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2. Definitions and contestations  
The debate about flexible learning and its meaning has been formulating over the last 

decade. The (former) HEFCE (2011) definition of flexible learning stated:   

Universities and colleges must ensure that students have the information 
they need to make informed choices about what, where and how they 
want to study. We will aim to support a higher education sector with a 
diverse and flexible range of provision, embracing all academic disciplines 
and building further on the wide range of qualifications currently available 
through full- or part-time study and accelerated learning. 

The Flexible Learning Framework created by Advance HE states that:  

Flexible learning is about empowering students by offering them choices in 
how, what, when and where they learn: the pace, place and mode of 
delivery. Flexible learning requires a balance of power between 
institutions and students and seeks to find ways in which choice can be 
provided that is economically viable and appropriately manageable for 
institutions and students alike. 

It is argued that this latter definition, although helpful, does not represent some of the wider 

challenges of leading and creating a truly flexible process that characterises the context for 

higher education (HE). Johansen (2009) called this a 'VUCA' world; one characterised by 

volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity which will not be met in HE by focusing 

solely on student choice. This is supported by Ryan and Tilbury (2013) who found that an 

emphasis on delivering student choice can obfuscate the need to consider emerging 

pedagogies.  

Scearce and Fulton (2004, 2) provide an underpinning rationale for the approach in this 

guide, when they note:  

Asking ‘What if?’ in a disciplined way allows you to rehearse the 
possibilities of tomorrow and then to take action today empowered by 
those provocations and insights. 

Taking these contested aspects into account, the definition of flexible learning provided by 

Jones-Devitt, Arnold and Snowden (2017, 4) is used to frame the approach to this guide, 

comprising:  

Flexible learning concerns institutions constructing and continually 
evaluating infrastructure, policies and practices that offer the widest 
possible opportunity for successful student engagement and belonging of 
all stakeholders in higher education. 
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3. Key principles of flexible learning 
The following evidence-informed points are provided to help determine the key constituents 

of flexible learning processes. These principles are not exhaustive and they merely 

contribute to an evolving body of practice.   

+ conceptualisation of flexible learning is diverse and needs to be recognised at four 

levels concerning sector, institutional, pedagogical and learner flexibility. Barnett 

(2014) noted it is likely that there will be tensions in the ways in which these levels 

interact with each other 

+ institutional agility is required to be able to proactively implement responsive 

infrastructure. This is an area of focus in Advance HE Flexible Learning in Higher 

Education Framework which requires institutional systems and structures to be designed 

for flexibility rather than homogeneity 

+ pedagogies that contribute to learner empowerment should be integrated into 

everyday learning and teaching practice. These include co-design, crossing 

curriculum and spatial boundaries and decolonising dominant western-focused 

discourses. For more details concerning flexible pedagogies, see the work of Ryan and 

Tilbury (2013)  

+ inclusive, equitable, personalised and contextualised approaches should underpin 

all flexible learning processes. These approaches align with Values V1, V2 and V4 of 

the UK Professional Standards Framework (UKPSF)   

+ influence on successful engagement does not begin at HE entry but occurs much 

earlier as part of a lifelong learning process.  All HE providers need to acknowledge 

and act upon the assertions of Engstrom and Tinto (2008, 50) who note that “access 

without support is not opportunity”. 
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3.1 Practical underpinning 

Flexible learning principles need to be introduced and applied pragmatically at all levels. The 

table below identifies the key notion and related actions.     

 

Key flexible learning notion Required action/approach 

Ability to embrace and lead 

disruptive thinking as a positive 

force for change. 

Needs effective leadership to create confidence in this 

ability, otherwise organisations often remain static and 

inflexible in structure and approach. 

Within flexible systems there 

needs to be preservation of 

some existing archetypes in 

addition to disruption. 

Organisations successfully undergo processes that 

operate both irregularly and with some discontinuous 

trends; involves retaining some recognisable archetypes 

among the discontinuity (for example: model items or 

patterns from which certain things of the same kind are 

copied and prevail). Otherwise, there is danger of 

institutions tipping over the edge of complexity into chaos 

in which there is very little consensus about anything. 

