in the Russian 
Federation (RF). 

1.2. Academic Contexts for EAP/ESAP Students 

The course “English for Academic Purposes” (EAP) was 
designed for first and second year Bachelor’s students of 
Bu sin ess In fo r m at ics a nd  S oft w ar e  En gin e eri ng Departments 
who are to take the academic module of International 
English Language Testing System (IELTS) examination[19] 
at the end of the second year of studies. The academic 
module of IELTS conducted by an external examination 
centre (BKC IH Moscow[20]) was included into the 
curriculum in 2010[21] after the university had gained a 
status of Nat ional Research University (NRU) with the 
commitment to adhere to international standards of teaching 
and learning languages set by the Common European 
Framework – CEFR[22]. Table 1 shows the mapping of the 
IELTS scale to the CEFR levels[23].  

Table 1 outlines an approximate correlation between 
IELTS score and CEFR level. Taking into consideration that 
the initial CEFR level of NRU HSE students ranged from A2 
to B2, the borderline for second year undergraduates was set 
at band 5 or above. 

The 72-hour course “English for Specific Academic 
Purposes” (ESAP)[24] was designed for senior students. The 
course is aimed at helping Russian undergraduate students 
prepare for their final university exam in English in o rder to 
obtain the degree of Bachelor of Science in Software 
Engineering or Business Informat ics. The exam tests a 
variety of skills including listening, speaking and academic 
writing, which involves preparing a 3000-word  paper in 
English presenting the results of the student’s graduation 
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research project. Therefore, the course was designed 
combin ing elements of EAP and ESP, also known as ASAP 
(Jordan[25]), to help  the students better prepare for the exam. 

According to the university requirements, the target level 
at BSc is B2+ - C1 on the Common European Framework 
[22]. In previous years the students already had achieved this 
level through 228 hours of the EAP course with elements of 
ESP (IT English) and Business English. 

Table 1.  Mapping of the IELTS scale to the CEFR levels 

IELTS score CEFR 
8-9 C2+ 

7,5 C2 
C1+ 

6,5 C1 
B2+ 

5,5 B2 
B1+ 

4,5 B1 
A2+ 

3 A2 

1.3. Research Aim  

The aim of this research was to evaluate the effect iveness 
of some blended learning models used for teaching academic 
English to junio r (EAP) and senior undergraduate students 
(ESAP) in the undergraduate program of Business 
Informatics and Software Engineering Departments of NRU 
HSE over a period of t ime from 2009 to 2012. The research 
questions were set as follows: 

A. What is the overall effectiveness of the blended model 
used? 

B. What is the optimal share of an online and traditional 
F2F component in the blended model used? 

C. Which academic skill poses the greatest challenge to be 
developed? 

D. What online technologies prove to be most effective for 
developing academic skills? 

2. Research Methods - EAP  

The research methods for junior (EAP) and senior (ESAP) 
students were devised differently with the course objectives 
in mind. For EAP students the ultimate aim of the blended 
course was to take an academic module of IELTS with the 
score 5 or above by the end of the second year of studies 
whereas senior ESAP students aimed at passing their final 
university exam in ESAP at the end of the forth academic 
year. As a result of this, research methods for EAP and ESAP 
students are described in this paper separately in sections 2 
and 3 respectively. 

2.1. Research Design and Participants - EAP 

Blended learning models used for EAP students were a 
combination of traditional F2F classes with an Online 
Syllabus designed to meet course objectives as well as to 
develop students’ autonomy and enhance cognitive learning. 
Each model was based on its own educational platform 
(Table 2). A ll EAP participants were junior students who 
took blended learning courses at the Department of Business 
Informatics and Software Engineering. The part icipants 
ranged in age from 17 to 19 years o ld. The initial level of 
English language competence of the participants who started 
preparation for IELTS (in 2010) ranged from A2 (one group 
of 11 students), B1 (two groups of 23 students in both) and 
B2 (one group of 11 students). The initial levels of language 
competence (CEFR[22]) were determined by a quick 
placement test which all part icipants took at the beginning of 
the academic year 2010. 

In 2011 two more B1 and B2 level students who   moved 
from other departments of NRU HSE, jo ined in so by the end 
of the research 47 participants completed the course and took 
a paper format  of IELTS in  April 2012. The results of the test 
were issued by BKC IH and arrived in May 2012. The 
overall research design, number of participants and other 
data are shown chronologically in Tab le 2.  

Research questions A-C were answered with the help of 
online surveys (Dale T. Griffee[30]) which included points 
to address them. The research surveys were designed at the 
end of each course for data analysis as well as for 
quantitative evaluation of the blended model used.  

