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Abstract

This chapter contains a longitudinal study 
investigating institutional roles in the adoption and 
implementation of blended learning at five universities 
in China. These roles are examined based on the key 
components of the framework proposed in Chapter 1. 
A mixed method methodology is adopted to analyse the 
developmental processes of blended learning adoption 
and implementation across the five universities during 
the 2002 to 2015 period. The results show that these 
processes went through three stages, from awareness/
exploration to adoption/early implementation and mature 
implementation/growth. All five cases point to four 
influential factors: infrastructure building, professional 
development, policy formulation and partnership, 
which affected their blended learning adoption and 
implementation at each of the three stages. We conclude 
that in the unique context of Chinese higher education 
and in view of the present blended learning development 
in Chinese universities, the institution is instrumental 
in the transition from one stage to another. A clearer 
institutional vision, stronger support of teaching staff and 
students and increased research and evaluation may be 
the next step in preparing teaching staff and students for 
blended learning.

1. Introduction1. Introduction
The research related to blended learning has accelerated in the 
last 10 years or so, mostly focusing on its frameworks, design 
and effectiveness in improving learning outcomes (e.g., Garrison 



C
as

e S
tu

dy
 o

f I
ns

tit
ut

io
na

l I
m

pl
em

en
ta

tio
n 

of
 B

len
de

d 
Le

ar
ni

ng

267

& Kanuka, 2004; Shea, 2007; Singh, 2003; Owston, York, & 
Murtha, 2013; Perez, Lopez, & Ariza, 2013; Kiviniemi, 2014). 
As a form of blended learning, the flipped classroom approach 
has also received increasing attention in the last few years (see 
Chen, Wang, Kinshuk, & Chen, 2014, for a review). However, 
as researchers have pointed out, little has been reported in 
terms of a systematic, institution-wide implementation of 
blended learning (e.g., Owston, 2013; Wang et al., 2015). This 
is probably one of the reasons why little research related to 
institutional roles in blended learning has been published until 
recent years, with a special issue by The Internet and Higher 
Education in 2013 on institutional involvement deserving of 
special mention. Studies by Graham, Woodfield and Harrison 
(2013) and Taylor and Newton (2013) and the ensuing study 
by Porter, Graham, Spring and Welch (2014) have painted a 
rough picture of the implementation of blended learning at 
an institutional level in developed countries such as the US. 
However, few studies have considered the institution-wide 
adoption and implementation of blended learning in higher 
education in developing countries such as China. 
This chapter seeks to bridge this gap by investigating the 
blended learning implementation process at five universities 
in China between 2002 and 2015. The investigation has two 
aims: to explore 1) the main factors affecting the adoption and 
implementation of blended learning at an institutional level 
based on the framework proposed in Chapter 1, and 2) the roles 
of the institution in driving the adoption and implementation 
of blended learning from stage to stage.

2. Literature review2. Literature review
Graham et al. (2013) conducted a groundbreaking study of the 
institutional adoption and implementation of blended learning 
that investigated six blended learning implementation models 
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followed in US higher education and proposed a three-stage 
implementation framework (see Table 1). Porter et al. (2014) 
later adopted this framework to chart the development of 
blended learning in 11 US higher education institutions.

Table 1:Table 1: Blended learning implementation stages summarised 
from the blended learning adoption framework

Stage Description
Stage 1 Awareness/exploration. Institutional awareness of and 

limited support for individual faculties exploring ways to 
implement blended learning techniques in their classes.

Stage 2 Adoption/early implementation. Institutional adoption 
of blended learning strategies and experimentation with 
new policies and practices to support its implementation.

Stage 3 Mature implementation/growth. Well-established 
blended learning strategies, structure and support that are 
integral to university operations.

Source: taken from Porter et al., 2014, p. 186.

For each stage, Graham et al. (2103) also suggested three key 
implementation categories, strategy, structure and support, 
with each category containing a number of subthemes. Table 
2 summarises these implementation categories and subthemes. 

Table 2: Table 2: Blended learning implementation categories and 
subthemes summarised from the blended learning adoption 
framework

Category and 
Subthemes Description

Strategy 
(purpose, 
advocating, 
implementation, 
definition and 
policy)

Addresses issues relating to the overall design of blended 
learning, such as the definition of blended learning, forms 
of advocacy, degree of implementation and purposes of 
and policies surrounding blended learning.
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Structure 
(governance, 
models, 
scheduling and 
evaluation)

Addresses issues related to the technological, pedagogical 
and administrative framework facilitating the blended 
learning environment, including governance, models, 
scheduling structures and evaluation.

Support 
(technical, 
pedagogical and 
incentives) 

Addresses issues related to the manner in which 
an institution facilitates the implementation and 
maintenance of its blended learning design, incorporating 
technical and pedagogical support and faculty incentives.

