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Executive Summary

This review of the final and interim reports of the HEFCE-funded Flexible Learning Pathfinder (FLP) pilots suggests that there are constituencies of students for whom flexible learning provision is more desirable than ‘traditional’ course provision. Typically, this provision enables learners to progress more quickly through vocational routes or to undertake higher education study at the same time as working, and also to engage new types of learner with higher education study.
These FLP pilot projects have demonstrated that flexible learning is now more meaningful to learners and programme providers than earlier flexible learning initiatives – particularly those entailing the development of accelerated programmes. They are more meaningful because of a greater diversity of students and student expectation and a greater diversity in what is possible, facilitated by new learning technologies.

These FLP pilots have endorsed the findings of earlier evaluations that there is support for flexible learning development from employers and professional bodies and these projects have secured some notable successes in relation to the professional recognition of flexible learning provision. The projects have also demonstrated the necessity of careful market research and marketing of flexible learning provision, for which there remains more to be done to achieve greater awareness and understanding about flexible learning amongst potential learners and providers. This aspect has an impact on recruitment.
The importance of locating flexible learning development within wider institutional strategic developments has also been demonstrated and a number of the pathfinder institutions have secured sustainable flexible learning by doing so. Importantly, this has entailed engaging with the organisational culture and values within individual universities leading to wider infrastructural change. The academic calendar in these institutions has changed to encompass ‘whole year’ teaching. Student support has been enhanced as well as support for different types of learner, particularly employee learning. There are indications that a ‘foothold’ has been gained in these institutions and there is a steady incremental growth in the number of participating students.
A number of challenges still remain. The economic viability of FLP projects was possible because of strategic development funding from HEFCE. Once this funding has ended, the economic sustainability of flexible learning provision is much less certain. A review of the costing of flexible learning and the funding models for flexible learning provision warrant further discussion. There is also more work to be done to identify effective practice in the development and delivery of flexible learning beyond the scope of these early pathfinders.
1.Background

1.1 The 2003 Government White Paper ‘The Future of Higher Education’ expressed the need for more flexible higher education programmes suitable for a more diverse student body, including the ‘piloting and evaluation’ of two-year honours degree programmes. The HEFCE incorporated this proposal in its Strategic Plan 2006-11 which states:
‘We are encouraging and providing incentives for provision that offers learners flexibility about when and where they study, including part-time and workplace learning, and harnesses new technologies to support learning wherever and however it occurs.' (page 21)

The HEFCE Strategic Development Fund (SDF) was initially used to support five FLP pilot projects that started in 2005-06, with a further three projects following on in 2007. The first five projects comprised the University of Derby, Leeds Metropolitan University, the University of Northampton, Staffordshire University and a collaborative initiative, the Medway Partnership, which included the University of Kent, Canterbury Christ Church University and the University of Greenwich. These pilot projects have now, formally, come to a conclusion in terms of their SDF funding and their final reports have been submitted. Subsequent pilot projects are currently being undertaken at Anglia Ruskin University, the University of Gloucestershire and the University of Plymouth. These pilot projects have completed their interim reports.
This review is based on an analysis of these final and interim reports. Each of the five original projects submitted reports in different formats, so that systematic comparison is not possible in terms of timing, student data and narrative commentaries. However, there are common features to the reports and, together with data collected at a focus group with project managers from the original five projects held at the Higher Education Academy in York in January 2009, some conclusions can be drawn.
1.2 There are many definitions of what constitutes flexible learning. At the heart of flexible learning is a concern to give the learner as much choice as possible in relation to when, where and how learning occurs. For example, the duration of a programme might be concentrated, such as a three-year honours degree being undertaken in two years: accelerated or fast-track degrees. The duration may be lengthened to increase flexibility – for example, a three year programme being undertaken in four years: a decelerated degree. There may be greater personalisation of learning by allowing the learner greater choice over content, by permitting ‘roll-on/roll-off’ enrolment and by offering systems for the accreditation of prior experiential learning as well as prior accredited learning. Often, flexible learning utilises internet tools such as a virtual learning environment to enable asynchronous, off-campus learning, usually accompanied by some face-to-face interaction as well: blended learning. More recently, mobile phones, iPods and personal digital assistants (PDAs) have been introduced to support flexible learning. Known as mobile learning or m-learning, the use of these mobile technologies can enhance not only the flexibility of learning but also the immediacy and the interactivity associated with active rather than passive learning and teaching methods. Such technologies can also enhance access to learning.

