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The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the 
use of technology and online instruction 
in professional education programmes 
worldwide. Joint Professional Military 
Education (JPME) settings have been no 
exception. Although the pandemic roll-out of 
online education was more of an emergency 
solution than a planned undertaking, the use 
of combined face-to-face and online tools and 
methods in professional education persists 
due to the flexibility and increased resource 
optimisation it offers education providers. 
Education provision that combines face-to-
face and online delivery is widely referred to as 
‘blended learning’. Blended learning combines 
more traditional classroom teaching with 
online provision, utilising different media, 
including videos, discussion forums, knowledge 
checks and others to enhance learning through 

1	 In the context of learning and teaching, synchronous learning refers to a learning environment where instruction 
and learning occur at the same time but not necessarily in the same place. This type of learning typically involves 
real-time interaction between teachers and students. Asynchronous learning refers to a learning environment where 
instruction and learning do not occur at the same time. This mode of learning allows students to access course 
materials, complete assignments and engage with the content at their own pace. 

different synchronous and asynchronous 
teaching strategies.1

As part of ongoing support to the delivery of 
Command and Staff Academic Provision at the 
UK Defence Academy, Kings’ College London 
and RAND Europe undertook a short research 
study to identify existing practices of blended 
learning in a professional education context, as 
well as opportunities, challenges and potential 
implications for UK JPME. RAND Europe 
researchers employed a mixed-methods 
approach for the study, including reviewing 
literature, conducting three focus groups with 
Advanced Command and Staff Course (ASCS) 
students at the UK Defence Academy, and 
engaging with ten external experts to gain 
insights into the advantages and obstacles 
associated with blended learning approaches. 
This research brief summarises key insights 
from the study. 

Introduction



2 Blended learning in joint professional military education2 Blended learning in joint professional military education



3

Key findings

Benefits of blended learning

Flexibility and access

Synchronous and asynchronous delivery modes allow students 
flexibility to engage with course material at their own pace. This 
can enhance learners’ engagement with the course material and 
accommodate other commitments, such as family obligations, caring 
responsibilities, travel and field research. Online delivery broadens the 
reach of lecturers and speakers, regardless of where they are located 
geographically, providing the chance to showcase esteemed speakers 
who can enrich the course material. Enabling teaching staff to operate 
from various locations, blended learning helps educational institutions 
tap into a broader network of individuals to deliver courses. This can 
also bring financial benefits in the form of reduced expenses – such 
as travel costs – and benefits to reputation thanks to the possibility of 
accessing a wide network of renowned speakers.   

Reaching wider audiences

Blended learning can facilitate inclusion of students who may be unable 
to attend fully residential courses – for example due to family obligations 
or geographic distance. Blended courses can be designed to be more 
accessible, reducing students’ travel to and time on campus. Similarly, 
international students may have greater opportunities to participate 
in the course or elements of it. In the context of the UK Defence 
Academy, reducing residential requirements could reduce the need to 
accommodate students for long periods of time, potentially freeing up 
rooms for other purposes, including revenue-generating activities. 

Optimising learning experience

Combining synchronous and asynchronous teaching modes helps 
accommodate a wider range of learning preferences. Access to pre-
recorded materials, for example, allows students to repeatedly review 
materials to improve their understanding. Quizzes, polls, learning 
games and interactive simulations can bring theoretical content alive, 
enhancing learning experience for students. Others, however, may find 
the blend of teaching methodologies distracting. 
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Challenges of blended learning

Reduced in-person interaction
Some forms of blended learning can result in significantly reduced 
social interaction, particularly if the face-to-face teaching component is 
limited. Limited face-to-face instruction time can reduce opportunities 
to build an environment of trust in which students feel they can be 
intellectually vulnerable, honest and probing. Students may also miss out 
on opportunities to build strong, career-long relationships and networks, 
which constitute core elements of JPME but are more difficult to develop 
through online interaction.

Lack of dedicated time and space
Overwhelming students is a particular risk in the context of JPME when 
students keep their full-time job. As the students remain at their station, 
they may be expected to deliver their usual tasks. In such cases, students 
could be expected to study after work hours in addition to their day 
job, putting them under increased pressure, which could impact their 
performance and learning outcomes, as well as their wider wellbeing and 
family relationships. Focus groups with current JPME students highlighted 
the urgent need to ensure that dedicated time and space are available for 
self-directed study as a prerequisite of successful blended learning options. 

Technology and connectivity
Access to reliable technology and internet access is crucial to delivering 
blended learning effectively. This can be difficult due to the students’ 
geographical location, infrastructure limitations and costs. It is also 
important that both the students and faculty know how to use the 
technology and software to harness their full benefits. Reliable, high-speed 
internet connectivity can also be a social inclusion challenge, as some 
students may not be able to afford the fast connection that may be  
required to run online elements of blended courses smoothly. 