Flexible learning organisations 

actively seeks out ongoing 

dialogue about the purpose of 

HE. 

Organisations should embrace this dialogue as part of 

their normal and evolving practices. 

Flexible learning needs to be 

considered holistically. 

Flexible learning can be done partially or bolted-on. The 

Flexible Learning Framework identifies four key areas for 

flexible learning, comprising: institutional systems and 

structures; technology enhanced learning; pedagogical 

approaches; employability. None has sovereignty and all 

need to be viewed as part of an integrated, flexible 

learning process 

Flexible learning combines 

many collaborative networks 

and interconnectivities. 

Processes can be multiple and, at times, overlapping. 
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4. Relationship of this guide to the 
framework 

This guide and update to the Advance HE framework for flexible learning has been designed 

to initiate thoughts about the evolution and application of key flexible learning principles to 

practice. It draws upon the original framework, being both evidence-based and experience-

informed and is aligned to the UK Professional Standards Framework. It can be adapted 

and applied to different disciplines, modes of study and institutional contexts by a wide 

range of users. As in the original framework, this guide recognises that successful flexible 

learning is “student-centred and empowers students to become independent and 

autonomous, fostering graduate attributes that will enable them to manage the complexities 

of 21st century life” (Advance HE Flexible Learning Framework, 2018). 

 

5. Strategic implications for HE providers 

+ providers should demonstrate a commitment to flexible learning and implementing new 

ways of working. This requires considerable courage to go beyond maintaining the status 

quo 

+ it requires transdisciplinary ways of thinking in which different bodies of knowledge and 

ways of working are used to transcend hierarchy. This involves finding authentic working 

practices that refute destructive relationships built primarily on power; try seeking 

collaborations and interconnectivity as productive forces for student success 

+ use leadership approaches which encourage innovation so that a creative culture of 

managed risk-taking is encouraged, especially when supporting flexible learning 

innovators from within the institution 

+ when building a flexible learning ethos institutionally, there will be challenges to a whole 

array of prevailing staff identities that need to be pre-empted by senior leaders and 

shared with all key stakeholders. Expect to work differently! 

+ institutional flexibility necessitates working with wider communities and agencies in order 

to see the bigger context for any large-scale decision making. This aligns with the views 

of Scearce and Fulton (2004) about rehearsing future possibilities while taking action 

today 

+ projected expectations of post-capitalist economies, eg Industry 4.0, should be factored 

into longer-term scenario planning concerning decision-making about future structures 

and likely scenarios for HE. This needs to be considered along with possible impact on 

institutions. 
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6. Considerations for staff 
 

Adopters of flexible learning need to be prepared for resistance. To develop 

flexible learning holistically staff will have to unlearn some of their thinking 

and practices to become more effective facilitators of flexible learning in 

partnership with students and – when relevant – with employers as co-creators 

of knowledge and insight; rather than acting solely as gatekeepers of expected 

behaviours and standards. 

 

Flexible learning inevitably involves working in different ways and this 

necessitates relinquishing of some aspects of power. This process might 

lead you to challenge your own perceptions of professional identity and 

underlying assumptions.   

 

Awareness of core values underpinning flexible learning, including: 

inclusivity in which HE is available to all; equity, ensuring that HE is available to 

all, regardless of demographics or circumstance; lifelong learning so 

individuals can learn/develop throughout their lives; social responsibility which 

recognises that people make societal contributions; collaboration which 

identifies that humans are sociable and interactive. 