1.3 The Higher Education Academy has supported the FLP pilots by facilitating a series of meetings where the project managers of the pilots have been able to meet together and share, candidly, their experiences. The original intention was to hold just one meeting following a request to the Academy from a participant in the Academy-facilitated network of pro vice chancellors, to enable project managers to meet each other; to discuss how the projects were to be managed and to identify any common issues. The first meeting was held in York on 25th April 2006, where a number of issues, including the nature of the business cases, the nature of the Bologna process and international recognition, and project managing in academic environments, quickly surfaced as common concerns. The participants agreed that the meeting had been both supportive and successful and expressed a desire for continued informal meetings at appropriate times. 
Through the lifetime of the first FLP pilots, therefore, the Higher Education Academy has facilitated a series of ad hoc meetings which have been attended not only by the project managers from the first five pilots but also by officers from both HEFCE and DfES/DIUS with responsibility for supporting the initiative. Senior managers from other institutions who were considering applying for HEFCE Strategic Development Funding to support a second cohort of FLP pilot projects also attended these meetings and found them hugely beneficial in scoping their own projects. All of the institutions in the second cohort had senior colleagues who participated in these informal discussions before going ahead with their own proposals. The impact of these meetings perhaps can be best evidenced by following the development of fast-track law degrees. First piloted by Staffordshire University who gained Law Society approval for the award, it became clear very quickly that it was an attractive programme for a number of students. Other institutions quickly emulated the Staffordshire initiative, or have plans to do so.
Inter alia, the Academy was asked whether it could undertake an evaluation of the pilots. Having already started and having no free staff resource at the time it was agreed that to start a new evaluation process was not feasible. However, it was agreed that the senior adviser facilitating the meetings would undertake to prepare a report that reviewed and synthesised the findings described in the pilots’ own reports. It was agreed that the main report would be produced when sufficient information was available from the pathfinders to make the evaluation meaningful, and also at a timely moment for the lessons learned from the pathfinders to inform HEFCE’s future policy in this direction.  An opportune time was felt to be soon after the initial five pilots had finished receiving their SDF funding and had submitted their final reports required under the SDF process.  This would also coincide with the completion and graduation of the first cohort of students on two-year accelerated honours degree programmes at three of the first pilots. Despite the fact that there would still be a number of programmes run by the initial and new pilots where students had not yet completed, there should be sufficient information available on lessons learned so far in relation to a number of areas of interest, both generic and in relation to specific issues or areas of study.  It was also felt that there might be a need for a further evaluation report to take into account information and data which will be available at a later date.  Since the pilots’ reports themselves did not follow a common format and reporting detail, it was also agreed that a focus group with the project managers from the first cohort would be held to ‘get behind’ some of the reported conclusions. 
Some of the information which we had hoped would feed into this evaluation report is not yet available, for example full graduation results from the three pilots who have had students graduate from two-year honours degrees and foundation degrees, and full recruitment figures for 2008-09 to show results, demand and progress to date for the pathfinders.  
2. The Pathfinder Proposals

2.1 HEFCE Guidance

In providing support for these pilot projects, HEFCE provided guidance
 on submissions, stating that projects would be supported which developed and tested a variety of flexible learning models within a strategic institutional approach; that it was anticipated that the projects would build on existing good practice; that they would provide feedback on their experiences and explore the likely demand for such provision. Development funding was given for two years to encompass such activities as curriculum development; infrastructural development; the development of new patterns of provision; new processes for marketing and recruitment; and new arrangements for student support. Similarly, the guidance anticipated that types of flexible learning to be supported would include accumulating learning in ‘blocks’ with ‘the possibility of breaking off and taking up study again without having to repeat learning’; accelerated study; flexible models of part-time study and ‘mode free’ study or the ability to vary pace or switch between modes. Flexibility was also seen to include provision for the accreditation of prior experiential learning; and provision for different delivery modes such as distance learning, e-learning and work-based learning. The guidance also encouraged the use of credit to facilitate different rates of learning. The pilot projects were encouraged to explore different models of flexibility rather than focus on one model; and to include the development of collaborative provision. Proposals were also expected to identify the profiles of students likely to be attracted to the various models of flexible learning as well as identify potential risks and barriers.
2.2 Summary of projects
All of the FLP pilots are engaged with flexible learning in ways outlined previously. It is significant that the criteria for funding included the need to engage with flexible learning strategically which, to a greater or lesser extent, they are all doing. The Leeds Metropolitan University project, for example, had an overall aim to develop a new learning environment for the delivery of higher education. Similarly, the Medway Partnership had as one of its aims the creation of a framework for working across a partnership of the three collaborating institutions – the University of Kent, Canterbury Christ Church University and the University of Greenwich. All but one of the projects had within them the development of accelerated or fast-track programmes. Working with employers in the delivery of learning was also a concern shared by many of the projects. The University of Derby, for example, aimed to develop a model for corporate learning piloted with two specific organisations. 
Several of the projects have been engaged with delivering systems for the accreditation of prior learning and all of the projects are engaged with the organisational and infrastructural change necessary to support flexible learning development. The Medway Partnership, Staffordshire University and the University of Northampton, for example, explicitly refined their quality processes to support flexible learning development. All of the pilots had to engage with the relationship between flexible learning and the academic infrastructure and find solutions to the inevitable challenges that emerged, such as compressing credit-based modules designed for a three year programme into two years. This led to the development of several variants on how to deliver learning through the summer. In turn, this also led projects to exploit the use of blended learning strategically to deliver flexible learning. 
It was anticipated by the projects at the outset that the delivery of flexible learning would redefine the university calendar and change both the nature of the student experience as well as the staff experience for those who participated, as well as having implications for staff and students on ‘traditional’ programmes. At Staffordshire University, for example, it was recognised at the outset that providing learning and teaching support through the summer might also benefit the three-year student who wished to spread their learning more evenly through the year or, as with the University of Derby, support ‘traditional’ students who were re-sitting modules. Above all, it was anticipated that offering more flexible provision would attract a new type of learner into higher education and, in doing so, support the widening participation goals of the respective institutions. Plymouth, for example, (piloting two-year honours degrees in the area of computing) is looking into the demand for flexible learning amongst groups under-represented in HE, particularly those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. The Gloucestershire pilot (again focusing on two-year honours degrees) is committed to ‘all-age learning’ and, like Plymouth and other pilots, to the access and widening participation agendas and aims to attract students who would not have considered doing a three-year degree. It is important to note that the FLP pilots have sought to engage with new types of students in many new areas of study, primarily vocational. The Anglia Ruskin project, for example, includes the development of flexible learning to launch a ‘flagship accelerated international business degree’ to meet an identified need for an international dimension to study and understanding, and assess the international market for accelerated courses, whilst still focusing on the widening participation and employability agendas.
A key feature of the projects overall is that they all undertook some form of market research to identify the nature and type of student who is not only attracted to the various forms of flexible learning, but is also likely to succeed. For example, the survey results of work done by Ian Jones at Staffordshire University concluded that:
Fast Track study was the most popular of the flexible learning options tested, with 1 in 4 respondents ‘very interested’ and 2 out of 3 ‘somewhat interested’.

