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All students deserve an education that is effective, individualized, and engaging while 

also preparing them for 21st century citizenship. Middle school learners present a particularly 

interesting cohort as they are growing and changing faster than any other age group. While no 

single educational pedagogy is “one size fits all” the trend toward Blended Learning has great 

potential to both customize learning and effectively engage the middle school student while 

preparing them for the future.  

The current “century-old, industrial age, factory model of education is the wrong model 

for the 21st century. Today, our schools must prepare all students for college and careers, and do 

far more to personalize instruction while employing the smart use of technology” (Duncan, 

2010). Early adolescents pose a unique educational challenge in that, developmentally, they will 

experience the most rapid period of human growth, second only to birth to two years of age 

(Caskey & Anfara, 2014).  Education must take into account, and be responsive to, the rapid 

development of the physical, intellectual, moral, spiritual, psychological, and social-emotional 

needs of the student, especially at the middle school level (Lipsitz, 1984). Blended Learning, a 

combination of face-to-face instruction in a Brick-and-Mortar building and the use of 

“personalized instruction using digital content and innovative tools for instructional delivery” 

(Longo, 2016; Stevens, 2016; Watson, 2015), suggests a trend that combines the best of both 

worlds, supporting young adolescents in developing 21st century skills.  

According to the adaptive learning company, Knewton, K-12 online courses are growing 

in popularity worldwide and are projected to continue to rise. In 2000, 45,000 K-12 students 

enrolled in an online course. More than three-million students took at least one online course in 

2009 and in 2019, Knewton projects at least 50% of high school courses will be delivered 
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online.  With the proliferation of less expensive and more powerful technology, the real potential 

for personalized instruction allows for rethinking of how we deliver instruction.  

The school - factory model dates back to the industrial age where, in both building type 

and educational pedagogy, reflected the function of a factory. Their structure, similar in size and 

design, provided for direct instruction to students sitting in rows as well as time and motion 

measurement for instruction length and movement between classes. The result was the creation 

of a “one size fits all” mass production of education. This dated model is not effective for the 

vast majority of students and educators are left constantly searching for and testing out more 

tailored and individualized approaches.  

Blended Learning “continues to shift as technology opens up new possibilities and 

teachers embrace new instructional models” (Smith, 2016). Personalized learning becomes more 

of a reality as technology evolves (Smith, 2016). The different models of Blended Learning offer 

a dynamic way to tailor learning to each individual student depending on the circumstances of 

the school's assets.  Face-to-face time with a teacher in a classroom and the opportunity for 

autonomy working online, allows for customization. The model that works best is the one that 

meets the needs of the learner using the resources available to you and your school (Staker, 

2015).  

Blended learning offers four models in which students and teachers are actively engaged 

in purposeful learning with challenging curriculum, using multiple learning and teaching 

methodology (Longo, 2016). The hybrid of face-to-face instruction with innovative tools for 

online instructional delivery (Watson, 2015; Longo, 2016) offers students equitable, engaging 

and effective education all tailored to the needs of the student at any given time. Additionally, 
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learning in this way develops 21st century skills which include: collaboration and teamwork, 

creativity and imagination, critical thinking, and problem solving all of which students will need 

for future college and careers. Edwards (2015) suggests that a central tenet of middle school 

instruction is that students are intellectually, socially, and physically active which aligns with the 

This We Believe characteristic that “leaders should be committed to and knowledgeable about 

this age group, educational research, and best practices.”  

Clayton Christensen (2017) states that the majority of blended learning programs can be 

put into one of the four models: Rotation model (Station rotation, Lab rotation, Flipped 

classroom, Individual rotation), Flex model, A La Carte model, and the Enriched Virtual Model. 

These various models directly address the needs of the developing middle school learner and 

individually and actively engage these students by giving students control of “time, place, path, 

and/or pace (Horn & Staker, 2012). 

   Three of the four Rotation Model components occur at a “Brick-and-Mortar” building, 

yet are inclusive of technology-rich instruction using whiteboards, internet access, document 

cameras, digital textbooks, Internet tools, and online lesson plans (Horn & Staker, 2012). 

Students rotate, on a fixed schedule or at the teacher’s discretion, among paper-and-pencil 

activities, small-group instruction, online learning, whole-group instruction or a specific project. 

The Station Rotation is a classroom based rotation model that includes at least one station for 

online learning and has other options as mentioned in the Rotation Model. The Lab Rotation 

Model, while also on a fixed schedule or at the teacher’s discretion, is in the school building but 

students leave the classroom and go to a learning lab. For example, students work online for a 

prescribed amount of time on math or reading skills based on their needs. When there is primary 

“delivery of content and instruction from a remote location (home, or another place where 
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students are able to access the internet) after school giving students control over time, place, 

path, or pace” (Horn & Staker, 2012) students are experiencing the Flipped Classroom. The 

Individual Rotation moves the student through an individually customized, fixed schedule 

through different modalities, that has at least one online component but not necessarily all of the 

stations.  

 The Flex Model is delivered primarily on the Internet through an individually 

customized, fluid schedule and the students will go through all of the learning modalities. In this 

model, there is a face-to-face teacher on site. The teacher will provide small group instruction, 

individual support and tutoring and facilitation with group projects on an as needed basis. 

Depending on the school, there may be a certified teacher in the class each day or a combination 

of professionals, depending on the structure of the Flex model. (Horn & Staker, 2012) 

Individual students may choose to take one or more courses entirely online to supplement 

their regular schedule. These courses have a specific teacher for this course (which is not the 

same teacher for the traditional classes). This Self-Blend Model can be taken at the Brick-and-

Mortar school with a teacher (face-to-face) or strictly online. (Horn & Staker, 2012) 

Finally, the Enriched Virtual Model is a whole school experience in which students 

attend classes at Brick-and-Mortar schools for part of their course but most of the content and 

instruction are online. Initially this model began as “full-time online school” but eventually 

added the on-campus component to give students the Brick-and-Mortar experience. (Horn & 

Staker, 2012)  

Middle school students have a variety of needs (physical, intellectual, moral, spiritual, 

psychological, and social-emotional) as they develop. Learning in the classroom, with a teacher, 

offers the “human touch” to the teaching-learning process. Among the skills young adults need 
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to learn are collaboration, cooperation and respecting other’s views. These social skills are more 

easily acquired through face-to-face experiences with their peers and a teacher providing 

facilitation (Dangwal & Lalima, 2017). On the other hand, in-school education may not be 

possible for every student because of illness or other reasons and online learning certainly has 

the potential to reach those students. As technology continues to evolve and educators embrace 

the changes that are necessary to educate middle school students in the 21st century, blended 

learning seems to be a trend that will continue to be researched and refined so that the middle 

school learner will be engaged in effective, individualized learning no matter what their 

circumstance.  
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