 

There are many operational considerations involved in developing 

flexible learning provision, concerning how delivered (eg studying face-to-

face, online, or through blended approaches); what is constructed in order to 

develop more personalised learning; when delivered by building programme 

structures that assist choice; choice of intensity of study; where delivered (eg 

studying in a choice of locations). 
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7. Implications for students 

+ students must be engaged fully from the outset in order to trust in the 

development of flexible learning processes, which should not be viewed as novel or 

experimental. Above all, care should be taken to avoid the 'othering' of particular groups, 

implicitly or otherwise 

+ despite increasing flexibility, students need to be able to locate themselves within the 

process in order to understand how and where they belong within emerging and 

complex structures 

+ the process of engaging all students requires developing an expansive 

pedagogical repertoire in order to be truly inclusive 

+ articulating the flexible learning offer in a realistic manner is essential for managing 

student expectations and building confidence. 

 

8. Key questions for practitioners 
This guide indicates that adopting flexible learning processes can produce a positive shift 

towards more student-centred learning. In considering the value of flexible learning at all 

levels, practitioners should reflect on the following questions to aid decision-making:   

+ can you align your own practice to the values underpinning flexible learning and how 

might this be approached with others? 

+ how inclusive is your style of teaching and how does this translate into facilitation of 

learning? (For example, are you prepared to relinquish power to become more flexible?) 

+ can you draw upon evidence-informed approaches to use well-considered risk-taking as 

part of undertaking predictive scenarios development? (For example, have you 

considered who your future students are likely to be from demographic and socio-

economic perspectives and how this analysis fits with the overall strategic direction?)    

+ how can you create the necessary conditions of flexibility (see Barnett, 2014) and the 

resultant types of relationship-building deemed essential for enhancing flexibility at all 

levels?   

+ what are the challenges that might emerge when trying to reconcile conflict between 

practitioner and institutional aims for flexible learning?    

+ what is your perceived identity and how might this change if practising more flexibly? 
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9. Useful checklists  
As part of precursor work which pre-empted construction of the Advance HE Flexible 

Learning Framework (2018), Advance HE commissioned various forms of enquiry and 

strategic projects linked to creating an evidence base for flexible learning. This section 

draws attention to some of the resources developed consequently. 

9.1 Conditions of flexibility 

Barnett (2014) indicated that a set of conditions of flexibility should be applied when 

considering flexibility in order to safeguard the educational integrity of any offerings. He 

suggested the following 15 conditions need to be addressed. He specified that flexible 

programmes must: 

1. lead to a qualification that contributes to major awards (such as degrees or their 

equivalent)  

2. offer all students access to suitable materials and appropriate cognitive and practical 

experiences 

3. offer academic interaction with other students 

4. offer access to tutors, in real-time interaction 

5. offer prompt and informative (formative) feedback from tutors 

6. offer access to other academic services (such as counselling, academic and careers 

advice) 

7. offer financial services (appropriate to the cost to students in financing their studies) 

8. enable students to offer feedback on their total experience 

9. provide a pedagogical openness 

10. be academically and educationally structured 

11. offer ladder(s) of progression 

12. be suitably robust and reliable (with built-in safeguards appropriate to the risk) 

13. be cost-effective 

14. Have sufficient structure so as to enable student completion to be a likely outcome 

15. Contain sufficient challenge that students are likely to be cognitively and experientially 

stretched and to be informed by a spirit of criticality appropriate to each stage of a 

programme of studies (so as fully to realise the promise of a higher education). 
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9.2 Forms of institutional flexibility 

Barnett (2014) also identified 12 indicators each institution should ask of itself, in order to 

gauge level of pedagogical flexibility to inform its own flexibility profile. These indicators 

should enable students to: 

+ receive credit of some kind for their prior learning and/or experience (so requiring 

flexibility in the making of admissions’ judgements) 

+ vary and even to switch the disciplines and/or professional fields during the course of 

their studies 

+ have some optionality over the pattern of their studies (some students may wish to have 

physical access to the library during the night; others may wish to have digital access to 

the pedagogical resources associated with programme of study) 

+ have a degree of choice over the modalities in which they present their assignment (in 

combinations of text, sound and vision, in three-dimensionality, in performance) 

+ have some epistemological control over programme of studies (some students prefer to 

study theoretical aspects of phenomena; others prefer to study practical aspects) 