However, it is worth noting that Blended Learning was significantly less popular, with only 1 in 7 ‘very interested’ and 2 out of 5 ‘somewhat interested’.

Fast Track study is seen very much in terms of a means to an end.

Those who are most interested in fast-track study are:

· Older age-groups, working class, working full-time

· Taking short courses or professional courses in vocational subjects
Those least who are interested are:

· Social class AB, considering full-time study away from home

· Taking academic subjects
Key choice drivers in the market for Fast Track courses are likely to be:

· Employability, quality of teaching, course organisation and convenience
(Interest in a range of flexible learning options: the results of a national survey, Ian Jones, Market Research Manager, Staffordshire University, July 2007 page 6)
The flexible learning options surveyed comprised of:
· a fast-track course that involved the same amount of study as a standard course, but was delivered in two-thirds of the time

· a blended learning course in which half the teaching was delivered face-to-face and the remaining half using online modules

· a part-time course that allowed students to dip in and out over a number of years

· short, free-standing introductory modules designed as ‘tasters’ for people with no experience of higher education

· individual work-based modules designed to help people update their skills and work towards a CPD qualification

One of the significant findings from this market research is that there was least interest in blended learning as a flexible learning option; it is significant because such an approach is often seen as a vital element to successful flexible learning delivery – including these pilots. 

The market research also provided more detail in relation to the background of people most interested in fast-track provision.

Compared to other students, those who were ‘very interested’ in Fast Track study were motivated by reasons to do with improving their salary, increasing their job security, escaping from their current situation and not getting left behind by their friends, rather than by a desire to have fun and experience the student lifestyle.

They tended to be looking for a course that was well planned-out in advance, practical or teamwork-based and could be fitted around existing commitments. The support of employers, either through sponsorship or time off work, was also considered relatively important.

When choosing an HE provider, those interested in the Fast Track option were attracted to those that were progressive, at the cutting edge of developments in their subject and had staff with professional experience from outside the HE sector. The issue of cost was slightly more important to them than it was to other respondents. The price charged for the course should be all-inclusive and there should be an ability to work part-time or full-time to fund your studies.
(Ibid, page 5)
3. What the Pilot Projects have achieved

3.1 All of the initial pilot projects are able to claim success in meeting their original aims and objectives, though with some mixed fortunes. It is usually the case that successful projects have unintended as well as intended consequences and these projects are no exception, with a few courses failing to recruit students, whilst other courses recruited well and turned out to be ‘beacons’ of effective practice such as the Business and Law programmes at Staffordshire.
 The overall trend, particularly noting more up-to-date figures, is for an increase in interest and recruitment in the various flexible learning programmes.
In relation to the overall aims and plans, the pilots have enjoyed success in developing their academic infrastructure to accommodate the requirements for effective flexible learning delivery. For example, in relation to using the summer months to deliver flexible learning, the University of Derby has developed summer school provision and Staffordshire reported that the project has had an impact on the institution as whole, including the move to an ‘open all hours culture’ including revising the academic calendar to support all year round teaching.
3.2 The FLP pilots have also been successful in creating new learning partnerships, particularly in relation to Foundation Degree development, such as the Children’s and Young People’s Services programme delivered through blended learning by the University of Derby and including partnership with LEAs in Sheffield and Rutland.  The pilots have also been successful in enabling students to enter higher education who would have found such entry difficult without the flexible learning provision. For example, the University of Derby final report identifies students who were able to enter higher education as a result of the Learning Through Work provision and the Staffordshire fast-track Law Degree recruited students who would not have sought entry to a traditional three-year degree. 