Source: modified from Porter et al., 2014, p. 186.

We use this three-stage framework and its categories and 
subthemes in our research to trace the blended learning 
development stages at five universities in China. Our research 
contributes to this framework, which Graham et al. (2013) and 
Porter et al. (2014) found effective, by adding one subtheme to 
the support category: professional development. We argue that 
although pedagogical support is considered as a subtheme in the 
support category in this framework, professional development 
is more inclusive than pedagogical support. In this study, 
professional development for blended learning is operationalised 
as opportunities provided by an institution for their faculty 
members to develop a deeper understanding of blended learning 
and establish the pedagogical and technological competence 
to take greater advantage of such learning. Thus, professional 
development is an important indicator of blended learning 
success considered in this study.

3. Methodology3. Methodology
As this study focuses on the institutional roles involved in the 
adoption and implementation of blended learning in the unique 
context of Chinese higher education, it relies on a case study of five 
universities in China as its overarching methodology. However, a 
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mixed method methodology is adopted when investigating each 
university to collect and analyse both quantitative and qualitative 
data.

3.1. Study background3.1. Study background
In accordance with its broad definition (see Chapter 1), blended 
learning in Chinese higher education started with the adoption of 
Learning Management Systems (LMSs) around the turn of the 
century. TsingHua Educational OnLine (THEOL), an LMS 
developed by the Educational Technology Institute of Tsinghua 
University in China, provides a case in point. This LMS has been 
adopted by more than 400 universities and colleges in China since 
2001 (Han et al., 2014). Some of the data considered in this study 
were collected from this platform.
To attain the aforementioned research objectives, a case study 
approach was adopted (Baxter & Jack, 2008) that examined the 
implementation processes of five universities in China between 
2002 and 2015. The following six criteria were applied to our case 
selection: 1) institutions across a range of rankings (from the top 
20 to the top 300); 2) institutions representing different regions in 
China; 3) institutions representing both state- and province-run 
universities; 4) institutions that mainly used THEOL as their 
LMS to access data from the platform; 5) institutions that used 
THEOL for at least eight years to accumulate enough blended 
learning experience; and 6) institutions that reached at least Stage 
2 of the three-stage blended learning implementation framework 
proposed by Graham et al. (2013). As a result, the following five 
universities were selected: Chongqing Technology and Business 
University (CTBU), Nanchang University, Nankai University, 
Shihezi University and Yangzhou University. Table 3 provides basic 
demographic information for each of these five universities.
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Table 3:Table 3: Demographic information of the five Chinese 
universities

Institution Ranking Region

Number 
of Years 
Using 

THEOL

Number of 
Undergraduate 

Students in 2015

Number 
of 

Faculty 
in 2015

Nankai 
University

Top 20,*
state run

North 13 13,067 1,986

Nanchang 
University

Top 100, 
jointly 
run by 

State and 
Province

Central 12 37,092 3,530

Yangzhou 
University

Top 100,
Province 

run

East 8 33,000 2,100

Shihezi 
University

Top 200, 
jointly 
run by 

State and 
Province

North 
West

11 22,576 2,550

 CTBU Top 300,
Province 

run

South 
West

10 28,000 1,600

Note: * According to the Wu Shulian Ranking of Chinese Universities in 2015.

3.2 Data collection3.2 Data collection
Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected. Quantitative 
data related to THEOL platform usage between 2007 and 2015 
were collected through THEOL platform logs. Similar to most 
LMSs, THEOL provides comprehensive functions and tools to 
support learning and teaching. For example, its content tools help 
teaching staff to publish course syllabi, notifications and learning 
materials; its interaction tools allow students to interact with one 
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another and their teachers through discussion boards and blogs; and 
its assessment tools help teaching staff to monitor students’ learning 
progress through on-line assignments (e.g., the assignment system) 
and allow students to self-evaluate their progress through on-line 
tests. 
We collected two kinds of log data from THEOL in relation to the 
five universities. The first group of data referred to platform visits 
by students and teaching staff, providing a glimpse into how often 
THEOL was used across the five universities during 2007-2015, a 
period in which platform visits began to increase steadily each year. 
To provide a closer view of the THEOL usage, we also collected 
information about the average daily on-line population in the spring 
semester of 2015. 
The second group of log data related to the blended learning courses 
offered on THEOL at each of the five universities and revealed how 
blended learning was implemented at the course level between the 
fall semester of 2014 and the spring semester of 2015. These data 
included the total number of blended learning courses offered on 
THEOL for each university, the number of course visits, the number 
of on-line assignments in each course and the number of discussion 
posts for each course.
Qualitative data were collected from three major sources over a 
13-year period, from 2002 to 2015. The document archives at each 
of the five universities provided a data source. These documents 
could be categorised into policies related to teaching innovation 
and planning, blended learning project initiatives, handbooks for 
blended learning course development, teacher training, teaching 
evaluation, university news announcements and incentives for 
teaching innovation. 
The second important data source came from the reports prepared by 
THEOL provider and partner university the Educational Technology 
Institute of Tsinghua University for each of the universities at the 
end of each semester, starting from when THEOL was adopted. 
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One hundred and two reports were collected for this study. These 
reports usually contained two parts, including information about 
how THEOL was used for learning and teaching and how blended 
learning courses were best designed and implemented. Part one 
summarised THEOL usage information such as the total number of 
platform visits, total number of courses on THEOL, total number of 
course site visits for each course, students’ use of the various tools on 
THEOL and problems encountered in learning and teaching using 
THEOL. Part two offered guidelines for blended learning course 
design and delivery, supported by exemplars of the best blended 
learning courses and practices from other universities. These reports 
clearly illustrate the trajectory of the blended learning developments 
at each university. 
Our on-going communication since the adoption of THEOL 
with the directors and staff members of the educational technology 
centres and academic affairs administration offices at each university 
formed the third data source. As the LMS provider and partner of 
these universities, our research group maintained regular contact by 
providing technical support, professional development workshops 
and training seminars. Interviews and informal talks were also 
conducted for clarification where needed. 