Table 2.  Overall Research Design for EAP Students 

Year 
Blended learning models 

Total Number of Participants 
(groups) 

Platform for Delivering 
Online Syllabus Preparation for IELTS 

2009 41  
(four groups) Wiki – wetpaint/pbworks[26],[27] --- 

2010 45 
(four groups) Google site-BI HSE IELTS Class[28] 1st year 

2011 
 

47 
(four groups) 

lms.hse.ru-Development of Academic Skills for 
IELTS-B2/C1[29] 2d year 

April 2012 47  
(four groups) 

 

Research end  Paper format of academic 
IELTS 

administered by BKC IH   all 47 participants sat IELTS test 

May 
2012 IELTS results arrived from BKC IH   
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Answering research question D involved both  qualitative 
and quantitative data analysis based on observations and 
reflections made over students’ academic progress in the 
blended learning courses during each period of study. 
However, the main findings of the research were made only 
by the end of the blended course when all 47 part icipants 
took IELTS in April 2012 and official results issued by BKC 
IH arrived in May 2012. Quantitative analysis of IELTS 
scores obtained by the participants allowed evaluating their 
academic achievements as well as confirming findings made 
with the help of qualitative analysis.  

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis - EAP  

Data gathering was organized in the end of each blended 
learning course by posting a survey to all the participants 
taking the course. However, the numbers of the  part icipants 
who took part in the surveys in 2009, 2010 and 2011 were 21, 
22 and 21 accordingly, which was significantly  lower than 
they could have been if all the participants had answered the 
survey questions. Nevertheless, according to[30], the survey 
research data is considered to be statistically viab le if it is 
based on the participation rate of approximately 50% or over.  

The surveys were designed specifically for each   blended 
learning model shown in Table1. Popular Survey Monkey 
site [31] was used for this purpose. All surveys included 
points addressing the research questions A, B and C. 

They were as follows: 
“Do you find blended learning useful? – Yes, No, Not 
Really” - in relation to question A (usefulness of the 

blended learning)  
“What is the optimal share of online component? –  
40%, 50—60% over 70%” – in relation to question B 

(share of online component) 
“Which academic skill do you find the most difficult? - in  

relation to question  C (skill which poses the greatest 
challenge).  

 
Figure 1.  The participants answers (%) to research questions A, B and C 

Figure 1 below shows the average results of the 
quantitative survey analysis in relation to research questions 
A, B and C. 

The Column Chart shows that the overall evaluation of 
blended learning models used within each period of research 
(2009 to 2011) was very positive with the figures accounting 
for around 80% of ‘Yes’ answers (W iki-2009 and LMS-2011) 
and almost 98%  (Google site). The highest rate was given to 
Google site with its numerous services, functionality and 
other user-friendly features. 

Question B - the optimal share of an online component in 
the blended model used, was assessed by the majority of the 
participants at 50% in 2009 (W iki) and 2011 (LMS), whereas 
a higher figure of 60% is indicated by the majority of the 
participants using Google site (2010). 

The last research question C ind icated Reading and 
Speaking as the most difficu lt academic skills to be 
developed. Reading was consistently rated as the most 
difficult skill by approximately 50% of the participants 
whereas Speaking was rated by 25% of the participants using 
Wiki (2009), 40% - using Google site (2010) and 38% - 
using LMS (2011). Other academic skills (Listening and 
Writing) were rated lower than Reading and Speaking as 
answering survey question C implied choosing only one 
multip le choice answer out of four. 

Answering research question D involved qualitative 
analysis of pedagogical experiences accumulated over the 
whole period of study from 2009 to April 2012. 

2.3. Results - EAP  

The main  research findings were revealed only when all 
the participants took IELTS in April 2012. Tab le 3 shows 
IELTS results of all the participants by groups and initial 
CEF[22] levels. 

The last column in table 3 shows that all the participants 
made substantial progress of slightly over two levels up the 
CEF scale after they had completed blended courses. The 
greatest achievements were made by two students from the 
strongest group B2 (2010) who achieved C2 level (proficient 
user) and two students from the weakest group A2 (2010) 
who achieved B2+ level within less than two academic years 
of studies. 

