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Hybrid, Blended or HyFlex: 
Which Is the Right Fit for You?
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Online teaching isn’t going away. Here’s how to 
triage which modality is the most effective for 
you and your students.

For most of us, the rapid pivot to remote teaching meant going 

online, very fast. But today, educators will likely have more choice 

in what stays online, and what happens in class. With web-based 

technology here to stay, it’s essential to weigh up the pros and cons 

of both in-person and online modalities. 

Below, we look at three models that incorporate online instruction: 

hybrid courses, blended courses and hybrid-flexible, or HyFlex, 

instruction. We also share recommendations for which model is best 

suited for you depending on your teaching goals.

What are the three models and 
how do they work?
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Evaluating all three teaching 
modalities: Which is the best  
for you?
No two educators have the same teaching goals in mind. Some may 

want to boost course enrollment. Others may want to foster a greater 

sense of belonging. Some may want to get a better grasp of where 

their students stand academically. Since the three modalities are 

designed to achieve different goals, we’re evaluating each based on 

what you’re looking to get out of your course.

GOAL 1: I WANT TO INCREASE ENROLLMENT IN  
MY COURSES

Hybrid courses offer more than one way of engaging with class 

material, and for students who have connectivity concerns or who 

aren’t able to attend in-person classes, this modality makes it 

easy to participate along with students who can. A disadvantage 

is that the main form of online instruction—whether synchronous 

or asynchronous—is determined by the educator. There’s little 

autonomy left to the student to choose how they want to absorb and 

digest course information.
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In blended courses, face-to-face learning is ideally made as 

productive and discussion-driven as possible. In-person learning 

forms the basis of this modality—but that can come with downsides 

as well. Students who aren’t able to attend in-person classes may 

end up missing out on the bulk of instruction. The physical classroom 

is still ground zero for learning, which can disproportionately affect 

those who aren’t able to sit through a traditional lecture hosted on 

campus.

HyFlex courses, on the other hand, are designed with flexibility in 

mind. This modality affords students more agency in how learning 

takes place, which can be especially beneficial for mature students 

who must balance their academic life with their careers.1

However, a 2020 study of 300 students at San Francisco State 

University, who were learning using a HyFlex model, revealed that on 

any given day, about 15–25 percent of students would attend class in 

person.2 That suggests that this instructional model could lead to a 

lack of belonging and engagement in physical classes—which could 

indicate why the majority of students, in that example at least, opted 

out of in-person learning.

https://tophat.com/blog/blended-learning/
https://tophat.com/blog/what-you-need-to-know-about-hyflex-courses/
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GOAL 2: I WANT TO FOSTER INCLUSIVITY AND EQUAL 
ACCESS IN MY COURSE

In the case of hybrid courses, participation and discussion extends 

beyond the physical classroom. This can make students feel like part 

of an interconnected community that lives online and in class. In-

person class activities are purposely designed to engage students, 

making the physical class an exciting and motivating place. But 

as with all three modalities, given that instruction is split between 

online and in person, students may be forced to invest in new 

technologies or teaching platforms to participate. Socioeconomic 

concerns may further prevent students from attending synchronous 

online classes.

Educators teaching blended courses can offer additional flexibility 

as to how and where learning takes place. Advanced students can 

fast-track through supplementary material online without any 

disadvantage to less-advanced learners. But the self-paced nature 

of blended learning comes with some cons. Students are at risk of 

falling behind, given that the onus is on them to develop their own 

learning schedule. 

Finally, with HyFlex courses, students are given the greatest 

autonomy over their learning. However, HyFlex courses assume 

that students are available to attend either a physical class or a 
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live-streamed virtual class, which isn’t always the case. HyFlex 

courses also put increased pressure on instructors to plan and 

design a course that engages those attending in person and online, 

synchronously and asynchronously.

GOAL 3: I WANT TO KEEP TRACK OF STUDENT PROGRESS 
AND INSIGHTS

Throughout hybrid courses, students are given the opportunity to 

receive immediate verbal feedback from instructors and/or peers. No 

matter where students are geographically, they can communicate 

and collaborate—either in person, via video conferencing software 

or via live chat.3 All three of these spaces can be used to generate 

frequent feedback and run pulse checks on how students are faring.

With blended courses, the asynchronous online components can 

draw out greater participation and engagement than in-person 

lectures alone. Shy students, or those who aren’t able to participate 

in activities hosted in the physical classroom, still have the 

opportunity to apply their knowledge at some point in the learning 

process. A potential drawback is that without clear organization and 

easily identifiable learning paths, students can fall behind on their 

assigned readings or assignments.
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In an ideal world, educators teaching HyFlex classes would offer 

equivalent learning experiences for both those attending online 

and in person. However, there are discussions, activities and lecture 

styles that work well in person that can’t be replicated as effectively 

online. A HyFlex classroom that lacks thoughtful course design and 

organization may end up leaving those attending online as passive 

onlookers.

The pros and cons of each instructional model vary depending on 

your teaching goals. Based on the above analysis, we share the 

modality we recommend for you below.
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•	 Video-based assessment: Animoto, Flipgrid, PlayPosit

•	 Discussions: Backchannel Chat, Discord, Top Hat (with 

anonymous discussion capabilities)

•	 Whiteboard or note taking tools: Dotstorming, Padlet, Limnu 

•	 Tools for STEM classes: BeyondLabz, Labster, Top Hat Labs

•	 Tools for Humanities classes: Annotation Studio, Audacity, 

Canva, Top Hat

What are the differences 
between formative and 
summative assessments?
Formative and summative assessments can easily be confused. 

Elements of the formative assessment process identify 

misconceptions or learning gaps throughout a course. But 

summative assessments evaluate student learning and measure 

success at the very end of a course or unit of study. Summative 

assessments are also generally high-stakes, meaning that they have 

a high point, percentage or grade value associated. We share the key 

differences between formative and summative assessments in the 

table below.

We empower educators to engage students and 
unleash their potential. Learn more about the 
capabilities of the Top Hat platform.

https://tophat.com/