3.3 Data analysis3.3 Data analysis
In terms of quantitative data, we analysed the log data from a 
learning analytics perspective to see how the THEOL platform 
was used to support learning and to triangulate the findings from 
the qualitative analysis. The THEOL platform log data, such as the 
number of platform visits and information about blended learning 
course offerings, were statistically analysed using SPSS.
In terms of the qualitative data, we used a case study approach to 
trace the sequential blended learning development at each university. 
Due to the complicated nature of these cases and the multiple 
sources of data gathered, we used the three-stage framework 
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(awareness/exploration, adoption/early implementation and mature 
implementation/growth), focusing on the implementation categories 
at each stage and the subthemes under each category to analyse the 
data, as proposed by Graham et al. (2013). The policy documents 
related to blended learning implementation, the semester-by-semester 
reports prepared by the Educational Technology Institute of Tsinghua 
University and the transcriptions of the interviews and informal 
talks with personnel from the academic affairs administration 
offices and educational technology centres at the five universities 
were first categorised through thematic analysis, coded using the 
three implementation categories (strategy, structure and support) 
and the subthemes associated with each category. These categories 
and subthemes were then double-checked along with the relevant 
personnel at each university when in doubt. Two researchers involved 
in the study then rated the categories and subthemes separately and 
compared notes to ensure the accuracy and credibility of the datasets. 

4. Overview of blended learning 4. Overview of blended learning 
implementation and its five stages at the implementation and its five stages at the 
five universitiesfive universities

4.1 Overview of blended learning development 4.1 Overview of blended learning development 
across the five universitiesacross the five universities
This section presents data related to the general usage of 
THEOL and an overview of the blended learning courses 
offered by the five universities under discussion. The purpose 
of this presentation is to outline the trends and current status 
of each university’s blended learning development. 
As LMS usage is considered an indicator of blended learning 
implementation, we gathered LMS usage data from all five 
universities’ THEOL platforms. The data between 2007 and 
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2015 (see Figures 1-5) showed that all five of the universities 
used THEOL to promote their learning and teaching practices 
on a regular basis. Furthermore, the average annual platform 
visits across all five universities increased steadily during the 
period. However, looking at the data more closely, we noticed 
that the total platform visits and average annual visits varied 
considerably across the five universities, with Yangzhou 
University and Nanchang University well ahead of the other 
three universities. Figures 1-5 also demonstrate an upsurge in 
platform visits between the fall semester of 2014 and the spring 
semester of 2015 across the five universities. To double-check 
this sudden increase, we also retrieved LMS usage data from 
each university in terms of the average daily on-line population 
during the spring semester of 2015 and found that the same 
trend remained, with Nanchang University and Yangzhou 
University in the lead (see Table 4). 

Figure 1: Figure 1: Number of THEOL visits each year between 2007 
and 2015 at Nanchang University
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Figure 2: Figure 2: Number of THEOL visits each year between 2007 
and 2015 at Yangzhou University
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Figure 3: Figure 3: Number of THEOL visits each year between 2007 
and 2015 at CTBU
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Figure 4: Figure 4: Number of THEOL visits each year between 2007 
and 2015 at Nankai University
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Figure 5: Figure 5: Number of THEOL visits each year between 2007 
and 2015 at Nankai University
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Table 4: Table 4: THEOL usage across the five universities between 
2007 and 2015

Institute

Year 
THEOL 

was 
adopted 

Total 
platform 

visits 

Average 
annual visits 

Average 
daily on‑line 

population for 
spring semester 

2015

Number 
of 

Faculty 
in 2015

Nanchang 
University

Jan 2003 210,568,606 16,845,488 870 1,986

Yangzhou 
University

Feb 
2007

238,435,110 28,051,189 783 3,530

CTBU Dec 
2005

82,079,071 8,639,902 362 2,100

Nankai 
University

Aug 
2002

25,618,949 1,969,231 175 2,550

Shihezi 
University

Jan 2004 24,888,688 2,164,233 293 1,600

Note: Data were accessed on 30 June 2015.