2.4. Discussion - EAP  

On the whole, taking into consideration the results of the 
research presented in this paper as well as the IELTS scores 
obtained by the participants in the end (April 2012), the 
following research findings answering questions A-D were 
indicated: 

A - students evaluated the effectiveness of blended 
learning models used within each period of research (2009 to 
2011) very positively at (80-98)%. The highest figure was 
given to Google site[28]. The latter can be explained by its 
full functionality, efficient services, openness and 
user-friendly interface. A newly introduced LMS eFront 
platform proved to be less popular (with approximately 70% 
of positive responses). This can be exp lained by its less 
user-friendly interface and some problems with connectivity 
due to a continuous process of its customizat ion. 
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Table 3.  IELTS scores of the participants 

Number of  
partisp in a 

group 

 2010 April 2012 
IELTS scores of all 47 participants (partisp)   

Initial 
CEF level 

Average IELTS 
score in a group 

Number of 
partisp   IELTS score CEF 

level  
CEF level progress 

 

 
11 
 

A2 5,7 

3 5 
B1+ 
B2+ 

B2+ 
A2  

3 5,5 
3 6 
2 6,5 

12 B1 6,5 

4 6 

B2+  C1+ C1+ 
B1  

5 6,5 
2 7 
1 7,5 

12 B1 6,5 

1 5,5 
B2 
 C1 

C1 
B1  

3 6 
3 6,5 
5 7 

12 B2 7,3 

1 6,5 

C1  C2 C2 
B2  

6 7 
3 7,5 
2 8 

 

B - the optimum rat io between  the online component and 
traditional F2F classes in the blended models used was 
indicated by the majority of participants at (50 – 60)%. This 
correlation is regarded as an optimum condition by the 
participants, which is generally in agreement with the second 
definit ion of b lended learn ing cited in[3]: “courses have 
between 30 percent and 79 percent of their content delivered 
online”. According to participants’ preferences, such a 
proportion allows to make the best out of online and 
traditional F2F learning environments. 

C – the majority of participants indicated Reading and 
Speaking as the most difficu lt academic skill to be developed. 
This fact suggests that learning and memorizing extensive 
academic vocabulary for IELTS poses the greatest challenge 
to the majority of part icipants. 

D – links to the most effective Web2 technologies used in 
the blended models were selected and evaluated in  the course 
of study by both participants and from pedagogical 
perspective. Many inefficient technologies were rejected or 
replaced by their more effective alternatives. The most 
useful ones are given on the sites Google[28], Wiki[26] or 
within materials on LMS eFront, which, however, is a closed 
system designed for university use only. 

Taking into consideration participants high IELTS scores 
in April 2012 (two levels up the CEF scale) the evaluation of 
the most useful for developing academic skills Web2 tools 
appears to be the following: 

http://www.scribd.com/ - reading skills 
http://voicethread.com/ - speaking skills 
http://quizlet.com/  - academic vocabulary 
http://www.ted.com/ - listening skills 
Participants did not point out any sites for developing 

academic writing  skills as these were being developed within 
traditional settings (in class or as home assignments) since 
for the academic module of paper IELTS writing by hand is 
compulsory. 

3. Research Methods for ESAP Students  
3.1. Research Design, Procedure and Participants – 

ES AP 

Exam preparat ion takes place both in the third and in the 
fourth years and the teachers are usually changed every year/ 
Therefore it was decided to use the case study framework, 
which is considered as part of qualitative research 
tradition[30]. The situation for the case study was described 
above and the main research question was “How to make 
final exam preparat ion more efficient using online tools 
within  the blended learning approach”. In the case study only 
final year students took part. Thus, in the academic years 
2010/11 and 2011/12 the research involved 24 and 17 fourth 
year students respectively. In general, these are Russian 
learners aged between 19 and 21. 

The course was planned on the basis of a variety of data 
collection tools[32], including the results of the Needs 
analysis conducted at the beginning of the academic years 
2010/11 and 2011/12 and Diagnostic test results. The latter 
was designed as a mock final exam since evaluation in EAP 
and ESAP should contain a simulation of tasks the students 
will have to perform[25], so that at the end of the course the 
results could be compared to the actual exam thus providing 
a measure for the evaluation of the case study outcome[30].  
This comparison enabled us to assess the effectiveness of 
using the blended learning approach to teaching. The 
approach was considered successful if the grades gained by 
the students participating in the study increased significantly 
comparing to those of the mock exam at the beginning of the 
year.  

The Needs analysis and Diagnostic test in both years 
showed similar students’ priorities, which  were the 
following: 

1) offering v isual support and clearly structured rules and 
requirements; 
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2) studying academic style conventions; 
3) improving accuracy through practicing proof-reading 

and editing; 
4) b roadening the range of cohesive devices; 
5) studying paragraph structure; 
6) o rganising ideas in paragraphs; 
7) raising the learners’ awareness of the necessity to avoid 

plagiarism;  
8) using pairwork and groupwork to practise speaking; 
9) studying exam requirements; 
10) general revision of some grammar ru les (articles, 

tenses, passive structures); 
11) general consolidation of academic vocabulary. 
It is obvious that all the points mentioned by the students 

cannot be covered in a 72-hour course. That was the primary 
reason for choosing the blended approach to teaching with 
Web 2 technologies. Since the students identified a whole 
range of problemat ic issues they wanted to focus on, it was 
decided to offer them a choice of online instruments to work 
on skills independently and at their own pace to ensure 
learner train ing[34] outside the classroom, thus developing 
their learner autonomy[35] and offering them maximum 
flexib ility and learner-centeredness[34]. It was possible as, 
according to the questionnaires mentioned above, the 
students were highly mot ivated to gain high scores in their 
final exam and were p repared to work hard  with appropriate 
guidance on the part of the teacher. This opportunity was 
offered by the online and mobile tools.  