The Medway Partnership has been particularly successful in engaging employers. The Centre for Work and Learning was established as a central aim of the pathfinder in order to engage with work-based learning and employers. Work has been successfully completed in relation to Applied Professional Practice awards entailing work-based learning.   Work has also been completed in relation to Prime Advantage. This is an EQUAL project
 with Medway Council that has highlighted the needs of older learners in relation to work and learning.  Employer engagement with Medway Council focussed on Library Services Staff (who represent older learners) has informed need for provision which engages with adult learners and responds to employers’ needs for a flexible and adaptable workforce. Significant employer engagement has been undertaken, in particular with Medway NHS Trust, Medway Council and Kent Police, focusing on curriculum development, flexible delivery modes and Accreditation of Prior Learning and Prior Certificated Learning (APECL). Agreement has been made for the Centre for Work and Learning and the LLN to develop and deliver APECL in partnership. 
3.3 All of the projects have had success in organisational and infrastructural development to support flexible learning development, including the use of ICT technology. At Staffordshire, for example, a system called MyPortal has been developed. MyPortal is a personalised web page, which allows a single point of entry to the University’s IT system for staff and students, both on and off-site, including email, VLEs and online library resources. It is now being accessed by over 2,500 users per day. Similarly, Staffordshire has used the flexible learning initiative to pilot e-enrolment successfully and Derby has developed an e-APCEL system. Common to several of the pilots was the introduction of the extended academic year with varieties of provision being delivered through the summer including summer schools and modules delivered through blended learning. Different solutions were tried in relation to how to compress a three-year degree programme at the same time as allowing students to transfer out of an accelerated degree if the need arises. Delivery through the summer was the most common solution.
Undoubtedly, one of the most important collective achievements of the projects has been the inculcation of values and practices that make the development of flexible learning possible. This cultural change is fundamental for achieving the sustainability of the early footholds gained by the pilots. Flexible provision needs flexible infrastructures. As these projects have discovered, this includes staffing practices, estates practices and learner support services as well as the adoption of appropriate learning and teaching models. This flexibility needs to be institution-wide including, as the Leeds Metropolitan University final report argues, the need to introduce appropriate work-force development activities for the professional development of staff.
4. Lessons Learned
4.1 Marketing and student recruitment
Clearly, the pilot projects have achieved a great deal in engaging with the necessary organisational development and change to support the development and delivery of flexible learning. However, one cannot escape the fact that the early recruitment data for the accelerated or fast-track degrees largely show programmes recruiting below target or in a few cases, failing to recruit, although some did recruit to satisfactory levels. This is consistent with previous evaluations of the demand for accelerated learning
 which showed that students were, largely, not motivated to engage with accelerated and intensive learning. The study of accelerated learning undertaken by Colin McCaig and colleagues at the Centre for Research and Evaluation at Sheffield Hallam University in 2007, as part of the overall pathfinder project, also found that accelerated programmes were neither attractive to, nor suitable for, many types of student.
  

Concerns (and reasons for not being interested in two-year degrees) were the amount of work, ‘cramming’ (i.e. too little time for reflection and in-depth study) and encroachment on other time (e.g. social life, part-time work). Just over half of student respondents thought they would ‘miss out’ in relation to the lack of time to absorb learning and for social activity.
(Colin McCaig, Tamsin Bowers-Brown, Sue Drew, Centre for Research and Evaluation, Sheffield Hallam University, May 2007, Accelerated learning programmes: a review of quality, extent and demand page 24).
However, what McCaig also found, as did the market research projects conducted by Northampton University and by Staffordshire University, is that there are constituencies of students and learners for whom flexible learning in general, and accelerated programmes in particular, are completely fit-for-purpose. That is, whilst it is perhaps premature to consider mainstreaming flexible learning, there are those students, identified by these projects, for whom flexible learning is the clearly preferred route into and through higher education. As seen by the market research undertaken by the projects, these programmes are attractive to instrumental and strategic learners following a vocational route and, as the Leeds Metropolitan University and Anglia Ruskin University reports demonstrate, this fitness-for-purpose includes international students. 
What this market research indicates is that flexible and accelerated learning programmes have a particular appeal to local constituencies where there is a qualification with clear practical or vocational outcomes. Similarly, employer engagement is particularly promoted where there are flexible approaches to learning and teaching in terms of mode, pace and delivery, including work-based learning and where prior experience is recognised. 

Research carried out by Staffordshire University showed that accelerated and flexible programmes appeal to those interested in (or already working in) practical subject areas and professional occupations that have clear opportunities for enhanced career prospects and/or job security. The Anglia Ruskin bid provides a profile of students, based on the previous research and experiences of the earlier pilots, whom they believe are most likely to be attracted to, and succeed in, such programmes. These students:
· are interested in vocational subjects and qualifications 

· are often in the 21 plus age group and from social groupings B and C, although courses do also appeal to suitably motivated and forward looking individuals under 21

· are potentially already in the workplace (but courses equally appeal to those who are not) 

· feel they have missed out on the opportunity of study and benefits of a degree

· are (or feel as a result of the above) short of time, but have clear passion/drive to succeed

· may already have professional qualifications or other learning suitable for APL/APEL 

· are happy to engage with blended and work-based or related approaches in combination within accelerated programmes

These views were endorsed by the project managers in the focus group held in January 2009 where one participant observed that:
In terms of employability, those wanting to return to work are a neglected group but ultimately the most important.  Similarly people wanting to change career or enhance career in the workplace are also neglected.  The thing that these two groups share in common is that they are not mobile.  It is important to make the people in Universities understand that we must take learning to the student and not vice versa.
(Participant in January Focus Group of project managers, Higher Education Academy, York 2009).
4.2 Infrastructural development
All the pathfinder pilot institutions engaged with significant organisational and infrastructural changes, and perhaps the greatest impact of the initiative overall has been the ways in which the pilot projects have influenced the wider organisation both on and off campus. There are now five universities that are, in differing degrees, better equipped to develop flexible modes of study in a routine and systematic way. 