Table 5: Table 5: Blended learning courses on THEOL at the five 
universities during fall 2014 and spring 2015

Institution

Number 
of courses 
registered 

on 
THEOL

(C1)*

Courses with more 
than 300 visits

Courses with more 
than one on‑line 

assignment

Courses with more than 
10 discussion posts

Number 
of visits 

(C2)

Percentage 
(C2/C1)

Number 
of 

courses 
(C3)

Percentage 
(C3/C1)

Number 
of 

courses 
(C4)

Percentage 
(C4/C1)

Nanchang 
University 6,131 2,271 37% 1,846 30% 684 11%

Yangzhou 
University 1,382 294 21% 324 23% 116 8%

CTBU 1,282 218 17% 162 30% 30 2%
Nankai 
University 2,815 245 9% 264 13% 35 1%

Shihezi 
University 2,153 135 6% 167 8% 59 3%

Notes: Data were accessed on 30 June 2015. *‘C’ represents ‘column’.
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In summary, the data in this section illustrate how THEOL 
was used in supporting blended learning courses across the five 
universities. We can safely conclude that Nanchang University 
and Yangzhou University were well ahead of the other three 
universities in both THEOL usage and blended learning 
course offerings. The next section examines what each of 
the universities achieved in their implementations of blended 
learning following their adoption of THEOL. 

4.2 Developmental stages of blended learning at the 4.2 Developmental stages of blended learning at the 
five universities five universities 
As the developmental stages of blended learning at the five 
universities were charted using the three-stage framework 
proposed by Graham et al. (2013) (see Table 1), we examine 
the three broad categories (i.e., strategy, structure and support) 
adopted in their study at each stage to accurately recount each 
university’s blended learning implementation process. The 
findings in each category are also presented using the subthemes 
identified in the study by Graham et al. (2013) (see Table 2).

4.2.1. Stage 1: awareness/exploration

As shown in Table 6, Nankai University and Nanchang 
University were early adopters of blended learning, and 
Yangzhou University did not start its blended learning until 
2007. In terms of strategy, none of the five universities reported 
blended learning implementation by individual faculties or 
administrators. None of them defined blended learning or 
formulated uniform blended learning policies per se, although 
some course-specific regulations and measures were issued in 
some of the universities (see Table 6). No emerging structure 
within the universities was reportedly designated to support 
blended learning model development, course scheduling and 
evaluation, although all of the universities partnered with 
the Educational Technology Institute at Tsinghua University 
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(THETI), primarily to support the use of THEOL in teaching 
and administration. In terms of support, although all of the 
universities supported the use of THEOL, professional 
development was limited to platform use and was offered only 
to teaching staff who were interested in blended learning. Only 
CTBU offered incentives for teaching staff using THEOL. On 
the whole, Stage 1 was characterised by the initial adoption 
of blended learning by all five universities as advocated and 
decided by their management. This is in distinct contrast to 
the findings of Graham et al. (2013) and Porter et al. (2014).

Table 6:Table 6: Strategy, structure and support implemented by the 
five universities at Stage 1

Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Nanchang 
University 
2003- 2008

No blended learning 
initiatives from 
individual faculty. 
No uniform definition 
of blended learning 
proposed.
No uniform blended 
learning policy in place.

Institutional decision 
to implement blended 
learning.
Partnered with THETI 
for technical support. 
No blended learning 
model.
No blended learning 
course scheduling.
No blended learning 
evaluation.

Installation of 
THEOL in 2003.
No faculty incentive 
structure for 
blended learning 
implementation.

Yangzhou 
University 
2007- 2008

No blended learning 
initiatives from 
individual faculty.
Institution proposed an 
implementation plan 
for on-line learning and 
resource development.
No uniform definition 
of blended learning 
proposed.
No uniform blended 
learning policy in place.

Institutional decision 
to implement blended 
learning.
Educational Technology 
Centre was responsible 
for technical support.
Partnered with THETI 
for technical and 
pedagogical support. 
No blended learning 
model.
No blended learning 
course scheduling.
No blended learning 
evaluation.