A wide range of Web 2 tools were used by the learners and 
here we will give only  some examples, as web technologies 
evolve fast and new tools appear daily. To pract ice 
vocabulary (both academic and ESP) the students used 
Quizlet[36] and various flashcard applications in their 
mobile phones and laptops. Online voice recorders[Vocaroo, 
Audacity[37] helped learners record their talks and 
presentations in order to assess them individually or ask for 
the peers’ opinion. Using online forums and blogs enabled 
the learners to share their written works and offer each other 
correction thus developing editing and proofreading skills. In 
order to visualize the covered materials, especially exam 
requirements, grammar rules and vocabulary sets, mindmaps 
were designed and presentation software Prezi[38] was used. 
Finally, online grammar tests were offered to those learners 
who needed to revise and practice some grammar patterns. 
All other sub-skills, main ly associated with writing, were 
developed in tradit ional F2F setting, which  proves to be most 
efficient for this particular reason. 

3.2. Data collection and analysis - ES AP  

We used end-of-course learner questionnaires to asses the 
learners perceived achievements and progress, as well as 
their satisfaction with the course content and the chosen 
teaching approaches[33, 39]; and conducted an informal 
discussion with students focusing on their feelings about the 
course and the way it was delivered. In addition, we 
calculated the difference in score between students’ entry 

grades at the beginning of the year to those at the end shown 
in the exam.  

3.3. Results and Discussion - ESAP 

The comparison of the mock exam results to those in the 
real exam showed an average 29% increase in scores in 2011 
and 35% in 2012. Th is upward trend could be explained by 
the fact that each year the course is more adapted to learners’ 
needs and lacks (Hutchison & Waters[40]). Another 
important factor is that the learners gained high scores in the 
areas which  were dealt  with F2F only briefly  and were 
mainly left for indiv idual work using Web 2 tools. 

Moreover, in the oral informal group discussion about     
85% of learners ment ioned the effectiveness of integrating 
Web2 tools into the course. The learners could feel their own 
progress and noted the development of their independence of 
the teacher. 

The overall level of satisfaction with the blended version 
of the course was 97%, which is largely accounted for by the 
use of Web2 and mobile learning technologies. 

4. Conclusions 
To sum up it  is essential to emphasize a great cognitive, 

professionally-oriented and didactic potential of hybrid 
(blended) learning which  exp loits both advantages of 
traditional F2F classes and engages students in using various 
educational Web2 tools. These tools create not only a 
positive emotional background but also a learning 
environment customary for modern  ‘dig ital natives’ who 
have access from any place as well as develop students’ 
autonomy, critical thinking, self-esteem and independent 
decision-making. As a result, the use of these technologies in 
the format of blended learning helped enhance students’ 
academic achievements significantly.  

In relation to  junior EAP students this conclusion becomes 
evident if we look at the participants’ high IELTS scores in 
an external examination conducted by BKC IH[20]. Thus, 
the assumption of ‘improved pedagogy and increased 
access/flexib ility’ made by Bonk and Graham[5] has been 
strongly supported by the research outcome.  

Concerning the final years, it has been revealed that 
students exposed to blended learning not only showed higher 
levels of engagement and motivation, but also developed 
their learner autonomy and achieved good results by the end 
of the course. 

However, after completion of the research, a number of 
shortcomings were revealed. They are related to the fact that 
all innovative approaches will be inevitably slowed  down if 
there is the lack of enthusiasm, mot ivation and consistent 
involvement of teachers and students in the blended learning 
process. Therefore, in the absence of these factors, even 
though there is a high interest from the side of university 
administration in the context of a favorable educational 
policy of the country, the outcome of blended learning will 
always depend on the efforts of individuals - tech-savvy 
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teachers, technology instructors and student coordinators. 
Whatever the case, the effo rts of teachers, instructors and 

students who already use the Web 2 tools in educational 
process need to be consolidated and grow into a more 
efficient form of discussion, sharing experiences and 
knowledge on a much broader scale than simply sending 
messages to the university admin istration or using university 
forum as well as a closed LMS eFront forum.  
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