Examples of these changes include

· changing working practices with academic and non-academic staff, as identified by Leeds Metropolitan University
· changing the university calendar and delivering learning through the summer as well as at weekends, as illustrated by both Derby and Staffordshire Universities.
· engaging with student support services, catering services, library and information services, accommodation services and other services to provide student support to meet the needs of the different types of flexible learner
· providing appropriate academic support, often mediated through e-learning support
· creating appropriate frameworks to support new types of partnership, such as the employer engagement partnerships developed by the Medway Partnership and the University of Derby
As one participant in the focus group stated, ‘one cannot deliver flexible learning within an inflexible infrastructure’ and as one of the development team at Northampton stated in relation to marketing the awards, ‘we are not just selling a new course but a new concept in education’. There is clear prima facie evidence that in at least two of the pilot institutions, a cultural shift is taking place as a consequence of these programmes (supported, of course, by the championship by senior management).
4.3 Quality
The final reports from the Pathfinder pilots concur with the conclusions drawn by McCaig et al that there is considerable evidence that stakeholders were, and are, satisfied that the quality of curricula presented for validation, the quality of the student learning experience, and the quality of student work are comparable with those relating to more traditional modes of delivery.  There is also some evidence that students’ work – at least for those on accelerated degrees - is of a higher standard than that of students undertaking more traditional routes (where comparison is possible). External examiners have been similarly content about the nature of students’ work in these pilot programmes. 
As one participant in the focus group observed:
First cohort of ‘x’ university: about 19 graduated and of these 90% achieved a 2:1

Gathered the most feedback from the course and found that those who had opted for the two year programme were very competitive towards the three year students.  This is probably due to the type of student doing the course; it is possible that the two year course attracts more motivated students.

There is evidence that one of the elements that has facilitated the maintenance of quality has been the creation of specific frameworks to engage with the quality assurance of flexible learning provision. For example, Staffordshire University has created the Flexible Learning Awards Panel (FLAP) that provides an advance system of validation. Similarly, the University of Derby report describes how the rigorous approval process developed for all three elements of their project established a quality framework that was intentionally designed for wider, generic application. At the focus group held in January 09, participants commended the importance of peer review and the importance of ensuring that such peers are knowledgeable about flexible learning. Indeed, one of the outcomes of the series of meetings facilitated by the Higher Education Academy has been the creation of a community of practice in relation to these FLP pilots, where colleagues are able to provide mutual peer support. A further element to the projects that has supported quality development has been the explicit effort that has clearly gone into partnership development. The Medway Partnership and projects at the University of Derby, particularly, have addressed the importance of partnership working. One of the aims of the Medway Partnership’s pilot was to develop flexible quality assurance models to support the delivery of work-based learning, and work is currently in progress to produce an appropriate QA model.   
It must also be recognised that the maintenance of quality and the creation of new frameworks, as well as the advocacy for supporting programmes through quality processes, have been achieved through the skill and determination of the project managers themselves.
4.4 Appropriate pedagogies
Perhaps one of the most important points to emerge from the reports’ discussions in relation to learning and teaching practices is that successful flexible learning requires the design of appropriate learning and teaching strategies; flexible learning is not about ‘re-packaging’ existing materials, it is about the development of distinctive forms of provision. One of the early pilots at Derby, for example, had qualified success because the e-learning systems did not work for students who did not get the necessary support to resolve issues. In contrast, one of the items of good practice to emerge from the Derby experience is the practice of working with students prior to the start of their courses. Given the importance of the time spent undertaking additional work through the summer, getting the e-learning environment working properly with academic support and appropriate activities is crucial. Flexible learning includes providing learning at times suitable for learners. For example, Derby reported that:
The provision of whole-day ‘Saturday Schools’ for the Foundation degree in Children’s and Young People’s Services was very popular with students and the programme recruited significantly above target. 
(University of Derby Flexible Learning Pathfinder Project, Final Report, September 2007, page 5).
An important element in most of the flexible learning schemes is provision for APCEL. Similarly, the development and delivery of different forms of work-based learning was a ubiquitous element in the pilots, requiring the ability to deliver learning in partnership with employer and other organisations. For example, the Derby report describes how learning outcomes and individual activities are matched to work-related objectives, personalised learning being matched to employer needs. Indeed, the evidence from these projects would suggest that a clear focus on learning outcomes is a sine qua non of successful flexible learning initiatives (as well providing reassurance that the awards are comparable with other awards both nationally and internationally).
Within the project reports, a number of appropriate and effective learning and teaching methods are referred to, including the use of problem-based and enquiry-based learning techniques; the development of e-portfolios; the appropriate use of blended learning techniques, as well as a move towards the creation of ‘learning objects’ – small amounts of learning resource that can be used in different programmes. The University of Derby has been successful in gaining JISC funding to support a collaborative project with the University of Exeter, the University of Bolton and the Open University to develop further a repository of quality-assured higher education content.