Workload and assessment
Designing and rolling out high-quality blended learning materials is time- and 
resource-intensive, increasing workload for instructors and technical staff. 
Students, too, can face increased workload related to effectively managing 
the synchronous and asynchronous aspects of the course. Moreover, 
remote work and off-campus study demand significant self-discipline to 
navigate potential distractions, such as the responsibilities and pressures 
of home life. With some forms of blended learning, it can also be more 
challenging for instructors to monitor learning progress, gauge student 
understanding and assess learning outcomes, requiring potentially more 
tailored and wide-ranging monitoring and assessment approaches and a 
greater degree of trust in individuals’ ability to learn in a self-directed way.  
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Blended learning in UK JPME
The joint King's-RAND Europe team has identified three possible models for blended learning 
courses that could be relevant for UK JPME. These are illustrative examples and do not reflect 
any specific course programmes.  

Combined residential + online course 

This model would involve students engaging in an intensive residential course interspersed 
with online activities at their home station. Residential, face-to-face interactions – primarily 
centred around the beginning, middle and end of the course – would seek to set the course’s 
core foundations and bring together learning from the online modules. In 2024, the US Army War 
College rolled out a tailored blended learning programme that follows a similar approach.

4-week
intensive
residential
phase

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 1

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 2

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 3

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 4

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 5

2-week
intensive
residential
phase

Brings 
learnings from 
modules 1-3 
together

4-week
intensive
residential
phase

Brings 
learnings from 
modules 4 & 5 
together

5
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Combined modules 

This model could involve a mix of online, asynchronously delivered modules combined with 
more traditional, residential, synchronous activities for other modules. Depending on scheduling, 
students’ week could be split between time in residence and periods working remotely – although 
this may be difficult for the delivering organisation to schedule. 

2	 The ‘flipped classroom’ method is an educational approach that reverses the conventional learning setting by 
providing instructional content outside class. This content may consist of pre-recorded video lectures, readings, 
podcasts or other multimedia resources. Adopting this method shifts the emphasis from passive learning within the 
classroom to active learning outside it. Classroom sessions are then utilised for interactive activities that encourage 
students to delve deeper into the material and apply their knowledge. These activities may involve discussions, 
problem-solving tasks, group collaborations and practical exercises.

Maximising technology-enhanced learning 

This model would focus on harnessing technology to create interactive learning experiences 
across all modules of the course. It could involve fully ‘flipped’ classrooms2 and interactive 
lectures, as well as a range of instruction tools such as polls, chat forums for discussions, 
educational games, online quizzes and others. Depending on scheduling, students’ weeks could 
be split between time in residence and periods working remotely.

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 1

Entire course is residential

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 3

Online 
asynchronous 
activity module 5

Online 
synchronous 
activity module 2

Online 
synchronous 
activity module 4

Online 
synchronous 
activity module 6

Capstone 
residential 
synchronous 
activity

Capstone 
residential 
synchronous 
activity

Majority of passive learning redesigned into online 
asynchronous active learning experiences

Seminar activity remains in-person - 
complete flipped classroom approach

Keynote 
lecture

Keynote 
lecture

Keynote 
lecture

Keynote 
lecture

Entire course is residential
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Enablers for effective implementation of blended learning
Implementing blended learning effectively in a JPME context requires several 
prerequisites and enablers: 

Clear rationale and purpose

JPME institutions implementing blended learning should do so with a clear 
rationale, cognisant of the opportunities and trade-offs, and with a primary 
focus on ensuring high-quality education – as opposed to other goals such 
as cost reduction. 

Purposeful design

Blended learning programmes should be designed intentionally to 
fully leverage the strengths of both face-to-face and online learning, 
aligning technology choices with educational goals, and should consider 
infrastructure and student access.

Peer-to-peer learning

In a JPME context, peer-to-peer interactions are fundamental to achieving 
learning outcomes. Therefore, any blended learning approach should seek 
to facilitate and maximise the utility of peer-to-peer learning. 

Individual preferences

Most blended learning approaches offer a range of different learning tools 
and methods. As students’ individual learning preferences vary, they may 
engage well with some and not with others. Effective blended learning 
should seek to accommodate different learning styles and preferences, 
even if it will never satisfy all.

Preparation and time

To embed blended learning, faculty may require additional training and 
time to develop online course components, as well as training to use the 
necessary tools and software. Importantly, students also need sufficient 
dedicated time for self-directed study to complete the asynchronous 
portions of the course.

7
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