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Introduction

Rachel Hudson, Sian Maslin-Prothero and Lyn Dates

WHY THIS EDITED COLLECTION?

This publication originates from a piece of research supported by the Staff
and Educational Development Association (SEDA) which investigated the
need for staff involved with flexible learning initiatives in higher educa­
tion to network with each other (Campbell and Hudson 1995). The
research revealed a wealth of innovative developments taking place in a
wide range of subject disciplines and central services. Since staff from such
a diverse range of areas would not normally have the opportunity to meet,
this led to the formation of the SEDA Flexible Learning Network, which
has the aims of sharing ideas, problems and best practice in flexible learn­
ing in higher education across the United Kingdom. In order to promote
its aims, the Network formed an electronic discussion group, flexible­
learning®mailbase.ac.uk. Similar electronic discussion groups have
formed around distance learning in the United States of America
(deosl@lists.psu.edu) and the Open and Distance Learning Association of
Australia (resodlaa@Usq.edu.au). The case studies in this book are drawn
from the experiences of members of these three networks and are intend­
ed to reflect the diversity of approaches to incorporating flexibility in
course design and delivery. The variety of responses detailed in these case
studies also underlines the fact that there is no one way to provide flexible
learning and that there is no single agreed definition.

1



2 Flexible Learning in Action

STUDENT-CENTRED, TEACHER-CENTRED OR BOTH?

There is a confusion in the minds of practitioners between the terms open,
distance, flexible and resource-based learning, which the literature com­
pounds. Often they are used inter-changeably, sometimes one subsumes
the other:

The A-Z of Open Learning (Jeffries, Lewis, Meed and Merritt, 1990) high­
lights the problem: 'Flexible learning. This term has no universally ac­
cepted definition. It is perhaps best used to describe forms of education
and training which have sought to become more open by responding to
the specific needs (eg for materials, support or assessment) and aspirations
of individuallearners' (p.4S).

The Open Learning Handbook (Race 1994) also refers to the problems of
terminology: 'In some ways... "flexible learning" is the most satisfactory of
the three terms [open, distance and flexible learning], Both "open learn­
ing" in its broadest sense, and "distance learning" as a sub-set of open
learning, involve giving learners some degree of choice and control. In
other words, they introduce elements of flexibility into the learning
process' (p.22).

In an unpublished paper, Open Learning in Higher Education, Roger
Lewis reviews a number of innovations in higher education. He states that
some of these studies prefer to use other terms such ClS resource-based
learning, independent learning, self-managed learning and flexible learn­
ing . However, he concIudes that: 'When defined broadly - as the provision
of greater student access to, and choice over, learning - the term "open
learning" acceptably covers all the cases described.'

In addition, the literature tends to define flexible learning both in terms
of the elements of flexibility needed by students (ie from a student-centred
perspective) and from the dimensions of flexibility to be provided (ie from
a teacher- or institution-centred perspective). For example, Wade, (1994)
defines flexible learning mainly in student-centred terms: 'Flexible learn­
ing ... is an approach to university education which provides students with
the opportunity to take greater responsibility for their learning and to be
engaged in learning activities and opportunities that meet their own indi­
vidual needs' (p.12).

MacFarIene (1992) takes a more teacher-centred approach: 'The term
[flexible learningl has been used as a banner under which to promote a
shift from formal, whole-class didactic teaching towards individual or
group management of learning through the provision, by the teacher, of
structured resource materials, together with opportunities for the negotia­
tion of tasks (often through specific "learning contracts" drawn up to for-
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malize requirements for the individual), self- and peer-assessment, and
collaborative group work, often on "real-Iife" projects' (p.S).

Thomas (1995) proposes a model for flexible learning which focuses on
the dynamics of the learning process which take place between the expert,
the learner and the learning resource. In this model the needs of the
learner are just one of many elements which determine the dynamics of .
the learning process.

