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1. Introduction and Context
This Social Mobility through Higher Education topic briefing on Flexible Learning is published by Action on Access, the national widening participation co-ordination team. This document draws on policy, data, research and our thematic review
 of 129 Widening Participation Strategic Assessments (WPSAs) prepared by English higher education institutions (HEIs) in 2009
.  The review provides an extensive and rich source of data from across the sector; it is available from http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4 

This topic briefing is intended to provide an overview of the work institutions are doing to provide flexible learning opportunities, and to consider the contribution of different types of flexible learning to widening access and improving experience and success for under-represented groups. It also explores the implications and approaches institutions might wish to consider to assist them with further development in this area.
Post-Browne
, and with the adoption of a new fee regime from 2012, institutions have an opportunity to review what they mean by ‘flexibility’ and how that may need to be developed to meet the needs of all future learners, but particularly those from groups who are currently under-represented. There are many definitions of what constitutes flexible learning but at its heart is a desire to give the learner as much choice as possible in relation to when, where and how learning occurs, to facilitate their access to and success in higher education (HE). 

Many institutions have developed provision beyond the limitations and rigidity of the traditional full-time mode for under-represented groups. It has been suggested that flexibility has opened up new possibilities for widening participation. Developments include: the use of alternative forms of delivery and the creation of flexible pathways through HE
; the development of alternative programmes of study like the introduction of Foundation Degrees in 2001
; the use of accelerated learning
; and the opportunities made available with innovations in information and communication technology which have allowed the development of distance, blended and e-learning
. 

However, if flexibility is to be part of the solution to encouraging the participation of those people or groups who are under-represented in HE, consideration needs to go beyond the development of new learning opportunities. Thought also needs to be given to whether core institutional functions and systems support flexible solutions, and whether underpinning services and institutional culture and practice can provide the necessary supporting infrastructure and delivery. 
The WPSAs provide an insight into the extent to which different approaches to flexibility are currently being used to support institutions’ widening participation strategies and targets. This topic briefing provides an overview of the key areas of flexibility which have been identified in the WPSAs. These are: flexibility in admissions; other sites of learning (including the work place and partner institutions); provision of alternative HE qualifications; alternative modes of delivery; and alternative types of provision (e.g. accelerated or bite-sized learning).
2. Overview of how Institutions are Addressing Flexible Learning

2.1 Flexible Admissions

Some institutions have a growing awareness of the relationship between alternative entry qualifications, fair access and widening participation. In these institutions this is reflected in admissions policies which clearly articulate that a wide range of qualifications, including many vocational qualifications, is accepted by many courses. A notable exception to this is admission to professional courses as these have a more restricted offer due to the requirements from the professional bodies concerned. This raises questions about how accessible some professions currently are to students from diverse backgrounds and with alternative entry qualifications.

Interventions to support flexible entry and admission with alternative entry qualifications include:
· Transparency about equivalency of alternative entry qualifications for applicants, especially parity for vocational qualifications
· Acceptance of alternative evidence to demonstrate ability
· Accreditation of prior (experiential) learning
· Special entry programmes for applicants without the required qualifications
· Awareness-raising and training for admissions staff to ensure fairness of the admissions process.
However, there is relatively little awareness demonstrated in the WPSAs of how changes to the school/college 14-19 curriculum will impact on admissions; these changes are only mentioned in relation to admissions by twelve institutions (9%). Furthermore, only six institutions (5%) mention accreditation of prior (experiential) learning (AP(E)L), and a few indicate their own special entry programmes for applicants without the required qualifications. This suggests students are largely required to gain admission to institutions through traditional routes. In addition, credit accumulation and transfer schemes that assist students to move around the sector, particularly in a city or sub-region, do not appear to be well developed in the majority of institutions and areas.

2.2 Other Sites of Learning

Institutions demonstrate through their WPSAs that they have established more flexibility with regard to the location in which learning occurs by developing higher education provision in sites additional to the institution’s main campus(es). These include, in particular, collaborative arrangements with further education (FE) partners and work-based learning.