+ adopt a learning strategy best suited to their own learning style (whether, for instance, 

starting with concrete instances or discrete facts warranting a surface-level approach but 

broadening into a deep and synoptic understanding or starting with a deep grasp of 

general principles and filling in the interstices over time) 

+ have choice as to the level of interactivity of their own approach to their studies (some 

students thrive on interaction with others; other students much prefer, at least initially, to 

work things out in their own way) 

+ change the mode of their registration – as between full-time and part-time 

+ interrupt their studies 

+ acquire credits and be able to leave mid-way with a portfolio of credits  

+ provide for students to choose or to influence the way – and potentially time and 

frequency – in which they will be assessed 

+ allow students to alter the contents of their programme so as to heighten their 

professional or personal relevance (which might even allow students room to switch their 

main subject of study completely).  
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9.3 Student checklist 

The following basic checklist for students is adapted from Flexible learning: a practical 

introduction for students (Bennington, Tallantyre, and Le Cornu, 2013). 

 

10.  Activities 
Go to the Advance HE online Flexible learning in higher education section, available at: 

www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/flexible-learning.   

Consider each of the four areas of focus, concerning: 

 

+ which area will you prioritise and why? 

+ find some linked resources on the webpage to support your planning. 

+ who are your key stakeholders in each area? 

+ how will you evaluate your chosen area? 

+ what does success look like?  

Institutional 
agility

Personal 
flexibility

Balanced 
pragmatism

Learner choice

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/flexible-learning
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/flexible-learning
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11.   Innovative exemplars from practice 
There are many useful practice-related flexible learning resources that can be accessed 

from the Advance HE website. There are several highlighted below. 

11.1  Student-researched case studies of flexible learning to support 

flexible learners 

This project aimed to examine flexible learning from student perspectives. In particular, it 

drew on materials from the HEA’s flexible pedagogies workstream which suggests that 

current discussion around flexible learning is actually primarily about flexible delivery. The 

project therefore consciously shifts the focus to explore how flexible learning pedagogies 

and practices are experienced by students. It sought to gather student evaluations of how 

flexible learning – in terms of pace place and mode of delivery – and flexible pedagogies are 

experienced by students as support for their development as flexible learners.  

Available at: s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-

manager/documents/hea/private/hea_newman_1_1568037348.pdf  

11.2  Promoting equality of opportunity through flexible learning 

The profile may be used at any time to help review the curriculum. It may prove especially 

useful when the curriculum (be it a module or the entire programme) is going through a 

planned review process. The profile is not a ‘tick list’ that needs to be worked through 

verbatim, rather it is meant to be a stimulus for thought and reflection. Reviewing the 

curriculum is a sizeable undertaking and this profile may help by giving you a starting place 

when looking at flexible or inclusive curriculum. There is a section at the end of the profile 

that gives a suggested method if the curriculum is being reviewed as part of an ‘away day’ or 

team planning process.  

Available at: s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-

manager/documents/hea/private/hea_-_birmingham_1568037348.pdf  

11.3  Getting animated about flexible learning 

The project focuses on four contrasting scenarios of ‘would-be’ HE based on evidence 

gathered from stakeholders with expertise and lived experience of flexible learning. The 

project used Barnett’s 15 Conditions of Flexibility to frame the responses. These scenarios 

are used with stakeholders to plan the kind of institution they might envisage, related to their 

flexible learning ambitions and future positioning. It scoped a range of diverse voices in 

order to begin to understand what flexible learning might mean to a university in both 

systems and pedagogy across the student lifecycle. By doing so the institution developed a 

critical understanding of its approach to flexible learning by exploring institutional 

assumptions at all levels.  

http://www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/flexible-learning
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/hea_newman_1_1568037348.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/hea_newman_1_1568037348.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/hea_-_birmingham_1568037348.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/hea_-_birmingham_1568037348.pdf
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Available at: s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-

manager/documents/hea/private/sheffield_hallam-_flexible_learning_1568037346.pdf   
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