ELEMENTS OF FLEXIBILITY

When we started collecting case studies for this book, we were looking to
illustrate our view that flexible learning is essentially student-centred
learning, and is about meeting student needs using whatever methods of
teaching and learning are most appropriate. At the same time, we wished
to dispel the commonly held view that flexible learning is concerned
mainly with the use of specially prepared resource-based learning materi­
als designed to replace tutor contact.

The brief for authors stated that we were looking for case studies which
were aimed at improving access, giving students control and choice over
what and how they learned, helping them take responsibility for their
learning, and providing support appropriate to individuallearner's needs.
These four elements:

• access;

• control;

• responsibility;

• support.

were identified as the key concepts underpinning flexible learning in a
piece of cross-sectoral research conducted by the Scottish Council for
Educational Technology (1993).

Not surprisingly, while emphasing these important elements, the case
studies described initiatives from both student-centred and teacher- or
institution-centred perspectives. While they all had clear learning objec­
tives and had been evaluated in terms of learning success, they also illus­
trated responses to a range of external drivers pushing for greater flexibil­
ity in course design and delivery.



4 Flexible Learning in Action

DRIVERS FOR FLEXIBILITY IN HIGHEREDUCATION

Until this point, we had held the view that since flexible learning is about
meeting student needs, the main drivers behind the increasing interest in
flexible learning in higher education would be related to changes in the
student body. Our case studies revealed a more complex picture.

Pedagogy
The majority of case studies illustrate how lecturers have introduced
greater flexibility in order to improve the quality of the student learning
experience. Their aims have been to promote greater active learning, more
experientiallearning and to encourage reflective learning.

Cuts in funding

Higher education is experimenting with a number of different teaching
and learning methods at the moment, many of them driven by the need to
be more resource efficient. There is a general belief that offering students
greater choice through modularity and encouraging them to take greater
responsibility for their learning are both initiatives motivated as much by
resource constraints as by the desire to meet student needs. In addition,
greater flexibility in course delivery is being introduced in a bid to find
new markets and so increase or maintain income.

Increasing diversity of students
Tremendous changes have taken place in the student population, and
these have been charted in the recently published Institute for
Employment Studies (IES) Report (Connor 1996). In the ten years preced­
ing 1993/4, the number of people entering full-time higher education in
the United Kingdorn has increased by over 76 per cent. However, it is not
just the increase in student numbers, but also the increasing diversity of
students which has led to the need for greater flexibility.

There is now a broader range of acceptable entry qualifications for higher
education and this has implications for the skills that students bring with
them. One third of full-time first degree students enter with qualifications
other than '1{ levels or Highers (Connor 1996). While school leavers
remain a significant proportion of higher education recruits, they arrive
with different learning experiences. Some will arrive with good informa­
tion technology skills, often familiar with applications that are more up-to­
date than those on the student computer network - but these new skills
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may have been learned at the expense of others. There was a 203 per cent
increase in the number of mature students (25 -) entering higher educa­
tion between 1988/9 and 1993/4 (Connor 1996). They differ from the
schoolleaver by usually having experience of work (sometimes at a mana­
geriallevel), of raising a family and having good time-management skills.
It is dear from this description that the individual members of a dass of
the late 1990s will have very different approaches to study. They will need
targeted support to help them build on their different strengths and over­
come their different weaknesses, and the opportunity to negotiate a pro­
gramme of studies that meet their varied personal and professional devel­
opment needs.

Today, many students have to juggle their studies with other major
commitments. The cuts in student grants means that many full-time stu­
dents have to find part-time employment and have reduced choice about
where they go to university. Mature students often have dependent rela­
tives to care for, and may continue to hold down a permanent job while
studying part-time. Higher education courses need to be more flexible to
help students cope with so many conflkting demands on their time.
Students need more choice over the time, place and pace of their studies.