Many institutions have links with further education colleges (FECs) to support widening participation. Links are particularly well established between post-1992 institutions and FE partners, but there are some examples of pre-1992 institutions working collaboratively with FE partners to offer more flexible learning opportunities to local mature students too. For example, 2+2 degree programmes are designed to enable adults who lack formal qualifications and who wish to return to education to study locally for a university degree, consisting of two years’ study at a local college and a further two years at the HEI campus. 

Collaborative provision is more often either franchised or externally validated, and most takes the form of Foundation Degrees (FDs). Much of the collaborative provision is expansive and is underpinned by securing additional student numbers. A number of institutions indicated that they are likely to reduce their collaborative provision in the context of no additional student numbers and tight student number control.

The WPSAs describe a growing interest in developing links with employers to deliver work-based learning, especially in post-1992 institutions. Institutions are offering different types of learning, including learning from work and learning in work, and much of this is in the form of FDs, both full- and part-time. However, a fair amount of the work appears to be in the early stages. There are also some creative approaches; for example one institution refers to full-time FDs with students attending college on one day per week only, with other elements of the programme being delivered and supported within the workplace, enabling students to continue working whilst achieving a FD. The institution reports that employers have been particularly supportive of this model, with assignments linked directly to the students’ experience in the workplace.
2.3 Alternative HE Awards and Programmes

Alternative qualifications are being developed, in particular FDs (83 institutions (64%) made explicit reference to FDs in their WPSAs). While it is acknowledged that FDs will have been developed for a range of motivations, some are explicitly intended to widen participation (although in the majority of WPSAs the institutional driver for developing FDs is not explicit). Some institutions have developed innovative FDs to attract new learners. For example, one institution has developed the FdSc in Mortuary Science, the FdA in Muslim Youth Work and the FdA in Policing. At this institution the FdSc in Healthcare Sciences involves flexible or blended delivery and attendance modes so as to accommodate part-time adult learning or those studying at a distance.

In the workplace, institutions are delivering provision from pre-entry to postgraduate/professional levels. Types of provision include: negotiated work-based learning (e.g. based on a learning framework): tailor-made programmes for individual employers, enterprise development and support; accreditation of training and other professional training; and continuing professional development.

2.4 Alternative Modes of Delivery

Clearly flexibility is enhanced through alternative modes of delivery, such as via information technology or other forms of distance and blended learning. 50 institutions (39%) mention their electronic learning resources in their WPSAs, and 24 institutions (19%) refer to distance learning.  There appear to be fewer links between the use of technology in learning and widening participation than might be expected, but there are some interesting examples. One university notes the challenges of integrating part-time students and those studying at a distance, and how they use their virtual learning environment (VLE) to overcome this. Another university referred to the development of inclusive learning environments which provide contexts for diverse students to learn comfortably and effectively.

2.5 Alternative Provision

Institutions are looking at delivering courses over longer and shorter periods to increase the flexibility offered to students. For example, 81 institutions (63%) refer to their part-time provision in relation to widening participation. One institution that has a vibrant employer engagement programme offers a range of short programmes largely for professionals who undertake short, bite-sized, credits of study in order to meet regulatory or key business needs. Many of the learners on employer engagement programmes will have had little or no previous HE experience.

Another institution notes that it is planning to introduce accelerated degree programmes to deliver some courses flexibly and make them available to new cohorts.

2.6 Combining Different Elements of Flexibility

Institutions that are addressing widening participation through flexible learning are usually combining two or more elements of flexibility (as they have been defined and discussed above). For example, one institution identifies a range of ways in which it is being more flexible to support wider engagement:
· Offering elements of learning which may be studied either without assessment or with an assessment leading to credit contributing to a qualification

· Delivery through blended learning, supported through technology-enhanced learning, with occasional face-to-face sessions offering opportunities for group-based activities and feedback

· Programmes designed in partnership with individual or groups of employers

· Accreditation of continuing professional development, offered through in-house training, bite-sized online learning elements  and short courses delivered by a partner institution
· Opportunities to obtain credit through the assessment of work-based learning

· The recently validated Shell Framework
; this will allow students to achieve an award based upon the accumulation of credit from a number of HE providers and from work-based learning. It is expected that awards within the Shell Framework will initially be negotiated with employers, including small and medium-sized enterprises, to provide a recognised qualification for their employees
· Allowing learners to design their own programmes to meet their requirements - ’gap filling’ their existing knowledge and skills - through free choice of module or bite-sized elements of learning

· Offering students freedom to enrol on modules at times of their choice, and to select from a number of assessment opportunities

· Delivery of learning at employers’ premises or near the workplace
3. Implications for Institutions
Measuring the success of flexible learning as a means of widening participation is not straightforward. The assumption that offering more flexible provision will attract a new type of learner into HE and, in doing so, support the widening participation goals of individual institutions, is rarely evidenced.