4.5 The student experience
Different kinds of flexible learning provision provide for clearly different student experiences. Although it is sometimes difficult to articulate, flexible learning often ‘feels’ different; there is a different kind of student engagement. Of course, this is also the case with more traditional kinds of provision. At its clearest, one can describe the intensity of studying on an accelerated programme. One of the common elements reported in the projects is the implications for students of the quicker pace of study and that the consequences of missing or failing an assessment can be more dramatic for both students and staff. Conversely, one of the ways in which one might describe an accelerated part-time programme is as a ‘decelerated full time’ one where the pace of a full-time course is more relaxed. Similarly, work-based learning in collaboration with employer partners has its own dynamic and set of characteristics. For example, the taken-for-granted language of higher education, the language of learning outcomes and formative as opposed to summative assessment, is something that higher education staff have to address to secure effective employer engagement; not to mention the nature and volume of course paperwork. 

Notwithstanding the distinctive cultures of different types of flexible provision, the FLP projects found that students were able to cope with the differing demands. Derby, for example, reported in relation to studying through the summer that:
Five fast track students reported some effect on social life but only one found the pressure of work particularly limiting. Others had ‘gone out’ less often. Three fast track students reported some impact on their working life of whom two had reduced their hours to leave more time for study. Three fast track students indicated that they did not work over the summer. Some students not experiencing any difficulty made positive remarks related to their ability to plan their study in order to fit in other aspects of their life and to make space for a holiday.
(University of Derby Flexible Learning Pathfinder Project, Final Report, September 2007, page 35).
This topic was discussed extensively by the participants in the January 09 Focus Group and a significant point was made that, by using new and different learning and teaching methods such as enquiry-based learning supported by e-learning, and by exploiting the potential for collaborative communication online, the learning and teaching model will be transformed into one that is less, rather than more, stressful for both students and staff. Not least, this model permits co-curriculum development between students and staff and between students, staff and employers, enabling students to take more responsibility for their own learning. There is also evidence that flexible learning enhances student retention. As the final report from Staffordshire states:
The flexible nature of the two-year award provides additional benefits in relation to retention.  Students are able to transfer on and off the award which allows them to progress at their own pace, rather than a pre-determined rate.  The full utilisation of the summer modules could enable students with progression issues on three and four-year awards to complete necessary credits prior to starting their next academic year, rather than having to return in September as a part-time re-sit student, adding an extra year to their studies (these students often drop out as they are often not required to attend and use extra time to work, which then precludes them from full participation in future re-sit assessments).   We have already been able to offer an individually tailored award programme to two students in complicated circumstances.

(HEFCE Pathfinder Flexible Learning Project Report, February 2008. page 16).
Obviously, it is still too soon to evidence all of the student experience and there are still challenges to address. For example, having celebrated the success in gaining professional recognition from the Law Society and the Bar Council, there is some evidence that law graduates from accelerated degrees may still face some challenges. One of the institutions suggested that there is a potential problem in that some law firms look back to A-levels, which may affect some students’ chances of success in gaining employment. Two accelerated law degree graduates were affected in this way, and this also limited which Inns of Court they could apply to in order to become barristers. 
4.6 Working with employers and professional bodies
Many points have already been made in relation to employers' and professional bodies’ roles in supporting flexible learning. Undoubtedly, the employer engagement aspects of the overall FLP pilots have been very successful. In relation to accelerated degrees, as McCaig et al have pointed out, many, though not all, of the professional bodies and associations which they contacted were able to support the accreditation and recognition of graduates from such programmes. 

One of the points that emerged from the January focus group discussion was evidence that some students were deterred from applying for accelerated degree programmes because they held the erroneous perception that employers would not recognise them. In fact, the discussion suggested that there was evidence that the opposite was the case, that employers were not concerned about the length of the degree, just the outcome. Indeed, where employers were supporting or sponsoring their employees, flexible learning provision was offering increased value for money, either by reducing the time their employees needed to complete a course of study or by enabling work and study to progress together through forms of work-based learning.
4.7 Reviewing the Business Case – Challenges, Barriers and Risks
The principal challenge identified by most of the pathfinders is to maintain viability and sustainability after the initial support funding from HEFCE runs out. Four out of the five final reports raise this as an issue, summed up by Staffordshire:
….awards need to be funded by credits achieved, not length of award, because the current payment system is disadvantageous to participating HEIs. We will be providing a three-year syllabus in return for two years tuition fees and two and a half years equivalent in HEFCE funding.
(HEFCE Pathfinder Flexible Learning Project Report, February 2008, page 18).  