Installation of 
THEOL in 2003. 
Ad hoc training 
limited to teaching 
staff developing 
blended learning 
courses.
No faculty incentive 
structure for 
blended learning 
implementation.
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Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

CTBU 
2005-2009

No blended learning 
initiatives from 
individual faculty.
A policy for promoting 
the use of THEOL 
in teaching was issued 
in 2006, strongly 
encouraging all 
teaching staff and 
students to use the 
platform for Q&A 
sessions outside the 
classroom and for 
sharing teaching 
experiences.
No uniform definition 
of blended learning 
proposed.
No uniform blended 
learning policy in place.

Institutional decision 
to implement blended 
learning. 
The Educational 
Technology Centre 
established a teacher 
support centre for 
blended learning.
Partnered with 
THETI for technical 
and professional 
development support. 
No blended learning 
model.
No blended learning 
course scheduling.
No blended learning 
evaluation.

Incentive was 
offered for 
Internet-supported 
teaching.
The Educational 
Technology 
Centre provided 
professional 
development 
and training for 
technology- 
supported teaching 
to those interested 
in blended learning.

Nankai 
University 
2002-2007

No blended learning 
initiatives from 
individual faculties.
In July 2006, the 
Teaching Award for 
Excellent Online 
Course Development 
was announced, 
specifying key 
performance indicators 
and evaluation criteria 
in addition to award 
application procedures 
and the award amount.
In July 2007, the 
university issued 
regulations to 
standardise blended 
learning requirements.
No uniform definition 
of blended learning 
proposed.

Institutional decision 
to implement blended 
learning. 
Partnered with THETI 
for technical and 
pedagogical support. 
No blended learning 
model.
No blended learning 
course scheduling.
No blended learning 
evaluation.

THEOL was 
installed in 2002.
University invested 
in software and 
hardware to 
support the running 
of THEOL.
Training was 
provided for 
teaching staff and 
administrators 
interested in 
THEOL.
Award for excellent 
on-line courses was 
offered.
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Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Shihezi 
University 
2004-2011

No blended learning 
initiatives from 
individual faculty.
Teaching innovation 
through technology 
was promoted in a 
document entitled 
‘The Implementation 
Strategies for 
Improving Teaching 
Quality and for 
Teaching Reform 
in Undergraduate 
Programmes at Shihezi 
University, 2007’.
No uniform definition 
of blended learning 
proposed.
No uniform blended 
learning policy in place.

Institutional decision 
to implement blended 
learning.
Partnered with THETI 
for technical and 
pedagogical support. 
No blended learning 
model.
No blended learning 
course scheduling.
No blended learning 
evaluation.

THEOL was 
installed in 2004.
Training was 
offered only for 
teaching staff and 
administrators 
interested in 
blended learning.
No faculty incentive 
structure for 
blended learning 
implementation.

4.2.2. Stage 2: adoption/early implementation

Table 7 shows that most of the universities entered Stage 2 of 
their blended learning implementation around 2009, except for 
Shihezi University, which started in 2012. This period witnessed 
an increasingly active blended learning implementation process 
across the universities. Initial blended learning policies were 
reformulated and new policies were issued to encourage and 
regulate blended learning course registration, development and 
evaluation. Compared with Stage 1, blended learning structures 
grew increasingly mature. Incentives for blended learning 
became institutionalised, and the educational technology 
centres became more involved in providing technical support 
and consultancy to individual teaching staff members, offering 
more regular professional development workshops and seminars. 
On-going partnerships with THETI extended beyond 
partnerships with the THEOL provider. THETI participated 
in the blended learning course development of each of the 



283Blended Learning for  Q ual i t y  Higher  Educat ion

universities by offering curriculum consultancy and professional 
development services. More support from the institution was 
provided in terms of continuous infrastructure building and 
upgrading, on-going blended learning course development and 
incentives and professional development workshops, although 
attendance at these workshops was not compulsory.

Table 7:Table 7: Strategy, structure and support implemented by the 
five universities at Stage 2

Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Nanchang 
University 
2009- 2011

Policies were 
formulated for 
blended learning 
course registration, 
approval, 
monitoring and 
evaluation. 
However, these 
policies affected 
only teaching 
staff involved 
in blended 
learning course 
development.

The Office for 
Academic Affairs 
Administration 
was designated for 
blended learning 
course registration. 
Blended learning 
project applications 
and evaluations were 
assessed by external 
blended learning 
experts, such as those 
from THEIT. 
THEIT provided 
customised support 
for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

Computer rooms were 
built and made accessible 
to students participating in 
blended learning courses. 
Nine workshops were 
conducted each semester 
to cater to the diverse 
timetable requirements of 
the faculty.
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Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Yangzhou 
University 
2009-2013

Policies were 
formulated for the 
use of THEOL 
for learning 
and teaching 
innovations and 
the selection and 
award procedures 
for excellent 
on-line courses.

