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Blended Learning Essentials: Embedding Practice 

 

Article on ‘Learning types and digital technologies’ 

 
The reason we use digital technology in education and training is to improve learner success. We define 

success in terms of the intended learning outcomes set for each course, or module, or activity. But how do we 

know what learners have achieved? 

 

A teacher, trainer, coach or tutor who is close to their learners, in regular contact, and getting to know them 

over a long period, can get a good sense of how well they are progressing. But as group sizes increase, class 

time decreases, learners become more diverse, and there is more pressure on workload, getting help from the 

technology could be vital for maintaining a good understanding of learners’ individual progress. Here are 

some examples: 

 

1. If learners are working in groups, and supported by technology-based activities, the tutor has a good 

chance of being able to ‘listen’ to their talk as they walk round the groups.  

2. If they are working on a VLE their activity and presence is recorded.  

3. If they do automated tests, involving no marking by the tutor, the system delivers a dashboard of 

results.  

4. If they use voting tools in response to your lecture questions you see how the whole class is 

responding, not just the select few in a Q&A.  

 

These digital discussion, practice and production activities all provide opportunities for you to identify 

evidence of learning. 

 

The case study in the video ‘Identifying evidence of learning’ is from an Aromatherapy course on the 

chemistry of essential oils. Dr Rosemary Caddy (Nottingham University) developed a learning design that helps 

learners understand the chemistry through visualising the different effects of the essential oils. Instead of 

learning from descriptions of their properties, this class is using a practical online program, where they can 

experiment with blending different proportions of oils for specific purposes, with feedback on the nature of 

the blend. Once they have what they think is a good blend, they then mix it, and test it.  

 

The teacher, on the other hand, is blending a mix of lecturing using presentation technology - with small 
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group work using a digital tool - and assessment, using the digital tool linked to the student records.  

 

The video showed several different types of learning in action, through: 

 

 Acquisition (reading, watching, listening) 

 Discussion (exchanging ideas, Q&A with each other or with the teacher) 

 Practice (putting concepts, ideas, into practice in an exercise, with feedback) 

 Production (producing something for the teacher to assess). 

 

We have always encouraged these types of learning in conventional courses, along with two more: learning 

through ‘inquiry’ and through ‘collaboration’. As we introduce more technology, these types of learning are 

still relevant, but now we can also use digital technologies to activate them. 

 

When we think about what type of technology might be needed to assist learners in achieving a particular 

learning outcome, it’s important to think in terms of the kind of learning they need to do to get there. That’s a 

complex issue, so for practical design purposes it’s useful to have a simple set of concepts to work with.  

 

Table 1 presents definitions of these six types of learning, which are derived from studies of learning1. Table 2 

then links each one to conventional and digital technologies. 

These learning types are meant to be distinctive, and to emphasise the different ways in which we get 

learners to engage with the knowledge or skill or disposition in focus. 

 

Table 1: Definitions of learning types 

 

Learning 
type 

The learning experience 

Acquisition 
(Read, 
Watch, 
Listen?) 

Learning through acquisition is what learners are doing when they are listening to a 
presentation or podcast, reading from workbooks or websites, and watching demos or 
videos. 

Discussion  Learning through discussion requires the learner to express their ideas and questions, and 
to challenge and respond to the ideas and questions from the tutor, and/or from other 
learners. 

                                            

1 Definitions are taken from Chapters 6-11 in Laurillard, D. (2012). Teaching as a Design Science: Building 

Pedagogical Patterns for Learning and Technology. New York and London: Routledge. 
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Investigation 

 

Learning through investigation requires the learner to do their own exploration, comparison 
and interpretation of the demos, documents and resources relating to the concepts and 
skills being taught. 

Practice  Learning through practice enables the learner to adapt their actions to the task goal, and 
use the feedback to improve their next action. Feedback may come from self-reflection, 
from other learners, from the teacher, or from the activity itself. It is also referred to as 
‘learning by doing’, or ‘learning through experience’. 

Collaboration  Learning through collaboration includes learning through practice because the learners 
‘make’ something. They have to produce that something together. Therefore it requires 
discussion to negotiate what they produce (e.g. a definition, a plan, a design, a 
presentation…). 

Production Learning through production is the way the tutor motivates the learner to consolidate what 
they have learned by producing something that expresses their current knowledge, and/or 
their skill at using it in practice. 

 

All six learning types have been in common use in all sectors of education and training for many years, and 

learners need a combination of all of them. These definitions have been tested in workshops in all sectors, and 

all learners need a mix of all of them, irrespective of age or stage or curriculum area. They provide, in 

combination, what it takes to learn in a formal learning context, from the child at school, to the apprentice at 

work, to the college student, to the lifelong learner. 

 

There is no reason to suppose that the nature of what it takes to learn will change in the digital age. We still 

have to work hard to understand new ideas, and to master high-level skills. The point of education and training 

is to help people do what they cannot do for themselves, so inevitably it will require a combination of 

activities. 
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Table 2 interprets each type of learning in terms of the conventional technologies we’ve been using for 

decades, and then in terms of the different kinds of digital technology now available as well. 

 

Table 2: Definitions of ‘learning types’ in terms of typical technologies used 
 

 

Learning 
types 

Conventional technology Digital technology 

Acquisition Reading workbooks, 
documents 

Listening to tutor 
presentations face-to-face, 
lectures 

Watching demonstrations, 
master classes 

Reading multimedia resources, OERs, websites, digital 
documents  

Listening to podcasts, audio walk-throughs 

Watching animations, videos 

Discussion  Tutorials, tutor groups, 
learner-led discussion, 
discussion groups, class 
discussions 

Online tutorials and tutor groups, email discussions, chat 
sites, social media, discussion forums, web-conferencing 
tools (synchronous and asynchronous). 

Investigation 

 

Analysing the ideas and 
information in a range of 
materials and resources 

Using text sources, people, 
field trips, to collect data for 
analysis 

Comparing texts, using 
catalogues to search and 
evaluate information and 
ideas 

Analysing the ideas and information in a range of digital 
resources 

Using digital tools to collect and analyse data 

Comparing digital texts, using digital tools for searching and 
evaluating information and ideas. 

Practice  Doing practice exercises; 
using tools, doing practice-
based projects, labs, field 
trips, face-to-face role-play 
activities 

Using digital quizzes, tools, models, simulations, digital 
games, video feedback, microworlds, virtual labs and field 
trips, online voting, online role-play activities 

Collaboration  Small group project, 
discussing other learners’ 
outputs, creating a joint 
output, workshop 

Small group project, using online forums, wikis, chat rooms, 
etc. for discussing other learners’ outputs, Padlet for 
sharing outputs, digital design tools for creating a joint 
digital output 
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Production Producing their own account 
of what they have learned, 
using statements, essays, 
reports, accounts, designs, 
performances, artefacts, 
animations, models, films 

Producing, sharing, and storing: digital documents, digital 
designs, performances, artefacts, animations, models, 
resources, slideshows, photos, videos, blogs, e-portfolios 
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