Yet this poses a further challenge, since all of the institutions received not less than £250,000 to support the development costs, and the number of students enrolled on programmes has not been high. It raises the question, ‘Why have the project managers been as explicit about this as an issue?’ It could be a question of perception, and might also be a function of how funding has been distributed in institutions. At the heart of this challenge is, perhaps, one that is more fundamental. Each of the reports addressed the high cost of initiating flexible learning schemes, including the cost of undertaking market research and marketing the programmes. There is a relatively high investment cost in developing new face-to-face and online resources as well as infrastructure costs such as extending the opening hours of services such as the library and information services, catering services and accommodation services. One report has already been cited in relation to paying staff overtime payments for working during the summer. It might be argued that an important element of these costs is a consequence of people’s unfamiliarity with the nature of flexible learning. There might be a danger of creating a ‘Catch 22’ situation where courses can only attract sufficiently large numbers of students to be sustainable by investing in publicity about flexible provision, at the same time as only being able to afford that level of publicity by having already attracted an increased number of students.
But this may also create a new risk. One of the impressive achievements of these FLP projects is the way in which they have created a ‘ratchet effect’ in their work. The higher education culture of their respective organisations has now been influenced as a consequence of their work. However, the ‘traditional’ way of thinking still remains in many ways and they still need to recruit and provide learning and teaching for students in traditional ways. Change will undoubtedly emerge from this juxtaposition, but it will need careful management. As the Staffordshire University report once more states:  
There are concerns that new flexible provision would only recruit from students who would have come to the university anyway to follow a traditional route.  This would mean that there would be no significant increase in overall student numbers.  The University would then have invested considerable resources for a potentially small return on its investment. From the University’s viewpoint, the ongoing viability of Fast Track delivery depends on whether these awards bring in substantial numbers of new students or simply converts customers, from an established product, to an alternative option that gives a smaller financial return. The former offers the university huge opportunities in widening participation/lifelong learning and the rewards that could bring, while the latter wil,l at best, give a very poor return on our investment. Evidence from Fast Track cohorts one and two, indicate that so far this has not been the case.  Many students have stated that they only applied to the University because of the two year option.  Also, several students who were unsuccessful in gaining a two year offer were converted to traditional three year award entrants. (Ibid).
The project managers also raised an accompanying concern with the newly introduced system of withdrawing funding for students with equivalent or lower qualifications. The array of flexible learning awards are particularly attractive to mature learners: it is one of the deliberate aims of flexible learning development. The evidence from these FLP projects is that, had the policy been in place two years ago, the initial student numbers would have been ‘significantly reduced’.  (Both Derby and Staffordshire also point out what they perceive to be an inconsistency, in foundation degrees being exempt from this policy). 
In the meantime, there is still a need to provide clarity about flexible learning provision compared with the higher education provision people are familiar with; there remains the challenge of getting the support of academic and non-academic staff who might resist the further development of flexible learning provision, as well as getting wider acceptance from a range of stakeholders, including the appropriate higher education trades unions. As the Derby report states:
Present flexible and innovative provision has been developed and delivered by a minority of staff with a particular interest in a more diverse range of learning and teaching strategies. A particular challenge for the learning and teaching network is the wider engagement of colleagues in the innovative provision necessary for the delivery of a curriculum fit for the future.
(University of Derby Flexible Learning Pathfinder Project, Final Report, September 2007, page 14).
Also, the report from Leeds Metropolitan University focuses particularly on the significant difference that the views of senior staff, including Deans and Heads of Department, can make. There is at least one example of the development of an accelerated degree being postponed because of the views of an acting head of department.
The study undertaken by McCaig et al in 2007 specifically addressed the implications of the Bologna process for aspects of flexible learning provision, particularly accelerated degrees, and the final reports from the FLP projects also suggest that the position has not been fully resolved.
It is worth mentioning, in relation to the question of the Bologna process and international recognition of accelerated degree programmes, that although the Bologna model is three years for a Bachelor's degree, this is a recommendation rather than a requirement and that there are systems in place to facilitate recognition of degrees within the European HE Area, such as the Diploma Supplement and the certification of the Framework for HE Qualifications (England Wales and N Ireland) (FHEQ) as compatible with the European framework. The Diploma Supplement (which the Bologna process recommended in 2005 should be issued automatically to all graduates) does not require details of length of study, so would not distinguish between a two-year and a three-year honours degree, but would include the content of the degree, learning outcomes and qualification gained. The FHEQ does not distinguish between two-year and three-year degrees.  In both the FHEQ and the HE Credit Framework for England published in 2008 (which is compatible with ECTS, the European Credit Accumulation and Transfer System), the focus is on learning outcomes rather than length of study.  Nevertheless, despite these systems being in place, the situation is more complex in reality and it may take time before accelerated degrees are universally accepted. This does not appear to have been a deterrent to a number of non-UK EU, and non-EU, students who have studied, and are still studying for, two-year honours degrees, but it is still clearly an area of concern for many institutions and students. 
 A further barrier that two of the reports raised was that of the negative media coverage that accompanied the announcement of these programmes; something that the Northampton report details as possibly contributing to very low recruitment.

A final and vitally important element to the continued development of flexible learning provision is to identify the workforce development needs appropriate for the professional development of academic and non-academic staff to ensure the maintenance of a high quality student learning experience.

