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16.
The Learner Who Took Advantage 
of Flexible Learning

The precariously piled stacks of papers covering Erin’s desk 
and the rickety bookshelves groaning with the weight of their 
contents gave her office a haphazard but cozy feel. “I need 
cozy on a day like  today,” she said, turning her webcam to re-
veal the snow falling outside her win dow on this cold Canadian 
winter day.

The 40- year- old academic librarian is a self- confessed 
“MOOC- aholic” who had first encountered MOOCs a few years 
prior to our conversation. “ There’s all this talk of data science 
in libraries  these days— I could pretend to know what it was 
about for only so long,” she joked. “I realized I needed to get 
up to speed.” She de cided to take a course and started her 
search by looking through the courses her employer offered. 
“ They’d be  free,” she had reasoned, “but it would mean taking 
a  couple hours out of my day each week or spending a  whole 
weekend stuck in a classroom.”

A Google search for data science courses took her to the 
Coursera website, where she found and enrolled in what looked 
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like the perfect course. The course included “videos that ex-
plained  things  really clearly. I sort of skipped through a lot of 
it. I watched what was useful but not the rest. So, I  didn’t do 
the assignments or most of the quizzes, just the questions that 
 were from the parts I watched to see if I had understood it 
right.” Being able to pick and choose the parts of the course 
that  were most relevant to her own needs was impor tant to 
Erin. With a busy library to run and a teenager and preschooler 
keeping her hands full at home, Erin’s time was precious. “Pro-
fessional development is hugely impor tant to me,” she said, 
gesturing to the tangled lanyards and name badges from nu-
merous conferences hanging from a hook on her wall. “But it 
needs to fit into my schedule.”

In the hour we spent talking, Erin described the many ways 
she interacted with  these courses to meet her needs. Some-
times, she focused on watching the videos. Other times, she 
reported, she would drop in or drop out of courses, engaging 
only with the pieces of content she found most in ter est ing. As 
the interview drew to a close, Erin listed all the MOOCs she 
had taken, holding up fin gers as she counted. When she had 
gone through all her fin gers and then some, she leaned back 
in her chair and, laughing, admitted that “all that learning, and 
I never even completed one entire MOOC. I  don’t have even 
one certificate to show for it.” Yet what she did have to show 
for it was, in her mind, more valuable than a piece of paper.

The flexibility to be able to drop in and out, to pick and 
choose resources, and to complete some but not all learning 
activities may be particularly appealing to learners taking 
courses primarily for personal fulfillment or professional de-
velopment rather than a credential. Yet learner testimonials 
posted on the “Contact North | Contact Nord” website, On-
tario’s distance education and training network, reveal that 
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flexibility is also hugely impor tant to learners who are pursu-
ing online credentials and provide snapshots of the variety of 
ways in which online learning enables such learners to partici-
pate in educational endeavors from “anyplace” at “anytime.” 
Kim and Jennifer, for example, reported appreciating that 
taking online courses allowed them to remain in their home 
communities rather than uproot their families to pursue their 
education. Raven valued being able to Skype with peers on 
her own time, and Dickie praised being able to earn his ac-
counting diploma at his own pace, listening to recordings 
when he was unable to attend a class session.

•••
Like many of the learners cited in the lit er a ture on online 
learning, Erin had a demanding job and busy home life that 
left her  little spare time. During our interview, she was inter-
rupted by a phone call, a colleague at the door, and several 
texts from her husband who was trying to manage two kids at 
home on a snow day. It’s no won der she felt that the time com-
mitment of a traditional course was more than she could 
manage. Online courses ofered Erin a structure and sequence 
but also gave her the flexibility she needed to fit studying and 
learning into her busy schedule.

The need to provide greater flexibility in higher education 
oferings and programs has become central to larger discus-
sions within and beyond academia. The ste reo type of uni-
versity students as young, single, well- funded, and  free of 
competing demands on their time is less accurate  today than 
ever before (Selingo 2013; also see chapter  2). Increasing 
numbers of students enrolled in traditional higher education 
programs as well as lifelong learners find themselves jug-
gling such responsibilities as young  children, aging parents, 
demanding  careers, heavy course loads, or long commutes. 
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Traditionally, universities or colleges have required students 
to adapt their lives to accommodate their learning. Academic 
terms have fixed start and end dates, courses last full semes-
ters, and the curriculum to be covered is determined before 
students even set foot on campus. Further, classes are usually 
ofered in just one modality, face- to- face or online, requiring 
students to  either travel to campus or take the course online 
rather than being able to choose how to participate based on 
their par tic u lar needs at dif er ent points in time. Such rigid-
ity means that students often must make difficult choices 
between their education, their  careers, their social lives, and 
their families.