The Educational 
Technology Centre 
was expanded to 
provide all kinds of 
services and support.
THEIT provided 
customised support 
for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

The university constantly 
upgraded its servers and 
other supporting hardware 
and software.
The Educational 
Technology Centre offered 
consultancy services for 
THEOL platform use 
and blended learning 
curriculum advice via the 
telephone, e-mail and 
WeChat.
It also ran year-round 
training activities for 
teaching staff to develop 
effective on-line teaching 
practices.

CTBU 
2009-2015

In March 2015, 
the university 
announced a 
special award 
for excellence in 
Internet-supported 
teaching. 
In April 2015, it 
published another 
blended-learning 
-specific 
policy entitled 
‘On-line course 
development 
initiatives at 
CTBU’.

In 2012, the university 
redeveloped the 
previous Educational 
Technology Centre to 
found the ‘Teaching 
Development Centre’. 
In 2015, a special 
grant for on-line 
course development 
on THEOL was set 
up to fund 18-20 
on-line courses, with 
RMB3,000 allocated 
to each. 
THEIT provided 
customised support 
for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

The university continued 
its investment in and 
maintenance of the 
THEOL platform, which 
was upgraded in 2015. 
The Teaching 
Development Centre 
provided all kinds of 
technical support and 
on-going training at 
various levels, including 
one-on-one support. It 
ran 45 lunchtime seminars 
with themes ranging 
from on-line learning 
to the flipped classroom 
and blended learning 
approaches.
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Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Nankai 
University 
2008-2015

In 2013, the 
university issued a 
policy regulating 
an initiative for 
the development 
of digital resources 
and an award 
for excellence, 
with specific 
THEOL module 
development 
requirements. 
In 2014, the 
university 
announced the 
results of this 
initiative. 

The university 
actively sought 
partnership with 
Tsinghua University 
to establish on-going 
communication and 
support mechanisms 
for curriculum 
consultancy and 
THEOL support. 
In 2014, the 
university awarded 
excellent courses, 
teaching units and 
individual teaching 
staff members with 
both certificates and 
monetary incentives. 
THEIT provided 
customised support 
for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

The university continued 
its investment in and 
maintenance of its IT 
infrastructure, including 
ensuring the stability of 
its Web, data and media 
servers and the smooth 
running of the THEOL 
platform.
The university invited 
blended learning experts 
from outside the university 
to conduct various types 
and levels of workshops 
and seminars, not only 
for teaching staff to share 
their ideas and experiences, 
but also for administrators 
to develop their IT 
competency. 
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4.2.3 Stage 3: mature implementation/growth4.2.3 Stage 3: mature implementation/growth
Judging by the definition proposed by Graham et al. (2013), 
only Nanchang University and Yangzhou University met the 
requirements of Stage 3 in the framework, signifying mature 
implementation and steady growth. As shown in Table 8, 
a university-wide push for on-line learning and teaching 
involving all of the teaching staff characterised this period. 
Robust policies, structures and support were put in place to push 
blended learning into every course. As a result, more blended 
learning courses started to appear on THEOL (see Table 5).

Table 8:Table 8: Strategy, structure and support implemented by the 
five universities at Stage 3

Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Nanchang 
University 
2012-2015

University 
administration refined 
policies to promote 
on-line learning in 
every course, replacing 
the individual blended 
learning course 
registration process. 
The Nanchang 
University Course 
Quality Evaluation 
Framework for 
Undergraduate 
Programmes (2012) 
clearly stipulated the 
adoption of an on-line 
component in a course 
as a criterion for faculty 
members’ promotion.
At the college level, 
developing blended 
learning courses was 
also considered in 
the annual academic 
performance review. 

Through department 
websites, the 
LMS and QQ, 
the Educational 
Technology Centre 
maintained constant 
contact with and 
support to the 
teaching staff. This 
included updates 
on new THEOL 
developments, new 
THEOL usage 
regulations and 
the publication of 
policies and standard 
operating procedures.
THEIT continued 
its customised 
support for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

On-going 
professional 
development 
workshops on 
blended learning 
were normalised 
and provided 
to all faculty 
members. In 
view of the 
individual needs 
of the different 
colleges at 
the university, 
blended learning 
advisors were 
sent to the 
individual 
colleges 
to provide 
discipline- 
specific training.
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Institution/
period Strategy Structure Support

Yangzhou 
University 
2014-2015

The university’s 
policies clearly 
defined and 
promoted blended 
learning as the new 
mode of learning, 
replacing the term 
‘on-line assisted 
learning’. 
The university set 
a specific annual 
target number of 
blended learning 
courses for each 
college to achieve 
and stipulated that 
the effectiveness 
of these courses 
should be evaluated 
and reported in the 
annual performance 
reports of each 
college. 

In the last two 
years, the university 
ran competitions 
for model blended 
learning courses and 
micro video lectures 
on THEOL, 
and the winners 
qualified for similar 
competitions at the 
provincial level.
THEIT continued 
its customised 
support for blended 
learning course 
and professional 
development.

