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The Flipped Classroom
It’s a hot topic in education and goes by many names; the “flipped classroom”, “reverse instruction”, the “inverted classroom” even a “blended classroom”, but they all have one thing in common, students watch lecture videos at home and spend class time assimilating the information through hands-on work and face-to-face interaction with their peers and teacher (Daily Riff, 2011).  
By removing lecture from the classroom, teachers would have more time to spend on student inquiry and collaborative learning activities.  The NASA Endeavor Project emphasizes the importance of allowing students to become critical thinkers and independent learners.  By freeing up class time for inquiry and investigation activities, students would be able to learn the content in a much richer context while developing the critical thinking skills they need to have in our global society.
The flipped classroom sounds great in theory, but will students buy into this new educational philosophy which requires them to be responsible for their own learning outside of the classroom?  I will be investigating student participation with the flipped model of teaching in my high school Biology classroom.  Will students watch the videos outside of our scheduled class time?  Will they become intrinsically motivated by the prospect of having differentiated projects awaiting them when they come to class?  Which students respond confidently to this method of content delivery and which struggle?  Historically homework return rates have been very low in our school so it will be interesting to see how the students respond.
With all of the benefits that technology can provide for the classroom environment, we must remember to have a purpose for the technology rather than simply using it without an educational objective in mind (Nickerson, 1988).  Nickerson discusses the fact that as educators we must not only teach our pupils content knowledge and cognitive skills, but we must also instill in them the ability and desire to learn.  Can a flipped classroom help students become the independent learners we long for them to be?
In 2010 the United States Department of Education released a Meta analysis of research that had been conducted from 1996 through 2008 on online learning.  They identified more than a thousand studies, but only nine of these published studies focused on K-12 online learning.  This demonstrates the great need for more research to be conducted in this area (USDOE, 2010).

The US DOE analysis confirmed the interest educators have in a blended teaching approach, which offers student both face to face interaction as well as an online learning environment.   The data has shown that when online learning is used by itself, it had the same results on student performance as the conventional classroom lecture.  The blended learning environment however, showed an increase in student achievement due to the variety of conditions in terms of curriculum, time and pedagogy that teachers can use (USODE, 2010).

What qualities make students successful in an online learning environment?  According to Lynch and Dembro (2004), there are three attributes that lead to the academic success of students enrolled in blended learning courses.  The attributes that led to student success were: intrinsic goal orientation, self-efficacy for learning and time/study management (Lynch, Dembro 2004).  

Very little research has been done specifically on the flipped classroom model, but aspects of the transactional distance theory do apply.  Moore (1993) developed the transactional distance theory which helped explain the pedagogy needed for a successful distance learning program.  He stated that the three most important considerations in a distance learning environment are: dialogue between student and teacher, course structure, and student autonomy.  

When discussing dialogue Moore emphasized that using interactive media would yield much better results than using recorded media because the student could have live discussions with their instructor (Moore, 1993).  This is an interesting idea to consider since thus far the flipped model has focused only on using recording media to present lectures to students.  Perhaps educators should consider ways to incorporate more dialogue with their learners as they flip their classrooms.

The structure that Moore mentioned referred to the way in which a course had been designed.  Did the teacher over plan instruction leaving little time for discussion or have they under planned leaving too much unstructured time (Moore, 1993)?  

The last item he discussed was autonomy.   He pointed out that in a highly structured class with little dialogue, a student would need to have more autonomy (Moore, 1993).  Autonomy refers to a person’s ability to control their own learning.  Does this mean that the flip model would be more appropriate for older students? 

Would the flip model work with all students or only those that are academically minded?  Zimmerman (1994) discovered that students who had good academic time management skills, practiced, made goals, and had a sense of self-efficacy were good self-regulated learners.  He discovered that the major cause of underachievement was their lack of self control.  Underachievers are more impulsive, have lower academic goals and a more difficult time assessing themselves (Zimmerman, 1994).  They are also more willing to give up than self-regulated learners so it would be important for us to provide the added support to our underachieving students so they could be successful.  Self regulation skills are important for our students both in the present and for their future, if we want them to become life-long learners. Teaching students how to learn at their own pace using recorded lectures may be a way to improve self-efficacy.

Motivation is also an important element of autonomous learning.  One component of motivation is self-efficacy.  The more confident a student is about their ability to accomplish a task, the more motivated they will be about performing the task.   Another component is if the learner has a goal, either intrinsic or extrinsic (Lynch & Dembro, 2004).  Of course other factors play a role in motivation but these seem to be the focal point of most research. 

In 2010, Canada published a Sate of the Nation Report on K-12 Online Learning.  Of particular interest was The Calgary Catholic School District (CCSD) which is the largest Catholic School District in Alberta.  For the past ten years they have had great success with blended learning courses which combine in person classroom instruction with digital technologies outside of the classroom, to build student knowledge (Barbour, 2010).  After constructing basic knowledge about a topic, students spend their class time choosing from a variety of learning activities that meet their individual learning needs.  

The project in this Canadian district originally focused on differentiated instruction and technology integration at the high school level.  The blended environment they developed has progressed over the past ten years and is now part of both the junior high and high school in their jurisdiction. (Barbour, 2010)

The idea of flipping the classroom sounds very similar to the blended classroom that has found so much success in Canada.  There are many questions waiting to be researched with regards to the flipped model such as:  What type of digital media would be best for delivery of online course content?  Would the flip model work for all students or would special techniques need to be implemented for unmotivated students?  Does the flip model actually increase content understanding?   Does flipping increase intrinsic motivation among students?  There are so many questions to answer about this new and unfolding realm of online learning.
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