Flexible learning, in contrast, provides students with choices 
around when, where, and how they learn. Online learning 
is often heralded as the poster child of flexible learning, as it 
ofers participants flexibility in several key dimensions of the 
learning experience.

A first kind of flexibility is in when and how students can 
 access a course. Many online courses are designed to be 
asynchronous, meaning that they can be accessed at virtu-
ally any time, allowing learners to participate at times con-
ve nient to them. This ability to access a course at any time is 
further enhanced by the capability to access and participate in 
it through mobile devices like tablets, laptops, or smartphones. 
Some students that I interviewed as part of my research de-
scribed using their tablet to continue their coursework while 
on vacation or their smartphone to watch course videos while 
cooking or breastfeeding.

A second dimension of online learning’s flexibility is in its 
content and resources. While the majority of online and face- 
to- face courses are prescriptive, many in academia have been 
experimenting with course designs that provide flexibility in 
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how learners participate in a course. For instance, rather than 
 going through a predetermined path through a course, designs 
might allow for students to self- select from a range of activi-
ties that satisfy course requirements and learning outcomes. 
Students may be able to select writing an op-ed versus creat-
ing a video or critiquing a podcast about a topic instead of cri-
tiquing a scholarly paper about the same topic.

Including flexibility in course design may mean providing 
options that make it pos si ble for students to complete courses 
in varied ways. As Erin reported, she “just skipped through” 
much of her data science MOOC, watching only  those videos 
that addressed the gaps in her content knowledge and using 
the assessments as a way to monitor her understanding rather 
than to achieve a grade. Erin made her choices about what to 
engage with based on her own preferences and learning needs. 
But the choices of other individuals my colleagues and I inter-
viewed  were more constrained by circumstances. Ryed, who 
lived in Delhi where broadband and power failed regularly 
enough to make watching videos nearly impossible, completed 
the MOOCs he took entirely through engaging with  others in 
the discussion forums. Jenna, whose vision prob lems made it 
difficult for her to read text on the screen, chose resources she 
could print out to read and listen to rather than watch the vid-
eos. Though Erin, Ryed, and Jenna  were reporting on MOOCs, 
which increase students’ choices about how much of the 
course to complete and how, flexibility is a design feature that 
can be built into a variety of course designs, including for- 
credit online courses and for- credit in- person courses.

For all the benefits of flexibility though, the common claim 
that online learning can happen “anywhere at any time,” lead-
ing some to advise students that they can do online learning 
“in their jammies” (Lowenthal and Dunlap 2011), obscures 
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many challenges. While flexible learning is intended to avoid 
some of the limitations imposed by face- to- face instruction, 
Kahu, Stephens, Zepke, and Leach (2014, 525) argue that “dis-
tance study has not overcome the barriers of space and time” 
as  these students still need to fit their studies into their sched-
ule, face competing demands for their time, and face ongo-
ing challenges in attempting to manage a program of study 
that purports to be flexible yet still requires requisite attention, 
scheduling, and monitoring (Kirkwood 2000; Selwyn 2011; 
Sheail 2018).

Although flexibility may improve access to education, it 
does not eliminate all barriers. Instead, it brings dif er ent 
kinds of difficulties, most often stemming from students’ 
need to find time and space to study in an already full sched-
ule. As Kirkwood (2000) notes, flexibility is not merely a 
characteristic of a given learning opportunity but something 
that students must actively exercise to make the most of the 
time and space available to them. To this extent, some critics 
warn that “discourses of ‘flexibility’ can be understood as 
forming part of a wider neo- liberal proj ect, one that posi-
tions learners as always being in need of new training, new 
credentialing, in order to fill ‘gaps’ identified in their ‘portfo-
lio of learning’ and make them more employable” (Oliver 
2015, 371).

•••
• Online courses are often flexible in that they accommo-

date learners needs and schedules, allowing them to juggle 
multiple responsibilities.

• Even though flexibility is often seen in terms of time and 
place, other aspects of education can be made more 
flexible (e.g., choice in assessment, flexible admissions 
policies that value prior experiences).
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• Flexibility  isn’t unproblematic: it imagines learners who are 
autonomous and places the responsibility on them to be 
flexible. Institutions should pursue policies and approaches 
to support the flexibility that they are inviting learners to 
embrace.
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