There is a need for institutions to identify their target groups and to determine the profiles of students likely to be attracted to the various models of flexible learning. Institutions should also assess the potential risks and barriers to different groups of learners as part of their flexible learning planning. 
The approaches HEIs may wish to consider when aiming to develop their flexible learning provision are explored by the Higher Education Academy review of the Flexible Learning Pathfinders
. Implications for institutions include:
1. Ensuring the introduction of flexible learning is an integral aspect of overall institutional strategic change
2. Ensuring flexible learning planning is aligned to other strategies, e.g. admissions, learning and teaching, e-learning and associated staff development
3. Addressing organisational and infrastructure implications, such as extending opening hours of student support services, library, IT services, etc., and providing access to these services from alternative sites of delivery
4. Identifying the workforce development implications, e.g. of teaching in the summer term or at weekends or evenings
5. Developing market research and marketing strategies, including information about what flexible learning entails
6. Developing a careful business case which includes the additional costs of providing extended student support services
4. Reflective Questions
Institutions may find it helpful to review their own work to deliver flexible learning to widen participation in relation to other HE providers. The reflective questions below should assist with this process. In addition, institutions may consider appropriate indicators of success, targets and milestones that relate to flexible learning to widen access and facilitate student success. The following reflective questions are intended to assist institutions to critically review their work designed to widen participation through flexible learning.
1. Have you identified explicit widening participation and/or equality groups to target in relation to specific aspects of your approach to flexibility?

2. How effectively can you support students attending the institution outside of normal opening hours (e.g. catering, student support, admin and tutor support) and on alternative sites (e.g. FE partners, in the workplace and in the community)?
3. Are there aspects of your core institutional activity which might hinder flexible delivery (e.g. assessment regulations or academic calendar)?
4. What changes to institutional culture/practice might be necessary to support delivery of flexible provision? 
5. How do you ensure that students with alternative entry qualifications are encouraged to apply to the institution and are treated fairly?
6. Do you offer routes to study for students without entry qualifications but who can demonstrate suitable knowledge and capabilities?
7. Are you engaging adequately with changes in the 14-19 curriculum to prepare your admissions staff and academic staff for young people entering HE with different educational experiences and qualifications?
8. How can you improve the sustainability of your links with partners to deliver learning in alternative sites?
9. Are you offering awards at different levels in flexible ways to attract new cohorts (e.g. from HE certificate to postgraduate research programmes)?
10. Are you maximising the role of e-learning and your virtual learning environment in relation to widening participation and student retention and success?
11. Do you offer your programmes in different ways (e.g. part-time, accelerated, bite-sized) to increase flexibility and extend opportunities?
12. Are there more ways in which you can combine different elements of flexibility to increase access and success in HE?
5. Action on Access Resources
Action on Access provides a range of resources which may be of interest to institutions and individuals interested in flexible learning to widen participation and promote social mobility.

5.1 Other Relevant Topic Briefings
The following topic briefings in the social mobility series, to be published shortly, may also be of interest:

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Mainstreaming Widening Participation and Equality

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Linking Equality and Diversity with Widening Participation
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Engaging Adults

· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Targeting
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: the Role of Admissions
· Social Mobility through Higher Education: Promoting the Success of All Students

5.2  WPSA Review
The full review of HEI WPSAs is available to download in Word or PDF format from the Action on Access website: http://www.actiononaccess.org/index.php?p=19_4.
5.2  Action on Access Helpdesk

The Action on Access practitioner Helpdesk answers higher education-related, widening participation, equality, diversity or disability queries. If you have a question email: help@actiononaccess.org, telephone: 01695 650 870, or textphone: 01695 650 874.
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