Equalopportunities

The demand for flexibility is seemingly endless. The !ES Report (Connor
1996)reveals that the current student body does not reflect the diversity of
society as a whole. Most higher education institutions have equal oppor­
tunity policy statements committing themselves to improving access to
their programmes. If these policies are to be implemented, courses will
need to be designed and delivered in ways which meet the needs of all
potential students, including those with disabilities, those from different
ethnic cultures, residents of remote areas, shift workers, those who work
in varying locations, and those who need to make one or more mid-life
career changes, and so on.

Labour market requirements

Students are changing. funding is changing, and so are the requirements
of the labour market. Everyone is expected to continually update their
knowledge and skills. No one expects a job for life. The aim of the
European Yearof Lifelong Learning (1996) was to raise awareness regard­
ing the concept of lifelong learning and to develop initiatives at local,
national and international levels (European Commission [EC] 1995). The
emphasis of the EC is on the role of education and training in developing
lifelong learning. The EC's accent is on lifelong education.
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Transferable skills

Students need to be employable. The rapid pace of change has meant that
employers have pushed for a change in emphasis from 'knowledge' to the
development of the skills of the 'knower' so that companies can become
more innovative and flexible and can act effectively in achanging world.
Organizations are now seeking a multi-skilled, responsive and adaptable
workforce who are prepared to be lifelong learners, adapting and chang­
ing as required by the organization (English National Board 1994). Since
the concept of a job for life no longer exists, so people need to be self-moti­
vated and make conscious decisions about their futures.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

This book has been structured to show the diversity of initiatives that are
taking place in higher education in response to the drivers outlined above .

Flexibility for leamers on campus

The majority of students in higher education are 'campus-based' . The case
studies in this section illustrate a range of ways in which greater flexibili­
ty is being offered to these students. Most describe flexible developments
which are taking place at a module or unit level. For example, computer­
assisted learning packages, e-mail and resource-based learning materials
are being used to give students more choice about when and where they
learn. Students are being offered choice in their assessment schedule, and
in one example, can select a 'judicious mix' of self-study materials, lec­
tures, tutorials and seminars. Several of the case studies involve the use of
technologies such as the World Wide Web, computer conferencing and e­
mail to give students greater flexibility over when and where they study.
While many students are still using the universities' computing facilities
to take part in these modules, several have been able to communicate from
horne.
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Flexibility for work-based learners
Perhaps because the case studies in this section are concerned with stu­
dents who are identifiably different from 'traditional' full-time students,
they take a more student-centred approach. These case studies refer to the
need for negotiated learning to ensure relevance to the students' working
situation; the need to build in reflection-on-practice and experientiallearn­
ing; and to the development of assessment methods such as portfolios and
profiling to aid reflective learning and professional and personal develop­
ment.

Flexible approaches to skills development

The case studies in this section illustrate a range of flexible modes of deliv­
ery adopted by higher education institutions in order to meet the chal­
lenge of developing students' transferable skills and skills for lifelong
learning. For example, the use of handbooks and tutorials to ensure that
postgraduates can make effective use of campus computer facilities for
research; the development of a wide range of resource-based learning
materials for a campus-wide programme aimed at developing effective
learning skills. The case studies also illustrate ways of identifying and
overcoming barriers to lifelong learning. For example, by establishing
partnerships with the community from which the learners are drawn; by
induding confidence building activities; and by establishing a range of
mechanisms to ensure appropriate support, induding mentors, drop-in
sessions and student networks.