4. Conclusions and further developments
One might conclude that the evidence contained in the final reports of the first five FLP projects demonstrates that they have been enormously successful in creating organisational systems and processes, together with new learning and teaching methods and new types of engagement with a variety of different bodies and organisations to secure effective flexible learning provision. Unlike similar, previous initiatives, these have been clearly strategic – as they were intended to be, and numerous lessons have been learned.
There are clear implications that can be drawn from a review of these final and interim reports for any other higher education institution contemplating the introduction of flexible learning. These include:
i) Ensuring that the introduction of flexible learning is an integral aspect of overall institutional strategic change. Where this has occurred, such as at Leeds Metropolitan University and Staffordshire University, the sustainability of the pilot pathfinder work looks more secure, evidenced by incremental increases in student numbers and confidence about future developments.
ii) Ensuring, therefore, that any flexible learning planning is aligned to other strategies such as learning and teaching strategies, e-learning strategies and accompanying staff development activities. What these pathfinder pilots have demonstrated is that successful flexible learning provision includes using appropriate learning, teaching and assessment methods delivered by highly proficient tutors. 
iii) Ensuring that the introduction has senior manager support, not just to get started but also to champion the activities.
iv) Addressing the organisational and infrastructural implications such as extending the opening hours of student support services, accommodation services, library and information services and so on. This consideration of the student experience must also allow for students to exit flexible learning programmes without disadvantaging themselves, as well as allow for different points of entry.
v) None of the reports introduced discussions of recognising and rewarding good practice in teaching and learning. Staffing issues have been a central aspect of the early pilots, both in terms of supporting enthusiastic staff as well as engaging with more resistant staff. In the pilots it was possible to ‘side-step’ resistant staff since the scale of the pilot programmes could be delivered by using enthusiasts and by additional payments. Scaling up the provision would need much greater change management intervention. This might include an identification of the workforce development implications for increasing flexible learning provision.
vi) These projects have also identified the tremendous importance of focussing market research activities on finding potential students and developing appropriate marketing strategies to recruit them successfully. There is a potential for collaborating in some aspects of this marketing and achieving a greater presence for the idea of flexible learning.
vii) Publicity and information about what flexible learning entails is also important for the wider constituency of stakeholders, such as employers, parents and IAG colleagues in schools and colleges. It is worth recalling that some students attracted to accelerated degrees ultimately did not enrol because of a perception that employers would not value them.

viii) These projects have also demonstrated the necessity of being very careful about the business case and funding models for flexible learning and, given the concerns expressed by the project managers, this would seem to be an area where more consideration is needed. The projects received not less than £250,000 to support flexible learning development and also received 0.25 fte support for each student for each year of an accelerated degree programme. The projects concluded, however, that they still had to deliver the equivalent of three years credits. Any savings, therefore, were to the benefit of the student rather than the course providers. Moreover, the initial costs of course preparation for distance and blended learning are typically greater than those of more traditional programmes. There were also additional costs entailed in providing student support through the summer. That is not to say that flexible learning is not economically viable; rather, it is to suggest that more sophisticated funding models need to be developed.
ix) One might also conclude that support could be given for even more imaginative flexible learning visions. None of these pilots had engaged with mobile computing (identified as a growing element in flexible learning in para.1.2) and, although there were indications that these projects would continue to develop and grow, there was little reference to institutions that are already modelling flexible learning such as the University of Bolton’s interdisciplinary inquiry-based learning framework
. It would be useful to undertake a systematic identification of what flexible learning provision is now available in the sector and to discuss the nature of effective practice with these providers.
These projects are still at the early stages of introducing transformative change in their institutions. They have all committed to developing along the lines they have started with appropriate modifications, introduction of new subject areas and so on. That is, the pathfinder institutions are finding ways of embedding their flexible learning initiatives within their mainstream activities. For example, at Staffordshire:
The University Plan 2007-2012 specifically states; 

· “2007/08 - 2008/09 Roll out across all Faculties and Schools the models of flexible delivery including those developed by the HEFCE FLP  project.

· 2008/09 Introduce the three teaching block academic year across the University”

The University has therefore, committed itself to supporting the changes required to “flex the curriculum”. 

(HEFCE Pathfinder Flexible Learning Project at Staffordshire University: End of Project Report, February 2008, Page 13).
Any conclusions must remain provisional, but it is significant that the achievements of these projects are directly in accord with where future higher education development is expected to go. For example, in his submission to the Secretary of State, John Denham on the development of a framework for higher education, Paul Ramsden, Chief Executive Officer of the Higher Education Academy outlined the need for:
· Reforming curriculum and assessment

· Developing a more flexible workforce

· Rethinking quality and engaging students in a responsible partnership.
(Ramsden, P (2008), The Future of Higher Education: Teaching and the Student Experience, para 3.3  page 10)
Flexible learning is a vital and integral element in each of these three areas for development, including achieving greater flexibility between part time and full-time modes of study (para 3.7) and developing flexible approaches to academic contracts (para 3.23). Similarly, Ramsden argues that we must ensure that there is no loss of quality in the development of work-based and flexible learning provision and that we need to address the issue of developing a more flexible academic calendar (para 2.6).
The FLP final reports were written before all the relevant data were available for comment and there is a need for continued evaluation; the HEFCE, therefore, have enabled Staffordshire University to engage in a systematic evaluation of the continued development of flexible learning provision so that the foothold gained by these early projects can continue to be monitored.
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