In response to 
the rapid increase 
in video lectures 
on THEOL, in 
2014 a server for 
streaming video 
was added to the 
application and data 
servers to support 
the conversion and 
play of the video 
lectures.
Around 10 
professional 
development 
workshops with 
specific themes 
were offered each 
semester. Weekly 
seminars were 
also held with 
different sessions 
on the same theme 
so that faculty 
members could 
book a suitable time 
on-line. Twenty 
teaching staff were 
awarded each year 
for their excellent 
blended learning 
courses.

5. Key elements affecting the 5. Key elements affecting the 
implementation of blended learning at the implementation of blended learning at the 
five universitiesfive universities
This section identifies and discusses the key themes emerging 
from the implementation of blended learning at the five 
universities that have been instrumental and unique to the 
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development of blended learning in the Chinese context. The 
blended learning implementation process discussed in Section 
4 reveals the most outstanding feature across the five cases: 
the strong leadership role of the institution in adopting and 
implementing blended learning at all three of the stages. 
This role was most prominent in four key components of the 
framework proposed in Chapter 1: infrastructure, facilities, 
resources and support; professional development; policy and 
institutional structure; and partnership. The other three 
components in the framework, including vision and philosophy, 
learning support and research and evaluation, did not emerge as 
strongly from our data. The four following subsections exposit 
the effect of the institution on these four key areas.

5.1 Effect of the institution on infrastructure, 5.1 Effect of the institution on infrastructure, 
facilities, resources and supportfacilities, resources and support
The leadership role of the institution was clearly manifested in 
infrastructure building and/or upgrading, which were usually 
the first decisions the institution made to kick-start the use of 
information and communications technology (ICT) in teaching, 
learning and administration. As most of the universities in 
China remained in a brick-and-mortar learning environment 
at the turn of the century, installing an LMS (THEOL in 
the case of the five universities) became the precondition for 
blended learning adoption. Other infrastructure building 
requirements for blended learning included installing servers 
for THEOL and a campus intranet for learning and teaching 
purposes and building computer rooms at Stage 1. Along with 
the rapid increase in platform visits at the five universities 
beginning at Stage 2, as exemplified by Nanchang University 
and Yangzhou University, continuous upgrading of the servers 
and software to support learning and teaching became necessary. 
The university management in each of the five cases proved 
instrumental in initiating such university-wide infrastructure 
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building and upgrading at every stage of their blended learning 
implementation. 

5.2 Effect of the institution on blended learning 5.2 Effect of the institution on blended learning 
professional developmentprofessional development
Unique to this study, the Stage 1 data indicated that blended 
learning across the five universities was neither advocated nor 
initiated by individual faculty members at the start. Rather, the 
faculty members appeared to be quite passive, and the institution 
actively promoted blended learning from the very beginning. 
This stands in distinct contrast to the study conducted by 
Graham et al. (2013), who reported that in Stage 1 individual 
faculty members implemented blended learning ‘on their own 
terms using an eclectic set of models specifically targeted to 
their own course contexts’ (p. 8). 
The institution saw the needs of the faculty to develop a 
vision, pedagogy and technological competence for blended 
learning and met those needs with workshops and seminars 
at both the university and college levels. With the strong 
support of university management, professional development 
became integral to blended learning implementation at all 
five universities. Each university set up its own educational 
technology centre to provide not only technical support but 
also blended learning course design and delivery consultation, 
in the forms of both training workshops and one-on-one 
consultations. In the case of CTBU, which did not implement 
strong blended learning policies until 2014, training results 
were also evaluated and published upon conclusion of the 
training. All five universities invited blended learning experts 
from outside bodies such as THETI to provide consultancy 
on curriculum design and delivery and to share their vision of 
blended learning at various workshops and seminars. 
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Overall, all of these professional development activities were 
initiated from the top, that is, the institution. This accounts 
for why they were usually run more formally and systematically 
across the universities, even at the early stages. It stands in 
contrast to the study by Graham et al. (2013), according to 
whom ‘[s]tructures for learning about blended learning at Stage 
1 institutions are predominantly informal and “faculty grown”’ 
(p. 8).