Institutional strategies for supporting flexible learning
Several of the case studies in this section concern initiatives which have
been supported because the institution wishes to learn more about the
benefits of 'new' teaching and learning methods, perhaps in the hope that
they will help them cope with reduced contact time. Nevertheless, the
emphasis of most case studies, while not being wholly student-centred, is
essentially on meeting the needs of students. Thus, the final section, on
institutional strategies, describes aseries of initiatives to provide a frarne­
work in which flexible learning can take place, and reflects the importance
which higher education is placing on flexible learning. The case studies
indude examples of a mixed-mode modular programme, local and remote
access to electronic learning resources, and an institution-wide strategy for
learning skills development.
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SECTIONI
Flexibility for Learners on Campus

INTRODUCTION

Since the majority of students in higher education attend a univerisity
campus for many of their learning activities, this section features a num­
her of case studies designed to introduce greater flexibility into campus­
based learning. All the case studies involve no more than a single unit or
module - sometimes less - so it is probably fair to assume that in the
majority of cases the students' overalliearning experience remains much
less flexible.

In most cases, the modules or units featured have been taught on pre­
vious occasions, using more conventional methods, but a range of factors
have 100 to a shift away from traditional patterns of learning and to the
introduction of greater flexibility . All the changes were introduced with
the aim of improving the quality of the learning experience and being
more responsive to student needs. For example, peer-assisted study ses­
sions were introduced to try to overcome high failure rates and help stu­
dents develop effective learning strategies (Witherby, Chapter 4). In anoth­
er case (Dunning, Chapter 2), it seemed 'bizarre' to lecture about flexible
learning. Sometimes the need for greater flexibility arose because of the
changing nature of the students, for example, independentlearning strate­
gies were introduced hecause students with very different language abili­
ties selected the same language module (Mühlhaus and Löschmann,
Chapter 3).

Most of the case studies aim to give students greater control over the
time, pace and place of their studies. They also aim to give students
greater control and choice over what and how they learn, often by giving
them access to a wide range of learning materials and helping them to
develop effective learning skills. Some of the benefits of increased flexibil­
ity have been extended to staff - for example, the introduction of e-mail
has meant that lecturers can choose the time when they respond to student
queries (Smith, Chapter 5).

Several case studies clearly have some experimental aspect to them ­
the departments or institutions wish to leam more about the benefits of

9



10 Flexibility for Learners on Campus

these new methods of delivery: whether greater flexibility will enable
them to recruit more overseas students (Dunning, Chapter 2) or whether
multimedia is an effective method of teaching (Smith et al., Chapter 7).

While some of the case studies make clear reference to diminished
resources as a driver for change (e-mail 'came to the rescue' when there
were no available rooms or staff to teach 72 psychology students (Smith,
Chapter 5) and 'the few contact hours now available' for the language
module could no longer be used for teaching content (Mühlhaus and
Löschmann, Chapter 3», most are less specific. In almost all the case stud­
ies it seems that in order to introduce greater flexibility, resources have
been redeployed rather than reduced. The lecturers' time has been spent
developing learning materials, running workshops to improve students'
learning strategies, responding to e-mail queries, and marking reflective
journals, rather than on transmitting content via lectures.

Increased flexibility for students has 100 to a change in the role of the
lecturer. By giving students more control over when, where, what and
how they learn, lecturers are spending less time presenting information,
and more time as learning facilitators: progress checking, motivating stu­
dents, developing students' learning strategies, establishing peer support,
holding 'remedial' workshops or lectures in response to student problems.

In all the case studies, the overall timescale for studying the module
remains inflexible, and much of the assessment remains non-negotiable. It
seems likely that the constraints of organizing a modular programme for
full-time students are responsible for this lack of flexibility. Dunning
(Chapter 2) states that students welcomed the fixed timescale and clear
direction regarding the assessment.

In several case studies, increased flexibility has been offered by the use
of e-mail, computer conferencing and the World Wide Web, for example
Buckner and Davenport (Chapter 6). As students gain access to the
Internet, this will mean that essentially campus-based students now have
the opportunity to study almost an entire module from horne. This could
eventually lead to the blurring of the distinction between 'campus-based '
and 'distance' learners. However, as the online 'Business Writing' course
shows (Fulkerth, Chapter 1), many students do not have access to com­
puters or the Internet at home, and must rely on using the computer labs on
the university campus.