5.3 Effect of the institution on policy and 5.3 Effect of the institution on policy and 
institutional structureinstitutional structure
The leadership role of the institution emerged most strongly in 
blended learning policy formulation across the five universities. 
Three-stage analysis of the blended learning implementation at 
these universities portrayed a trajectory of policy formulation 
from no definite and uniform blended learning policy in Stage 
1 to a series of specific and concrete policies in Stages 2 and 3. 
These policies can be divided into three categories: 1) blended 
learning course application, approval and evaluation; 2) blended 
learning teaching awards and incentives for excellent course 
design and content; and 3) institutionalisation of the adoption 
of blended learning courses as a performance indicator in annual 
faculty performance reviews. Due to space limitations, we 
mention only the key policies in Section 4. Numerous specific 
policies are not included.
Policies related to blended learning course registration, approval 
and evaluation changed from individual course registration to 
the compulsory redesign of every course to include an on-line 
component, as in the case of Nanchang University. Through 
policymaking, the universities awarded the best blended 
learning courses and recommended them for provincial or 
national competitions. The strongest measure for promoting 
blended learning through policy-making is the establishment 
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of various incentive schemes, such as awarding the best blended 
learning courses and teaching staff with certifications and/or 
monetary incentives as personal income. Different from the 
findings of Graham et al. (2013), no workload deduction was 
given in any of the universities. Nanchang University’s policy 
went so far as to specify the adoption of an on-line component in 
a course as a criterion for the promotion of faculty members and 
a performance indicator in their annual performance reviews. 
Such a strong top-down approach has not been reported in the 
research. 

5.4 Effect of the institution on partnership5.4 Effect of the institution on partnership
From the beginning of their blended learning adoption efforts, 
all five of the universities formed long-term partnerships with 
THETI, not only because the institute was their LMS provider, 
but also because all of the universities realised the need for 
both the technical and pedagogical support it provided. As 
China’s leading institute in educational technology research and 
development, THETI advocated blended learning to university 
leaders even before THEOL was purchased and was highly 
regarded for its expertise in blended learning research and 
practice. THETI also designated a strong blended learning 
team to work closely with each of the universities from the day 
THEOL was installed. Invited by the universities, THETI 
conducted professional development workshops throughout 
the three stages of the blended learning implementation and 
provided consultation on blended learning course design, 
delivery and evaluation. They also worked closely with 
university management to formulate blended learning policies 
and handbooks for course development. Without this strong 
and close partnership, it would have taken the universities more 
time to advance their blended learning agendas. Such strategic 
partnerships are unique to the Chinese higher education 
context.
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In summary, all five of the cases discussed point to the strong 
leadership role of the institution during the three stages 
of blended learning implementation, especially in terms of 
infrastructure building, professional development, policy 
formulation and partnership. Without such a top-down 
approach, blended learning implementation in China could 
not have reached its current level. In a way, the universities’ 
poor technological environments, teaching staff ’s low awareness 
of blended learning and traditional Chinese value of strong 
leadership necessitated the strong leadership role of the 
institution, especially in the early stages of blended learning 
implementation.
The other three components in the framework proposed in 
Chapter 1, including vision and philosophy, learning support 
and research and evaluation, were not strongly present. None of 
the five universities had a clear vision for a long-term blended 
learning strategy, although university management realised 
the importance of ICT-supported learning as reflected in their 
early adoption of THEOL compared with other universities in 
China. The university documents did not indicate that blended 
learning had become an integral part of their strategic plans. 
This probably explains why THEOL has gained popularity in 
the last few years, yet classroom teaching has remained more or 
less the same. Technology is still being marginalised in learning 
and teaching practices, especially at the three universities that 
remain at Stage 2 of their blended learning implementation. 
No data related to learning support and research and evaluation 
were collected, not only because they were not the focus of this 
study, but also because they were unavailable at this stage of 
blended learning development in China. 
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6. Conclusion and the way forward6. Conclusion and the way forward
The findings of this study contribute, both theoretically and in 
practice, to our understanding of blended learning adoption and 
implementation in universities in China in a number of ways.
The three-stage blended learning implementation framework 
used by Graham et al. (2013) and Porter et al. (2014) was 
further validated and found to be effective at charting the 
developmental stages of blended learning in the Chinese higher 
education context. More importantly, this study enriched the 
framework by adding professional development to the support 
category, as it considered professional development as an integral 
part of the blended learning implementation process.
In practice, this study advanced our knowledge of blended 
learning adoption and implementation in Chinese higher 
education. In this particular context, the institution proved to 
be pivotal at every stage of blended learning development, as it 
advocated, led and supported the process with stronger measures 
than had been reported in the research related to institutional 
involvement in the non-Chinese context. This top-down 
approach was particularly strong and crucial at the early stages 
of blended learning implementation in China. This study also 
revealed the four essential factors that advanced the development 
of blended learning in China, including infrastructure building, 
professional development, policy formulation and partnership. 
In the context of Chinese higher education and in view of the 
current development of blended learning in Chinese universities, 
the institution remains instrumental in the stage-to-stage 
transition. As blended learning is still growing in China, 
future research and practice could focus on how the institution 
should develop a clearer vision and long-term strategic plans for 
blended learning, how it can better support both teaching staff 
and students and how it can help to advance blended learning 
research and evaluation.
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